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A Traveler's Primer to the Starter Frontier


Chapter 1

The Beginner Road

From the Beginner Road Handbook, Fifth Edition

A marked road is not necessarily a safe road. A safe road is not necessarily an open road. An open road is not necessarily prepared to receive the traveler. Verify the question before trusting the answer.

The girl came out of the tutorial holding a dead rabbit by the back feet and looking offended that anyone had expected applause.

Ruan Tessel liked her immediately.

She stood beneath the receiving arch at Millcross with mud to both knees, one sleeve torn away, and a shallow bite across the back of her left hand. The arch's pale lines dimmed behind her. A receiver clerk raised two fingers without looking up from his board.

"Name?"

"Calis Drevor."

"Say it again for the record."

"Calis Drevor."

A second clerk checked the arrival slate. "Matched. Four days, seven hours. No duplicate record. No delayed transit marker. Welcome back."

Calis's mouth tightened. "I was gone four days?"

"Four days here too," said the first clerk. "That's what we like. Medic."

A woman in a gray apron stepped close enough to see the bite and no closer. "May I touch your hand?"

Calis blinked at the question, then nodded.

The medic turned the hand once. "Starter hare?"

Calis lifted the dead rabbit. "Apparently."

"Congratulations. You have acquired dinner and a scar. Hold still."

Ruan watched from the shade of the freight shed while the rest of the receiving process unfolded with the efficiency of something ordinary enough to have become boring.

The bite was washed. A clerk checked Calis's status for persistent tutorial conditions. Another weighed the rabbit and told her she could keep it, sell it to the receiver kitchen, or surrender it for disposal. Her inventory was logged only because three of the items were tagged as tutorial-origin materials. A boy in a blue vest ran toward town carrying a stamped notification for Calis's family. Someone handed Calis clean socks.

No bells rang. No adventurers cheered. Nobody asked her whether she had discovered a legendary class.

She had completed a beginner zone.

People did that every day.

Ruan opened his field book and wrote:

Millcross Receiver House — south arch

Observed throughput: ordinary.

Then he crossed out ordinary.

Neris Loom, sitting on a crate beside him, noticed.

"You've been here nine minutes and you're already correcting adjectives."

"Ordinary isn't measurable."

"Neither is charming, but I intend to put it in my report about you."

Neris was a [Field Registrar], Level 16, with a narrow face, ink-stained fingertips, and the irritating habit of treating every sentence as though it might someday be evidence. She had been assigned to the same expedition Ruan had spent three months trying to qualify for.

That did not mean he had to enjoy her.

"Normal throughput," he said.

"Normal according to what period?"

Ruan looked at her.

Neris smiled pleasantly.

He wrote, No delay observed during one completion.

"Better," she said.

A System pressure touched the edge of his vision as the receiving arch finished cooling.

[Road Surveyor — Level 9]

[Measure Grade III]

[Route Memory II]

[Hazard Mark II]

[Safe Camp I]

[Shared Bearings I]

Nothing new. He hadn't expected anything new.

Level 9 at twenty-four was respectable in the way a sound fence was respectable. Nobody gathered neighbors to admire it.

His father had been Level 18 before Ruan turned sixteen, and Marek Tessel had never swung a sword at anything larger than a rat. [Teamster] rewarded distance carried, difficult loads moved intact, animals kept healthy, schedules recovered after weather, and—according to Marek—knowing when a customer lied about what a crate weighed.

His mother had reached Level 21 as a [Ledger Clerk] by making fewer mistakes than men with twice her salary.

Ruan had spent six years learning roads and was still Level 9.

He knew that comparison was stupid.

It remained available anyway.

A horn sounded from the east gate.

Not the receiver horn.

Freight.

Ruan looked up automatically.

A two-wagon grain train came through the gate under a coat of yellow road dust. Both teamsters wore Millcross green. The lead driver gave the yard clerk three fingers, then two, then tapped his chest.

Five axle loads. Two priority consignments. One injury.

Ruan knew the signal because every licensed road worker in the central counties knew it.

A man beside the freight scales repeated the gestures back.

The yard began reorganizing before the wagons stopped moving.

That was what standards looked like when they worked.

"Tessel."

Perran Holt crossed the yard with the deliberate pace of a man who had learned that running made everyone else run too.

He was thirty-eight, Level 31, and held the class [Expedition Captain]. His coat had no ornament beyond the white-road badge stitched over the left breast. A short sword hung at his hip, but Ruan had seen him spend more time inspecting boot soles than blade edges.

Behind him came the other members of the Beginner Road Resurvey.

Ysolde Kern wore the dark blue traveling coat of House Merrow, though she had removed the silver shoulder cord that would have announced her rank from half a street away. She was Level 22, class [Pathbound Guardian], and the reason every Millcross child with House ambitions had stared at the expedition since breakfast.

Maelin Drover, [Caravan Factor], Level 17, carried three ledgers and looked as if any monster that damaged one would receive an invoice.

Tovan Sill, [Threshold Medic], Level 25, had already wandered toward Calis Drevor because threshold medics were incapable of ignoring fresh arrivals.

Perran stopped in front of Ruan.

"You're early."

"Twenty-seven minutes."

"That is a number."

Ruan waited.

Perran's expression didn't change. "I didn't say it was praise."

Neris made a small mark in her book.

"Was that necessary?" Ruan asked.

"Almost certainly."

Perran handed Ruan a folded road order.

The Beginner Road Resurvey had been authorized by six regional councils, two guild federations, three Class-Houses, and the First Tower's Office of Interregional Passage. The signatures occupied more space than the mission description.

The problem sounded simple.

The Beginner Road was becoming unreliable.

Not broken.

Unreliable.

Over the last four months, seven receiver stations had reported transition mismatches. Twenty-three caravans had recorded route times differing from registered travel estimates by more than thirty percent. Low-grade monsters had appeared beyond their normal ranges. Three freight trains had vanished long enough to trigger missing-party searches and then reappeared days later with contradictory accounts of where they had been.

The official road remained open.

Trade still moved.

People still completed tutorials.

Which was why nobody had panicked yet.

Ruan understood the economics of yet.

Maelin came to stand beside them. "Eastmarket grain is already up four percent."

Perran said, "Nobody asked."

"Nobody ever asks before it becomes twelve."

"How long until twelve?"

"If the West Mill train is actually missing? Eight days. Ten if people remain calm, which is not a variable I use professionally."

Ruan looked east.

"West Mill was due this morning?"

Maelin's brows rose. "Three hours ago."

"That's inside ordinary freight variance."

"For a free caravan. Not for West Mill contract grain. They use matched teams, registered departure, fixed water stops, and penalties large enough to make punctuality religious."

Neris flipped through her papers. "Last confirmed marker?"

"Roadstone forty-two," Maelin said. "Yesterday evening."

Ruan knew roadstone forty-two.

He had walked that section during his apprenticeship.

Flat country. Good drainage. Two bridges, both rebuilt within the last nine years. No active dungeon influence. Low monster pressure. Excellent sight lines.

A road that had no business losing anyone.

Perran watched him thinking.

"Your job?"

Ruan answered automatically. "Determine whether the registered route still describes the traveled route."

"And if it doesn't?"

"Measure what changed."

"And if you don't understand what changed?"

Ruan hesitated.

Perran waited.

Ruan said, "Mark uncertainty."

"Good."

The word landed harder than it should have.

Perran looked at the group. "We leave in forty minutes. Merrow, equipment check. Sill, medical. Drover, supplies and commercial notices. Loom, copy all current route statuses before anybody edits them after we find something embarrassing. Tessel."

"Captain?"

"Walk the eastern approach. I want your eyes on the road before we trust the road's opinion of itself."

Ruan shouldered his survey bag.

The eastern approach began beyond the freight gate, where stone paving narrowed to packed gravel and the town's last warehouses gave way to yellow fields.

The Beginner Road ran straight enough to look drawn.

Ruan activated Measure Grade.

The world did not fill with glowing lines. His class had never been that theatrical.

Instead, details aligned.

Slope: less than one degree.

Surface compression: excellent.

Drainage crown: intact.

Wheel rut depth: three fingers at the shoulder, less in the center.

Recent traffic: heavy.

He walked two hundred paces.

A roadside shrine stood beneath an ash tree.

Ruan stopped.

He knew this stretch.

Route Memory returned it with professional sharpness: the bend of the ditch, the old fence, three milestone posts, an empty patch beneath the ash.

No shrine.

But the shrine was not new.

Moss covered the base stones. The roof shingles had weathered silver. Wax from hundreds of old candles striped the front ledge.

Ruan crouched.

Measure Grade gave him the foundation age only indirectly: settlement, weathering, soil intrusion.

Years.

Possibly decades.

His memory said it had not existed six years ago.

The stones said it had.

Neris caught up several minutes later.

She found him kneeling in the ditch.

"Problem?"

Ruan touched the moss.

"I remember this road."

"Congratulations."

"There was no shrine here."

Neris looked at the shrine. Then at him.

"How confident?"

"Very."

"In your memory or the shrine?"

That irritated him because it was the correct question.

Ruan stood.

"Both."

The eastern road stretched away under a clear summer sky.

Somewhere beyond the fields, the West Mill caravan was late.

For the first time that morning, Ruan stopped thinking of the Beginner Road as something everyone knew.

He opened his field book.

Under the day's first entry he wrote:

Verified contradiction. Do not reconcile yet.

The shrine did not improve when Ruan looked at it a second time.

Perran arrived with Ysolde and Neris ten minutes later. Maelin stayed in the yard because a factor abandoning loaded wagons for an interesting rock was, in her words, how thieves acquired professional opportunities.

Perran walked around the shrine without touching it.

"Age?"

"Foundation settlement suggests more than ten years," Ruan said. "Roof repair maybe three. Candle wax recent. Path worn."

"Your memory?"

"No shrine six years ago."

"Confidence?"

Ruan hated that everyone had adopted Neris's favorite question.

"High."

Ysolde crouched at the little stone ledge. Six wooden plaques hung beneath the roof, each carrying a traveler name and date. The oldest was eleven years earlier.

"Could your Route Memory have changed when you leveled?" she asked.

"It preserves, not invents."

"That wasn't the question."

Ruan looked at her.

She shrugged. "House evaluators taught me to distrust abilities with verbs that sound morally reliable. Preserve. Protect. Reveal. They still have scope."

He wanted to argue. Instead he opened his status and reread Route Memory's actual description.

It improved recall of traveled routes.

Not every object near them.

Ruan closed the panel.

"I remember the empty patch because I stopped here," he said. "My apprenticeship master made me measure the ditch after a wagon broke an axle. We ate lunch under this tree. I remember the roots."

Neris asked, "Anybody else?"

"Master Jen. If she's alive."

"Good. Witness to memory, not just memory."

Perran pointed to the shrine path. "Local witness first."

The nearest farm belonged to a family named Darn, who had been working the same fields for four generations and reacted to the expedition with the wary courtesy of people who expected an official to discover a tax.

Old Kem Darn was Level 25 [Field Tender]. He listened to Ruan describe the shrine.

"Ash Road shrine? Been there forever."

"Forever meaning?"

Kem squinted at him. "Before my youngest. She's nineteen."

Ruan's stomach tightened.

Kem's daughter joined them from the barn. "Grandmother used to leave oat cakes there."

"Your grandmother died when?" Neris asked.

"Eight years back."

The shrine had local continuity.

Ruan's memory had personal continuity.

Both lines extended backward through the same six years and refused to meet.

Perran did not allow them to investigate further.

"We have missing freight. The shrine is a verified anomaly without current harm. Mark, record, move."

Ruan drove a temporary survey stake beside the ash tree.

[OBSERVATION MARK]

[Physical age conflicts with verified professional route memory.]

[Local testimony supports long-term shrine presence.]

[No current hazard established.]

He added one more field.

[Do not resolve by preference.]

Neris read it.

"That's not standard language."

"I know."

"Keep it."

Back at the freight yard, Ysolde supervised an equipment drill.

Ruan discovered the expedition carried more duplicate gear than seemed economically sane.

Two water-testing kits.

Two route compasses despite his own class.

Three independent fire starters.

Paper maps in waterproof cases alongside Tower route slates.

Two medical ledgers.

Physical rope markers even though Shared Bearings could track party members.

"Why carry a compass if I can orient the group?" Ruan asked.

Perran answered from beneath the wagon where he was inspecting an axle. "Because you can be unconscious."

"Why two route slates?"

"Because one can break."

"Why paper when the slate updates?"

Perran rolled out and looked at him. "Because it updates."

Ruan understood after a moment.

A changing record could become evidence only if someone preserved what it had said before.

Neris raised both hands from the next bench. "My entire personality has been justified."

Maelin said, "Tragic."

The drill ended with Perran assigning everyone emergency duties outside their specialty.

If Tovan went down, Ysolde handled immediate bleeding control.

If Maelin went down, Neris knew where reserve coin and contracts were stored.

If Perran went down, Ysolde held movement command until the group deliberately reassigned it.

If Ruan went down, nobody attempted to become a surveyor.

That last one bothered him.

"Then who decides whether the road is safe?"

"Nobody," Perran said. "We reduce speed, use existing verified markers, and stop when those become insufficient. A missing specialist is a condition, not an invitation for an amateur to inherit the title."

Ruan had spent years wanting people to respect his profession.

It was disconcerting to hear respect expressed as refusal to imitate him.

Calis Drevor passed the yard while they were loading. She had changed into clean trousers and carried the tutorial rabbit in a sack.

Her mother walked beside her, talking continuously enough for both of them.

Calis stopped when she saw Ruan.

"You were watching me come out."

"Professional observation."

"That's less creepy. Barely."

Ruan nodded toward the rabbit. "Dinner?"

"Sold it. Bought boots."

She lifted one foot. The boots were used but solid.

"Any idea what class you'll take?" Ysolde asked.

Calis made a face. "Everyone keeps asking. I got [Forage Sense] and [Quick Hands]. Uncle says hunter. Mother says apothecary. I want three days where nobody tells me what my life means."

Ysolde smiled. "Take four."

Calis looked at the House cord on her shoulder. "House advice?"

"Personal advice. House would prefer you attend our assessment."

"Will you be offended if I don't?"

"No. House recruiter might be. It builds character."

Calis left laughing.

Ruan watched her rejoin her mother.

A normal tutorial completion did not produce a finished adult.

It produced a person with more information and more people trying to interpret it.

That belonged to the road too, somehow. Not the gravel. The destination beyond it.

Maelin called from the gate.

"West Mill relay."

The yard went quiet.

She held a message strip.

"They missed Roadstone Forty-Three confirmation. Contract protocol triggered."

Before the missing-caravan notice arrived, Ruan spent an hour watching the receiver house return to normal.

Normal was paperwork.

The girl who had completed her tutorial surrendered two poisonous beetle glands to controlled storage, kept a chipped starter knife, and argued successfully that a bundle of edible roots belonged to her rather than the receiver quarter's biological inspection office.

Her father signed the transport declaration without reading it.

Her mother read every line.

The receiver clerk waited for both of them.

A Level 13 [Appraiser's Hand] valued the beetle shells for local sale. The girl stared at the amount.

"That's all?"

"Starter beetles," the appraiser said.

"I nearly got bitten."

"Danger is not rarity."

Her mother laughed hard enough to cry again.

Across the room, another family waited for a son on day five.

No alarm.

The local zone's normal completion window ran two to six days depending on weather cycle and which objectives appeared.

The father still checked the status board every four minutes.

Ruan recognized the behavior from road delays.

A system could be functioning normally and still contain somebody's child.

The receiver house had a small kitchen because newly returned participants were often ravenous. A Level 16 [Recovery Cook] served thick porridge with salt and chopped herbs. Her skill improved digestion after sustained exertion, not enough to count as healing and enough that the clinic paid her directly.

"You level from soup?" Ruan asked.

She looked insulted.

"I level from feeding exhausted people food they keep down. Soup is equipment."

Another ordinary class doing work civilization noticed only when absent.

The girl finished two bowls.

Her father asked when she could leave.

The medic said, "After I clear the bite, registrar closes arrival, and she confirms destination."

"Home."

The girl said, "Aunt Vessa's."

Her parents both turned.

She shrank slightly.

"Just tonight. I want to sleep before everyone comes over."

The clerk changed the onward destination without comment.

Ruan liked that.

Tutorial completion did not return a child to the exact life that had sent her in.

It returned a person with new levels, new experiences, sometimes a new class direction, and apparently strong opinions about relatives.

Outside, a municipal Level 10 [Street Keeper] changed the receiver sign from ACTIVE ARRIVAL to NORMAL OPERATIONS.

Nobody cheered.

The girl left holding her mother's hand and her chipped knife.

For perhaps twenty minutes, the whole system had done exactly what people believed it did.

That mattered when the road failed next.

Perran's entire posture changed.

"Last contact?"

"Thirty-Eight."

The caravan was no longer merely late.

It was missing.

Ruan looked east toward the shrine under the ash tree.

His morning had begun by watching a girl come home exactly where civilization expected her.

By noon, the safest road in the region had failed to account for two grain wagons and five people.

The contrast felt like a warning he did not yet know how to write.


Chapter 2

Nine Is Not Much

Perran made Ruan prove his class before they were allowed to leave Millcross.

Not explain it.

Prove it.

The expedition's wagons waited in the east yard while stablehands tightened harness and Ysolde inspected equipment seals. Perran led Ruan to a stack of freight pallets beside the scales.

"Route load," Perran said.

Ruan looked at the pallets. "Destination?"

"Don't care. Tell me whether that wagon crosses Clayford Bridge."

"Which wagon?"

Perran pointed at the heavier expedition wagon.

Ruan crouched beside the nearest pallet.

Six sealed grain cases, an iron-bound medical chest, two coils of climbing rope, a field stove, spare wheel rims, survey stakes, three tents, water barrels, personal kits.

He knew the bridge's registered capacity.

That wasn't enough.

He activated Measure Grade and walked the wagon.

Axle condition. Wheel width. Load distribution. Draft-team mass. Surface contact. He checked the weather board over the yard office, then yesterday's rain entry.

"Yes," he said. "But not if Drover adds more than four hundred weight before the crossing. The west approach shoulder is soft after rain. Bridge deck isn't the limit. Entry rut is."

Maelin, who had appeared behind him without permission, looked offended.

"Why would I add four hundred weight?"

"Because your left rear compartment is empty."

"That is called prudent capacity."

"It is called temptation with hinges."

Ysolde laughed.

Maelin pointed at her. "House Merrow did not pay for your training so you could encourage surveyors."

"House Merrow paid for my training so I could identify threats."

"He's Level 9."

"A low-grade threat."

Ruan tried not to smile.

Perran nodded toward the bridge register. "Why isn't the shoulder condition in the road certificate?"

"Seasonal maintenance assumption."

"Meaning?"

"The certificate assumes normal drainage work. If the ditch crews did their spring cut, the shoulder dries within a day."

"Did they?"

Ruan paused.

"I don't know."

"Then you don't know whether the wagon crosses."

Ruan felt heat rise in his face.

"I can inspect it when we arrive."

"Exactly."

Perran turned away.

The lesson was apparently over.

Ruan disliked lessons that ended before he had won them.

Ysolde fell into step beside him.

"He does that to everyone."

"Makes them answer incomplete questions?"

"Makes them notice when they answered one."

She was younger than Perran by more than a decade but carried herself with the controlled economy of someone who had spent years being corrected by professionals.

Her House coat opened enough to show layered road armor beneath it. Not tournament armor. No polished plates. Flexible shoulder protection, reinforced forearms, fitted thigh guards. Everything built for walking.

Ruan nodded toward the coat. "Do you always travel in House colors?"

"When I'm officially representing the House."

"Does that help?"

"Sometimes people trust me before I earn it. Sometimes they dislike me before I earn that too."

"Which is more useful?"

"Trust. Easier to repair."

That answer was better than he expected.

They rolled out of Millcross shortly before noon.

Perran walked the first mile.

Ruan understood why after the second roadside marker.

The expedition captain checked everything.

Not as a surveyor would. Perran did not measure crown angle or ditch depth. He checked whether the expedition's reality still matched its plan.

Harness straps.

Spacing.

Water consumption.

Cloud direction.

The mood of the draft animals.

He stopped beside a milestone and asked, "Who has route authority?"

Ruan said, "You do."

Perran turned his head.

"Wrong."

Ysolde answered, "You have expedition authority. Tessel has survey authority on route condition. Sill has medical stop authority. I have immediate defense command during contact unless you revoke it."

"Drover?"

Maelin said, "Cargo and contractual risk."

"Loom?"

"Record integrity."

Perran looked at Ruan.

"If you tell me the bridge isn't safe, do I cross?"

"No."

"If Kern tells me there is a monster in the water but you say the bridge is structurally sound?"

"We don't cross."

"If Sill says I can keep marching with a fever?"

Tovan called from the rear wagon, "I won't."

Perran ignored him. "Answer."

"You decide whether the expedition continues," Ruan said. "But you don't overrule specialist facts merely because you command the expedition."

"Better."

They walked another half mile.

Ruan said, "Is that a formal expedition standard?"

"Yes."

"Who wrote it?"

"People who buried captains."

That ended the conversation.

At Clayford Bridge, Ruan found the ditch crew had done half the spring work.

The northern drain ran clean. The southern ditch had collapsed where cattle crossed it, leaving the approach shoulder wet beneath a dry crust.

He pushed a survey rod through the surface until it sank almost to his wrist.

Perran stood behind him.

Ruan said, "We unload the rear third and hand-carry across."

Maelin made a sound that belonged in a temple where somebody had cursed.

"How long?"

"Forty minutes."

"An hour."

"Forty."

"You have clearly never watched expedition professionals hand-carry cookware."

It took fifty-three minutes.

Maelin wrote something in her ledger every seven of them.

Beyond Clayford, the Beginner Road entered open grain country.

It was not one road in the literal sense. The name referred to the long interregional corridor linking dozens of starter catchments to receiving towns, trade centers, guild cities, and eventually the First Tower heartland. Some sections were paved. Some were river routes. Some crossed mountains where a road existed only between first thaw and heavy snow.

But on central maps, a single thick line connected them.

Beginner Road.

Civilization's safest long road, people called it.

The road most likely to carry someone who had just finished being a beginner.

Ruan had loved that phrase as a child.

Now he wondered who had decided what safest meant.

At Roadstone Thirty-Eight they stopped for the first missing-caravan report.

A stable boy remembered West Mill's wagons passing the previous evening.

"Both teams sound?" Perran asked.

"Yes, Captain."

"Drivers?"

"Five people. Same as registry."

"Anyone following?"

"A wool cart maybe an hour behind."

Neris checked the roadstone log. "West Mill signed at eighteenth bell. Wool cart signed at twentieth. Both heading east. Wool cart reached Millcross before dawn."

Ruan looked down the road.

No branch road lay between Thirty-Eight and Millcross that could take two grain wagons without somebody noticing.

"We walk," Perran said.

Ysolde frowned. "Wagons?"

"Follow behind. I want the first mile clean. Tessel forward. Kern with him."

Ruan did not ask whether Level 9 was much now.

He walked.

For the next hour, the road remained infuriatingly normal.

Wheel marks from dozens of wagons overlapped in the dry surface. Ruan read what he could: axle widths, team gait, heavy cargo, lighter carts. Near a puddle shaded by willow trees, the ground finally held enough detail.

He found the West Mill wagons.

Two matching wheel sets.

Heavy load.

Eastbound.

He followed them twenty paces.

Thirty.

Fifty.

The tracks ended.

Not faded.

Not obscured.

Ended.

Ruan knelt.

Ysolde remained standing, one hand resting near her sword.

"Gate?"

"No gate residue I can identify."

"Dungeon seam?"

"No local dungeon influence on registry."

"You trust registry?"

Ruan looked up at her.

She shrugged. "I'm learning."

He examined the last wheel depression.

Its forward edge was intact. If the wagon had been lifted, the soil should show load transfer from the team. If it had reversed, tracks would overlap. If it had turned, the road was too narrow to hide the arc.

Ruan activated Route Memory.

The road sharpened in his mind exactly as it had when he walked this section six years earlier.

Except for the shrine.

He looked toward the horizon.

The shrine was miles behind them.

Still, the contradiction sat in him.

A remembered road that disagreed with physical age.

Now tracks that disagreed with movement.

"Mark it," Perran said when he arrived.

Ruan took out a brass survey peg.

Hazard Mark engaged when he drove it beside the final rut.

[HAZARD MARK]

[Verified route discontinuity]

[Cause: unknown]

[Confidence: high]

The System text appeared faintly over the stake.

Maelin read it and exhaled through her nose.

"How much does that cost?" Ruan asked.

"If you're asking about the peg, twelve silver."

"I meant the road."

"If this happens once? Search crews, spoiled grain, contract claims. If it happens enough that insurers notice? Everything."

"Everything isn't a number."

"It becomes one eventually."

Neris crouched beside the rut.

"Tessel."

"What?"

"Look west."

He did.

Fifty paces behind them, where the road curved around the willows, two fresh wagon tracks appeared in the dust.

Heavy.

Matching axle width.

Coming toward them.

Ysolde drew her sword.

Ruan stood.

The missing West Mill caravan rolled around the bend.

Both drivers were shouting.

One of them saw the expedition and hauled his team nearly sideways.

"Don't go east!" he yelled.

Perran stepped into the road. "You're traveling east."

The driver stared at him.

Then he looked over his shoulder at the road behind his wagon.

His face lost color.

"No," he said.

Quietly this time.

"No, we're not."

The West Mill driver who insisted he was traveling west was named Harn Selt.

He was Level 16 [Teamster], which meant Ruan trusted his road sense more than he would have trusted most ordinary travelers.

Harn climbed down from the wagon, looked at the sun, and went pale.

"It was behind us."

Perran said, "When?"

"Most of the morning."

"Which morning?"

Harn opened his mouth.

Closed it.

The second driver, Mel Ors, sat on the wagon bench gripping the brake lever with both hands. "We slept once. It should be second-day morning."

Maelin checked the freight seal dates. "You have been missing sixteen hours, not a full day."

One laborer began swearing.

Tovan stepped closer. "Any headache? Nausea? memory gaps?"

"No."

"That's not reassuring when time is involved."

Ysolde circled the wagons with shield ready, as if direction itself might attack.

Ruan walked to the track line.

The approaching wheel marks were real. He could see each iron-rim bite in the dust.

He followed them backward around the curve.

They continued west.

Toward the place where the same wagons' eastbound tracks had ended.

At the final eastbound rut, the two track histories overlapped without any turning arc.

A wagon had departed that point eastbound and approached it westbound.

Ruan sat on his heels.

His apprentice training supplied several impossible explanations and none of them improved with scrutiny.

Perran called, "Tessel."

Ruan walked back.

"Tracks verify both accounts. They approached us from east-to-west travel direction. Earlier tracks show same wagons eastbound. No visible turn."

"Could they be different wagons?"

"Spoke chip matches. Rear right wheel has distinctive flat wear. Same."

"Could the road loop?"

"Not physically."

Perran nodded. "Then we're done here."

Ruan stared. "Done?"

"We have travelers recovered, an active unknown route effect, and no safe basis for further live testing. We withdraw to a controlled site and compare evidence."

Ruan wanted to stay until he understood.

That desire frightened him slightly because it sounded less like professionalism than hunger.

Perran saw it.

"Curiosity is not stop authority."

Ruan looked away.

They escorted the caravan toward Alder Row with the expedition split around it. Ysolde walked point. Perran rear. Ruan moved beside Harn's wagon, asking questions only after Tovan cleared the drivers for interview.

"What did the road look like?"

"Normal until it wasn't."

"Define wasn't."

Harn rubbed his beard. "We kept passing things I half remembered. A wall. Shrine. Birch. Then they were gone. Roadstone numbers didn't make sense. I blamed exhaustion."

"Why not stop?"

The teamster gave him a hard look. "Because I'm Level 16 and I've hauled that road for eleven years. You want the shameful answer? I trusted myself more than the weirdness."

Ruan did not write immediately.

Harn noticed. "You ever do that?"

Ruan thought of the old South Turn certification.

"Yes."

Harn nodded as though that made the interview fairer.

At Alder Row, Perran established an incident perimeter around the caravan. Neris assigned physical tags to every piece of evidence before anyone moved cargo.

Maelin objected when she tagged grain sacks.

"Those are commercial property."

"They may establish inventory continuity."

"They establish I will be murdered by West Mill if rats find them."

They compromised by counting, sealing, and moving the grain into a locked barn under joint registry.

Ruan observed the process.

Every profession had its own version of continuity.

Neris: record chain.

Maelin: ownership chain.

Tovan: patient identity and condition history.

Ysolde: threat control.

Perran: responsibility.

Ruan: route.

Civilization worked because different people cared obsessively about different ways things could stop being what everyone thought they were.

At dusk, the town reeve demanded to know whether the Beginner Road was open.

Perran looked at Ruan.

Ruan wished he would stop doing that.

"The affected segment has an unresolved discontinuity," Ruan said. "I recommend temporary closure to unrestricted traffic between Thirty-Eight and Clayford pending verification."

The reeve frowned. "Can locals use farm tracks?"

Ruan had not checked them.

"I don't know."

"We need milk carts through by dawn."

Maelin said, "And West Mill's replacement grain needs another route."

Ruan opened the local road sheet.

Three small farm lanes crossed the affected area without sharing current Beginner Road registration.

He could inspect them before dark.

Perran said, "Do it. Kern with you. Not to solve the anomaly. To keep ordinary traffic moving around it."

That distinction saved the evening.

Ruan surveyed two farm lanes and rejected one because spring wash had undermined a culvert. The other two could carry light carts. One could take empty freight wagons but not loaded grain.

His class had no way to certify a route conditionally yet, so he used ordinary Hazard Marks with handwritten conditions tied beneath them.

Ysolde tied the cards carefully.

"Your future class should make this less ugly."

"My current class is offended."

"Tell it to level."

By night, Alder Row had a workable detour network.

Not elegant.

Milk moved.

Mail moved.

Heavy freight waited.

People complained.

Nobody vanished.

Ruan returned to the barn exhausted and found Harn Selt sitting on an overturned bucket.

"Road closed?"

"The affected section."

Harn nodded. "Good."

"You don't sound happy."

"Closed roads cost money. Open wrong roads cost people."

A teamster's summary.

Short enough for a board.

Ruan wrote it down.

The Millcross road office occupied two rooms behind a grain weighhouse.

Ruan had imagined regional surveying as the smallest part of a much larger bureaucracy.

The office contained one senior surveyor, two apprentices, a Level 14 [Bridge Clerk], and a kettle whose handle had been repaired with wire three times.

The senior surveyor, Tessa Orm, examined Ruan's expedition authorization.

"Level nine?"

He braced.

"Yes."

"Good. High enough to notice things. Low enough you may still listen."

Perran coughed into his fist.

Tessa kept duplicate road records in three forms.

Current public state.

Engineering notes.

Local carrier reports.

"Why separate?" Ruan asked.

"Because a bridge can be structurally sound, officially open, and hated by every wagon driver in the county for different reasons."

She showed him one.

Stone arch: sound.

Public: open.

Carrier note: east approach ruts badly after hard rain; empty return wagons use north lane.

Ruan felt his old apprentice accident stir under his ribs.

"Why isn't that on the public board?"

"Most travelers don't care. Carriers do. We put the right note where the people who need it will look."

"And if they don't?"

"Then we learn whether placement was wrong."

The office also maintained inspection redundancies.

No single survey certification could reopen a major bridge after flood damage. Two independent checks were required unless emergency authority was declared.

Ruan asked whether that was inefficient.

Tessa said, "Yes."

"Worth it?"

"Usually."

No romance.

Redundancy cost hours and wages.

It also meant one tired surveyor's missed crack did not become a funeral.

On the way out, Ruan found his father waiting with a freight invoice.

Marek Tessel was Level 24 [Teamster], a fact Ruan's mother mentioned whenever Ruan became proud of reaching nine.

"You're working?" Ruan asked.

"Road didn't stop because you got important."

Marek's class let him feel load imbalance through wagon motion and reduce animal fatigue over familiar routes. He had no combat skill worth naming.

He could move thirty tons of grain through bad weather with fewer broken axles than men ten levels higher in other professions.

"Your mother packed food," Marek said.

"Perran has supply standards."

"Your mother outranks Perran."

Perran, twenty feet away, said, "On this matter, yes."

Ruan took the bag.

Civilization rested on professional hierarchies until someone's mother entered the problem.

Then the recovered caravan's rear axle gave a soft metallic click.

Both men looked.

A brass travel charm tied beneath the wagon began glowing.

Not a route stone.

A cheap merchant token used to display current road designation.

Its letters changed.

BEGINNER ROAD EAST

became

EAST LINE FORTY-ONE

Harn whispered, "That's what my grandfather called it."

Ruan's exhaustion vanished.

The anomaly had followed the wagon home.


Chapter 3

Blue Slimes Are Not Pests

Millcross Agricultural Cooperative Notice

Blue slime culls are suspended inside marked irrigation habitats from first planting through grain set. Unauthorized extermination may result in restitution for lost compost yield. Adventurers seeking low-risk contracts should apply north of the canal.

The West Mill drivers agreed on three things.

They had left Roadstone Thirty-Eight heading east.

They had never turned around.

And for most of the night, they had believed the sun was about to rise in front of them.

Everything else became less useful the longer Perran questioned them.

One driver remembered crossing Clayford Bridge.

The other swore they had not reached it.

Two laborers remembered sleeping beside a stand of birch.

The fifth member of the caravan said there had been no birch trees, only a low stone wall and a shrine with red candles.

Ruan's attention sharpened.

"Describe the shrine."

The laborer rubbed both hands over his face. "Small. Ash tree beside it. Old roof. Why?"

Ruan and Neris exchanged a look.

Perran noticed.

Of course he did.

"Later," he said.

Tovan checked all five travelers for persistent transition effects and found nothing he could name. Their System records showed ordinary continuous travel. Their cargo inventory showed no transfer event. Their animals were tired but healthy.

Maelin counted grain sacks twice.

"Missing?" Ruan asked.

"None."

"Spoiled?"

"Two damp cases. That's normal."

"Then why do you look unhappy?"

"Because I prefer losses that can be invoiced."

Perran ordered the West Mill caravan escorted back toward the nearest village instead of Millcross.

"Why west?" one driver asked.

Perran pointed at Ruan's Hazard Mark.

"Because I don't know what east means here right now."

Ruan respected him for saying it publicly.

They established a temporary camp half a mile off the road on a low rise.

Safe Camp identified the site as suitable: dry ground, water within carrying distance, low flood exposure, defensible approach.

Ysolde spent ten minutes staring at the grass before accepting it.

"What?" Ruan asked.

"Nothing."

"You don't stare at nothing."

"House instructors taught us never to trust a specialist who describes their own work as safe."

"That's encouraging."

"It was aimed mostly at healers."

Tovan looked up from unpacking medical supplies. "We say stable. It frightens people less."

The road remained open behind them, but Perran sent notices both directions reducing recommended traffic until the discontinuity could be understood.

That meant they would not reach the Ash Hills on schedule.

Maelin recalculated the entire expedition while eating cold beans.

"Three days buffer becomes two. If we lose another half day, we skip Harthmere's west registry interview."

Neris said, "No."

Maelin looked over.

"No?"

"The registry interview is part of the record plan."

"Food is part of the staying-alive plan."

"Then buy more food."

"With what?"

"Money. I have heard good things."

Ruan ate quietly.

By dawn, Perran had decided the road discontinuity could not be solved locally with their current tools.

They would continue west instead of east, circle through Millcross's northern farm roads, and reconnect with the Beginner Road beyond the anomaly.

The detour took them into country Ruan had crossed but never studied.

Grain Country was more managed than wild.

Fields ran in long strips divided by irrigation ditches and low hedges. Wind wheels turned above mills. Farmhouses clustered on rises outside flood lines. Every few miles a stone shelter stood beside the road with a blue roof indicating public water and emergency bedding.

The monsters were less obvious.

That changed when Ysolde killed three of them.

It happened at midday.

Blue slimes oozed through a field drain beside the road, each roughly the size of a washbasin. They were Level 3 at most. Their bodies carried the faint mineral glitter common to irrigation slimes.

Ysolde's sword cleared its sheath.

Three cuts.

Three slimes collapsed into wet blue pulp.

She wiped the blade.

A scream came from the field.

Not fear.

Rage.

An elderly woman in mud boots vaulted the ditch with a hoe in one hand.

"What did you do?"

Ysolde actually looked behind herself.

The farmer pointed the hoe at the dead slimes.

"Those are ours."

Ysolde looked at the slime remains. "They were on a public road."

"They were crossing a public road."

"They're monsters."

"You're wearing a sword. Should I kill you in the ditch?"

Ruan turned away before his face betrayed him.

Perran did not.

"Ma'am," he said, "we'll compensate verified loss."

"You can't compensate breeding stock in summer."

Ysolde's expression shifted. "Breeding stock?"

The farmer planted the hoe in the ground.

"Come here, House girl."

For one miraculous moment, Ysolde Kern looked uncertain whether House protocol covered being summoned by a seventy-year-old farmer.

Perran nodded.

She went.

The farmer led them along the irrigation ditch to a shallow settling pond screened with woven reed panels.

Blue slimes moved through the water.

Dozens.

They fed on algae, waste grain, and mineral runoff. Behind the pond, thick dark compost lay in rows beneath canvas.

"Slime residue," the farmer said. "Breaks straw. Holds water. Cuts blight if you turn it right. Blue line here doesn't acid-burn roots like the green valley breed. Those three were mature."

Ysolde frowned. "You let starter monsters reproduce beside a village?"

"We let chickens reproduce too. Chickens are meaner."

Ruan crouched beside the compost.

A younger man approached from the field, wiping his hands on his trousers.

[Slime Tender — Level 14]

The System identification appeared only because the man had public professional display enabled.

Level 14.

Higher than Ruan.

The slime tender looked at the dead monsters, then at Ysolde.

"Those three were tagged."

"I didn't see tags."

"Underbody marks. Slimes don't care what side you paint."

Ysolde closed her eyes briefly.

"How much?"

Maelin stepped forward immediately.

This was her terrain.

The compensation negotiation taught Ruan more about Grain Country than the regional guidebook had.

A mature blue slime was worth more alive than dead unless harvested during winter dormancy. Irrigation farms shared breeding lines. Villages maintained low fences not to keep the slimes in, but to route them away from kitchens and wells. Young adventurers were repeatedly warned not to farm easy experience near working fields.

"Repeatedly?" Ysolde asked.

The farmer glared.

"Very."

Ruan walked the slime pond with the tender while Maelin settled the claim.

"Do you level from this?" Ruan asked.

The man looked at him oddly. "From work?"

"Yes."

"Of course."

"What does Level 14 mean for slime tending?"

"Means I lose fewer in drought. Can spot mineral stress before the color shifts. Breeding selection got easier at twelve. Why?"

Ruan shook his head. "No reason."

The tender grinned. "You're one of those road people who thinks levels mean fighting."

"I don't."

"You looked at my number."

Ruan had.

The man pointed toward the farmhouse. "My mother is Level 26 [Orchard Keeper]. She can tell which pear tree will split in winter by touching bark in autumn. A Level 26 duelist could kill her before breakfast. She could feed his family for thirty years. What number do you want?"

Ruan wrote that down later.

Not the sentence.

The distinction.

That afternoon, they passed a roadside bounty board.

The top notice read:

BLUE SLIME CONTROL — EAST DITCH ONLY — UNTAGGED SPECIMENS — 3 COPPER EACH

Below it someone had nailed a hand-painted addition:

STOP KILLING FARM SLIMES. ASK FIRST.

Ysolde stopped the wagon.

She got down.

Under the warning she added:

HOUSE MERROW FIELD NOTICE: LOCAL MONSTER USE OVERRIDES GENERAL LOW-THREAT CLEARANCE GUIDANCE. VERIFY OWNERSHIP / MANAGEMENT STATUS.

She signed it.

Ruan watched her.

"Your House lets you rewrite guidance?"

"Field representatives can issue provisional notes."

"Will anyone listen?"

"They'd better. My name is on it."

That answer contained pride.

And responsibility.

Two hours later, as they surveyed the northern detour, Ruan discovered a drainage crossing omitted from the current road sheet.

The crossing had clearly been used for years.

This time he did not immediately assume the sheet was wrong.

He asked a farmer.

"Built seven years ago," she said. "After the old culvert failed."

"Reported?"

"Council knows."

"Tower route registry?"

She shrugged. "Road's here."

Ruan marked it.

The pressure behind his eyes gathered while he compared the physical crossing, council stone, local maintenance notch, and his registered route sheet.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 10.]

[Measure Grade III → Measure Grade IV]

The world did not become clearer.

It became more specific.

He could now distinguish the load-bearing edge of the culvert from the visible roadway above it, and immediately understood why two heavy wagons should not cross side by side.

Ruan laughed once.

Neris looked over. "Level?"

"Ten."

"Congratulations. You can legally become more insufferable."

"That's not a class feature."

"Unverified."

That evening the expedition camped beside a farm village called Alder Row.

At supper, the farmer who had hosted them told a story about a boy who entered a starter zone at sixteen and came back convinced he should become an adventurer because he had reached Level 5 and killed twelve forest gnats.

"What happened?" Tovan asked.

"His mother made him help with lambing."

"Did it cure him?"

"No. He became a Level 19 [Shepherd] and spends all winter telling people he's retired from violence."

Even Perran smiled.

Ruan lay awake later under canvas, listening to irrigation water move through the dark.

The Beginner Road had looked simple on the map because maps had no reason to show slime breeding ponds, mothers with orchard classes, or which side of a road a village considered theirs.

That did not make the map bad.

It made the map smaller than the place.

He wrote one sentence before sleeping.

Local use can convert a registered hazard into infrastructure without changing the hazard's System category.

Then, after a moment, he added:

Ask before killing anything blue.

Alder Row did not let Ysolde forget the slimes.

The next morning three children followed the expedition to the village well making wet chopping noises whenever she looked at them.

Ysolde endured this for six minutes.

Then she turned.

"My sword does not sound like that."

The oldest child said, "Slime does."

"Only badly trained slime."

The children scattered laughing.

Ruan said, "House dignity."

"I have killed things that would make you cry."

"Blue slimes?"

Ysolde considered pushing him into the irrigation ditch.

The village council invited the expedition to breakfast because local traffic detours now crossed three farm holdings. What Ruan expected to be a route-permission meeting became an education in rural property.

Road ownership was layered.

The county maintained the main surface.

Farmers maintained adjacent ditches under tax credit.

A mill cooperative held rights to one bridge because it had financed reconstruction.

Two lanes were technically private but carried public easements during harvest.

The slime pond belonged to no individual; six households shared management under a village compact.

"Who decides if I can mark a lane closed?" Ruan asked.

The reeve answered, "Emergency hazard? You can mark. Council decides ongoing closure unless county overrides. Farmer can close private spur. Mill cooperative controls weight on South Bridge."

Ruan stared at his supposedly simple detour map.

Perran drank coffee with infuriating calm.

"You knew this."

"Not Alder Row specifics."

"You knew roads had this many authorities."

"Of course."

"Why didn't anyone teach this in apprentice survey?"

"They did. You were nineteen and thought drainage was more interesting."

Ruan remembered.

Unfortunately.

The meeting resolved with three written permissions, one weight restriction, and an agreement that the expedition would repair any survey stakes damaged by livestock.

Maelin added the last item to expenses.

After breakfast, Ruan walked the fields with Teyna Volric, the Level 26 [Orchard Keeper] he had heard about. She was the Slime Tender's mother and carried a pruning knife whose blade looked older than Ruan.

"My son says you stared at his level."

Ruan wished roads would open beneath him when socially convenient.

"I was adjusting my assumptions."

"Good. Mine need adjusting every spring."

She took him through pear rows where small brass tags hung from trunks.

Ruan assumed they were inventory labels.

They recorded System-assisted observations: bloom timing, disease, branch load, soil treatment, winter damage.

Teyna touched one tree.

Her class ability pulsed faintly.

"Split risk next hard frost."

Ruan looked at the trunk. "I see nothing."

"I do. That's why you do roads and I don't."

"How confident?"

She smiled. "You surveyors breed fast. Sixty percent. Enough that I brace it. Not enough that I cut it down."

There it was again: confidence linked to consequence.

Different thresholds for different decisions.

Ruan asked, "Does your System give percentages?"

"No. Mine gives pressure and pattern. Percentage is how I explain it to apprentices."

That mattered. People translated their own abilities into communicable forms too.

Not just institutions.

Teyna showed him a pear blight that looked like harmless discoloration until she peeled bark back.

"If I wrote 'tree sick,' would that help you?"

"No."

"If I gave you every fungal detail?"

"Also no."

"Then I tell you don't tie your horse here because branch may fall. Right information for your job."

Ruan wondered how many farmers had independently reinvented information theory and simply called it not being stupid.

Near midday, the village's tutorial instructor joined them. He wanted the expedition's anomaly warning adapted for children traveling to intake halls.

"Don't tell them legacy reconciliation," he said. "They'll hear mystery and go looking."

Ysolde said, "Excellent point."

They drafted:

MAIN ROAD CLOSED BETWEEN STONES 38–43. USE MARKED LOCAL DETOURS. DO NOT FOLLOW UNFAMILIAR ROADSTONES OR SHRINES WITHOUT ADULT / LICENSED GUIDE.

Ruan hesitated at shrines.

The instructor noticed.

"Why shrine?"

Ruan explained.

The man frowned. "Ash shrine has always been there."

Another local confirmation.

Ruan added it to the record instead of arguing.

That afternoon, the West Mill merchant arrived to inspect recovered grain.

He was furious about delays, grateful his people were alive, angry about the road closure, relieved the road closure existed, and unwilling to hold any of those emotions one at a time.

Maelin handled him.

Ruan watched from safety.

"Your caravan recovered intact," Maelin said.

"After missing contract window."

"Force-majeure route anomaly."

"Insurer says not recognized category."

"Then your insurer will enjoy the new category."

"I need grain east."

"Heavy detour unavailable until county bridge inspection. Split loads into four light trains or wait."

"Cost?"

Maelin named it.

The merchant swore.

"Alternative cost?" she asked.

He stopped.

People became rational when shown the price of the option they were emotionally pretending did not exist.

West Mill split the load.

Six local teamsters earned unexpected work.

The village inn filled.

A wheelwright sold two repairs.

The road failure hurt commerce and created commerce around the hurt.

Ruan disliked the neatness of that sentence enough not to write it.

At dusk, the Slime Tender invited Ysolde to help release two mature slimes into a northern drainage field.

"Why me?" she asked.

"You owe community service."

Maelin said, "We paid compensation."

"This is educational."

Ysolde carried a bucket containing a blue slime that kept trying to climb her sleeve.

Ruan walked beside her.

"Adept of House Merrow."

"Say one more word."

"Guardian of the road. Tender of slime."

She looked at the bucket. "I could still kill it."

The Slime Tender called from ahead, "Then you buy another."

Ysolde sighed.

They released the slimes into a shallow weed-choked channel. The creatures immediately began consuming algae mats.

The tender explained that within weeks the ditch would flow better, reducing mosquito hatch and crop-water stagnation.

A Level 3 monster improving public health through appetite.

Ruan watched Ysolde kneel and paint an underbody management mark on one with surprisingly gentle hands.

"You learn quickly," he said.

"House training. Adapt to threat environment."

"Slime remains threat?"

"To my dignity."

The children hiding behind the hedge made wet chopping noises again.

This time Ysolde laughed.

The moment mattered more to Ruan than he expected. Not because she had been humbled. He disliked lessons that required humiliation.

Because she had changed behavior without pretending the original rule—low-level monsters can be dangerous—had become false.

The slime fields had their own market day.

Ruan had expected fertilizer carts.

He had not expected contracts.

Farm cooperatives sold rights to collect excess blue-slime residue from managed drainage ponds. Buyers included orchard keepers, mushroom growers, alchemists, and one leatherworks that used diluted slime acid to strip stubborn membrane from hides.

The cooperative's [Slime Tender], Level 21, carried a hooked pole and absolutely no sword.

"What happens if one attacks?" Ruan asked.

"I move."

"And if it keeps attacking?"

"Then I kill that one."

"Not all?"

The Tender stared at him.

"Do you burn every apple tree when one branch falls?"

Ysolde looked away.

She had personally killed three slimes on their first morning.

Ruan decided mercy was a form of teamwork.

The cooperative tracked slime density because too many damaged crops and too few reduced soil yield. Farmers altered ditch shade, water flow, and organic waste to encourage the right population.

Not domestication.

Management.

A Level 17 [Field Tender] explained that the slimes also consumed certain insect larvae.

"So killing them increases pests?"

"Sometimes."

"Do adventurers know?"

"The ones who ask."

A guild notice now required outside monster contracts in the district to check local management status first.

The rule existed because three years earlier a young party cleared an entire slime pond for easy experience.

No one died.

Crop yields fell seven percent the next season.

The party paid a fine they considered outrageous.

The farmers considered it insufficient.

Maelin calculated the lost grain value and sided with the farmers before lunch.

The System did not care whether the slime's death counted as heroic or economically stupid.

Experience still awarded.

That mattered to Ruan.

Progression rewarded meaningful action according to class and circumstance, but it did not automatically turn every rewarded action into a socially good one.

A combat class could gain from killing a monster a farmer needed alive.

The numbers did not resolve the disagreement.

People had to.

At the market, a child sold tiny jars of dried slime residue under her mother's supervision.

Her class panel, proudly displayed because she had just reached Level 3 [Market Helper], gave her a small bonus to accurate change.

Ruan bought one jar he did not need.

Maelin inspected the price.

"You overpaid."

"She gave correct change."

"You are undermining market education."

The child said, "No refunds."

Maelin looked impressed.

The worldbuilding lesson, Ruan decided, was that commerce became dangerous at Level 3.

He did not write that down.

The next morning the expedition's route notice included a new local field:

Managed monster presence: verify local status before clearance.

One sentence born from three dead slimes.

Useful.

Context dependent.

Ruan wondered what it would look like after ten revisions.


Chapter 4

Tutorial Day

From a Regional Beginner Preparation Primer

A notification is information, not judgment. A low level is not failure. An unfamiliar skill is not useless. Do not select advancement while frightened, exhausted, or because the person beside you is celebrating theirs.

Alder Row's tutorial-preparation school occupied the same building as the winter grain council.

Ruan knew this because Maelin woke the expedition before breakfast and announced that their northern detour had cost them six hours, two silver in slime compensation, and one opportunity.

"What opportunity?" Perran asked.

"The schoolmaster says tomorrow is Departure Day for six local children. Their families are buying travel kits. If you want to understand why this road matters, stop counting culverts for half a morning."

Ruan opened his mouth.

Perran said, "We stop."

"I wasn't objecting."

"You inhaled like a surveyor."

The schoolmaster was Level 23 [Tutorial Instructor] and had the shoulders of a retired mason.

He taught twenty-two adolescents in a room whose walls were covered with maps of common starter environments.

Not specific tutorials.

Categories.

Woodland.

Dryland.

Wetland.

Cold-weather.

Urban ruin.

Subterranean.

Each map had been drawn wrong on purpose.

Ruan realized this after watching a fourteen-year-old girl stare at a river crossing for almost a minute.

"Bridge isn't safe," she said.

The instructor folded his arms. "Why?"

"No shadow."

"Meaning?"

"Could be painted. Could be System image. Could be wrong time of day. I check before I trust it."

"Good."

He moved to the next student.

Ruan liked the lesson immediately.

The morning curriculum included inventory drills, water identification, knife handling, injury reporting, and basic System literacy.

The System-literacy lesson surprised him most.

A student stood before the class and read from a practice panel.

[OPTIONAL OBJECTIVE AVAILABLE]

[Recover the Lost Hunter's Spear]

[Recommended level: 4]

[Reward: unknown]

The instructor asked, "What does this mean?"

A boy answered, "There's a quest."

"No."

"There's an optional objective."

"Better. What does recommended level mean?"

"That I should be Level 4."

"No."

The instructor pointed toward the wall, where someone had painted a sentence in block letters:

A NOTIFICATION IS INFORMATION, NOT JUDGMENT.

"It means," the boy corrected, "that whatever created the recommendation thinks Level 4 is relevant."

"And?"

"It might be wrong about me."

"And?"

"Or wrong about the spear."

"And?"

The boy sighed. "Or old."

"Excellent. You may survive bureaucracy."

The class laughed.

Ruan looked at Neris.

She had written the wall sentence down.

"You like that?" he whispered.

"Deeply."

Ysolde sat with three parents near the back of the room.

They had recognized her House coat within minutes.

Ruan watched the conversation develop cautiously.

One mother wanted to know whether House Merrow considered [Shield Bearer] a desirable early combat class.

Ysolde said, "Depends on the person."

The mother looked disappointed.

"My nephew got [Shield Bearer] and House Venn recruited him."

"Then I hope he likes shields."

"You don't think Merrow would take one?"

"We take people, not class names."

It was an excellent answer.

Ruan suspected it was also House-approved language.

A father asked about scholarship testing.

Ysolde explained the process without pretending it was fair in every respect.

House-sponsored students received housing, training, equipment, tutors, and access to controlled dungeon floors. Competition was severe. Regional recommendations mattered. Family connections sometimes mattered too.

"Should they?" the father asked.

Ysolde paused.

"Less than they do."

That answer was not polished.

Ruan liked it more.

At midday, the six departing students ate with their families at long tables outside the school.

It was not a funeral meal.

Nobody behaved as though the children were marching to war.

People teased them.

Grandparents gave practical gifts. One girl received a better water flask. A boy received three pairs of socks and looked betrayed by adulthood. Another family presented their daughter with a short knife engraved with the names of two older siblings who had carried it through their own tutorials.

Ruan stood at the edge of the yard with Tovan.

"How dangerous are local zones?" he asked.

"Depends on what you mean by dangerous."

"Mortality."

"Low. Injury common. Death rare enough that everyone remembers one."

"And elsewhere?"

"Some worse. Some easier. Some safe until they aren't."

Tovan watched a mother check her son's pack for the fourth time.

"People confuse familiar with harmless," he added.

The receiver medic's tone had changed slightly.

Ruan said, "You lost someone?"

"Everyone in threshold medicine loses someone."

That was not an invitation.

Ruan let it close.

After lunch, the instructor invited the expedition to speak.

Perran refused.

"They're preparing for tutorials, not expeditions."

Ysolde spoke for five minutes about not mistaking a House offer for an obligation.

Maelin spoke for seven about keeping useful loot separate from sentimental rubbish, then admitted sentimental rubbish was often worth carrying anyway.

Tovan showed them how to describe a condition without diagnosing it.

"My arm hurts when I raise it," he said. "Useful. 'My arm is broken,' maybe not useful if you're wrong."

Neris told them to record what happened before deciding what it meant.

Then the instructor pointed at Ruan.

"Road Surveyor."

Ruan considered escaping through the window.

Twenty-two students looked at him.

He stood.

"Most of you won't need a surveyor inside your tutorial."

"What if there's a road?" someone asked.

"Then it is probably lying."

The students laughed.

Ruan hadn't meant to be funny.

He tried again.

"A road is a claim. It says someone went that way before you and believed you could go that way too. That's useful. It isn't proof."

The room quieted.

He thought about the shrine.

The missing caravan.

The drainage crossing that existed locally but not on his sheet.

"Check what the road assumes," he said. "Who uses it. When. What changed. If you don't know, uncertainty is allowed."

The instructor nodded once.

Ruan sat down before he could ruin it.

That afternoon, the students entered their tutorial intake hall in groups according to assigned transition windows.

Ruan did not watch the actual transfer.

The expedition had work.

They surveyed the road north of Alder Row where local farmers had reported intermittent marker failures.

At the third marker, Hazard Mark behaved strangely.

Ruan placed a test warning beside a shallow washout.

[HAZARD MARK]

[Surface erosion — moderate]

[Local route registration: accepted]

Then a second line appeared beneath it.

[Legacy route registration: conflict]

Ruan stared.

"Loom."

Neris came over.

"Tell me you see that."

"I see it."

"What's legacy route registration?"

"Not in my field manual."

They called Perran.

Ysolde checked the verge and found no magical residue she recognized. Tovan, reasonably, asked why anyone expected the medic to know.

Maelin wanted to know whether legacy registration had toll implications.

Nobody answered her.

Ruan dug carefully beside the marker.

Six inches beneath the current stone lay another.

Older.

Dark gray, almost black.

Its top bore a symbol cut deeply enough that weather had not erased it: three short lines crossing one longer line at unequal angles.

Neris inhaled.

"Have you seen that?"

"No."

She brushed dirt away without touching the carving.

"I have."

Everyone looked at her.

"Where?" Perran asked.

"Archive reproduction. Very old route survey. Pre-standard notation. The catalog called them Beforemarks."

Ruan crouched closer.

"Who made them?"

Neris shook her head.

"Original authority unknown."

The words sounded ridiculous beneath a village road.

Ruan touched the modern marker.

Then the old stone.

System pressure flickered.

[ROUTE REGISTRATION CONFLICT]

[Current authority: recognized]

[Legacy authority: recognized]

[Reconciliation status: dormant]

Ruan's skin prickled.

Perran said, "Dormant sounds good."

Neris was already writing.

The old mark brightened once beneath Ruan's fingertips.

[Reconciliation status: pending]

Nobody spoke.

Then, far down the road, another buried marker flashed pale through the soil.

A second answered beyond it.

Then a third.

One after another, faint lights traveled north and south beneath the Beginner Road.

Neris looked at her registry slate.

Her face changed.

"How many?" Perran asked.

She turned the slate around.

Forty-seven route markers across six regions had changed status in less than a minute.

All carried the same new line.

[RECONCILIATION PENDING]

Ruan looked toward the tutorial hall where six children had entered beginner zones less than an hour ago.

For the first time, the word beginner felt much larger than the schoolroom.

The six Alder Row students did not all enter the same tutorial.

Ruan had assumed they would.

The intake hall corrected him.

Assignments appeared one at a time above the transfer arches.

Woodland zones mostly, because regional compatibility favored familiar environments, but not identical.

One student received Briar Edge 2-1.

Another Mossbank 4-6.

The girl with the family knife received Stone Orchard 1-8, which caused her brothers to argue about whether the name meant rocks pretending to be trees or trees growing rocks.

The instructor ignored them.

"Why different zones?" Ruan asked.

"Capacity, assignment rotation, participant fit, available receiver links. We don't choose manually."

"Can families object?"

"Under some conditions. Medical. Known incompatibility. Active incident. Not because mother dislikes mushrooms."

A mother nearby said, "Mushrooms are suspicious."

The instructor did not turn. "See what I endure."

Ruan watched the first student approach the arch.

There was ceremony, but it was small.

Family touched shoulders.

The instructor checked gear.

Receiver assignment confirmed.

The student spoke their own name aloud.

Then crossed.

Gone.

The simplicity of it made Ruan understand why civilization trusted the process.

Thousands of procedures existed around that one step precisely so the step could feel ordinary.

He walked around the intake hall while the next student prepared.

Public boards showed current zone statistics.

Average completion time.

Common injuries.

Known monster categories.

Recent serious events.

Receiver assignment.

Monitoring status.

Most data was reassuring.

One woodland zone averaged three days.

Another five.

A marsh zone had higher injury rate but almost no fatalities.

"Who updates these?" he asked.

The instructor pointed toward a clerk. "Receiver reports and Tower regional registry. Local instructors add preparation notes."

"Do you read full incident archives?"

The instructor laughed. "I teach children and sleep occasionally. We read mandatory revisions, regional summaries, and anything flagged for our assignments."

Ruan thought of Neris's ninety-seven-page report.

Scale again.

Nobody could read everything.

The system decided what demanded attention.

That was not inherently wrong.

It was unavoidable.

The fourth student hesitated at the arch.

A boy named Pell Ash.

His father said, "You don't have to be brave in there. You have to come back."

Pell nodded.

Ruan looked away because the sentence felt private.

After the final transfer, families did not go home immediately. They moved to a waiting hall where tea, food, and message boards were available.

"They can be gone days," Ruan said.

The instructor nodded. "First day most families stay too long. Second day they remember chores. By third they check morning and evening unless expected window passes."

"What if expected window passes?"

The instructor's expression became professional.

"Receiver raises delay status. Tutorial monitoring reviews activity. Family gets liaison. Most delays are harmless. Some aren't."

"How long before manual intervention?"

"Depends on zone risk and what data is available."

Ruan looked at the board.

Low-risk zones received less active human attention because they needed less.

Resources went where injuries and deaths happened more often.

Reasonable.

The word unsettled him for reasons he could not yet articulate.

The expedition left the intake hall to inspect the legacy route marker before noon.

When the buried Beforemarks began answering one another along the road, the families saw the light through the windows.

Fear moved quickly.

A mother came outside. "Is that connected to the tutorials?"

Ruan did not know.

Every instinct wanted to reassure her.

Perran reached her first.

"We do not currently have evidence that participant zones are affected. Intake office is checking assignments now."

"That's not no."

"Correct."

She hated the answer.

Perran did not soften it into a lie.

Within fifteen minutes the intake clerk confirmed all six active zones reported normal status.

The families relaxed slightly.

Ruan noticed the word normal and almost laughed.

Neris began collecting local Beforemark history.

Older residents remembered different things.

One called them old road stones.

Another said they had been buried when the county standardized markers.

A former road worker remembered Tower engineers inspecting them thirty years earlier and deciding they could remain in place because they caused no known problem.

"Do you have the report?" Neris asked.

"County archive maybe."

They found it after two hours in a damp records room above the grain council.

The report was brief.

Legacy node inactive. Modern route registration stable. Removal unnecessary. Retain in situ.

Ruan read it.

The engineers had made a reasonable decision.

The node had remained inactive for decades.

Destroying unknown infrastructure would have been worse.

Nobody had predicted a regional reconciliation event.

Ruan had begun wanting someone in the past to blame.

The archive refused to provide one.

Instead it provided competent people making bounded decisions with the evidence they had.

Neris found an attached note.

Local testimony indicates former East Line / West Line distinction. No operational relevance under current road configuration.

Ruan went still.

The distinction from the West Mill anomaly had been recorded.

Then correctly classified as operationally irrelevant at the time.

Now it mattered.

The information had not been lost.

Its relevance had changed.

That was a more difficult problem than forgetting.

At sunset, the Beforemarks stopped glowing.

The System still listed reconciliation pending across forty-seven current markers and more hidden nodes.

Perran convened the expedition in the grain council room.

"We have a choice. Tower requested preliminary report but has not recalled us. Continue assigned resurvey toward Cinderwake, or stay here and investigate local network."

Ruan wanted to stay.

The mystery was here.

Perran asked each specialist.

Tovan: no active medical reason to remain.

Maelin: broader route failures could threaten more communities.

Ysolde: Cinderwake has known legacy node and dungeon-route anomaly reports worth comparing.

Neris: local source collection sufficient for now; county archive copied.

Ruan: "Continue."

Perran looked at him. "Reason?"

"One place can teach us what happened here. Multiple places may teach us what kind of thing is happening."

Perran nodded.

The decision felt like leveling even though the System remained quiet.

That night Ruan visited the waiting hall before they left.

The families were still there.

One student had already completed early and was due at dawn.

The others remained normal.

Pell Ash's father sat alone near the board.

Ruan stopped.

"No update?"

"No. He's inside expected range."

The man smiled tiredly. "Never knew how long three days were until somebody measured them for me."

Ruan sat beside him for a while.

He did not explain roads.

Not every waiting person needed professional interpretation.

Sometimes they needed someone willing to share a bench while the system did what it usually did correctly.

Departure Suppers turned out to be ordinary enough that nobody in Alder Row thought to explain them until Ruan asked.

The evening before a teenager entered a starter zone, family and friends gathered for a meal.

Not farewell in the sense of expected death.

Milestone.

People brought practical gifts.

A whetstone.

A spare belt.

Dried fruit.

A notebook.

One grandmother gave her grandson three silver and told him not to spend it inside the tutorial because "the System has never accepted coin and I'm tired of people learning that by trying."

The room laughed.

The teenagers laughed less.

Tutorial entry was normal.

Normal did not mean emotionally small.

Ruan attended one supper because the schoolmaster wanted expedition professionals available for questions.

Parents asked about monster avoidance, class prompts, injury, House recruitment, and whether refusing an offered class hurt later progression.

Ysolde answered the House questions carefully.

"You do not need to accept sponsorship at the receiver," she said. "Read the contract after sleeping. If someone pressures you before you eat, ask for another representative."

One father said, "You're House Merrow."

"Yes."

"And you're telling them to delay signing?"

"I want recruits who remember agreeing."

That answer bought more trust than any brochure.

A mother asked Ruan whether higher tutorial levels guaranteed better adult classes.

"No."

"Then what should my son aim for?"

He looked at the boy.

The boy looked terrified that civilization expected an optimal build before he had entered a beginner zone.

"Come back alive," Ruan said. "Pay attention. Learn what you're good at. Don't turn a temporary opportunity into a permanent identity because somebody else is impressed by it."

Perran raised an eyebrow.

"That official survey advice?"

"No."

The boy's mother nodded anyway.

Social pressure around progression was subtler than Ruan had expected.

Families compared completion times.

Young people compared levels.

House brochures listed typical advancement paths.

Guild recruiters watched promising returns.

Nobody openly said a Level 3 return was a disappointment.

Some teenagers heard it anyway.

The school had a counselor with a Level 12 [Path Adviser] class whose main job was helping newly returned students separate what the System had offered from what they actually wanted.

"How often do people choose wrong?" Ruan asked.

"Wrong forever? Rare. Wrong for three years? Constantly."

"Can classes change?"

"Paths evolve. People retrain. It costs time. Sometimes money. Not every first choice is prison."

That was another useful piece of ordinary life.

Progression mattered.

It was not prophecy.

At dawn, Pell's status updated:

[PARTICIPANT ACTIVE — normal progression]

His father breathed out.

The expedition rolled toward Cinderwake.

Behind them, six families waited for ordinary returns.

Ahead, old stones were waking beneath roads civilization believed it already understood.


Chapter 5

The Empty Caravan

The West Mill wagons were traveling east while their drivers believed they were traveling west.

Perran treated that as a reason to stop asking directional questions.

He moved the caravan into Alder Row's freight yard, posted Ysolde at the gate, and told Neris to record every account separately before anyone compared memories.

"Why separately?" one of the drivers asked.

"Because if you tell each other the story first," Neris said, "I won't know which parts belonged to whom."

"We're not lying."

"I didn't say you were."

The driver looked unconvinced.

Ruan understood the feeling.

Truth was easier when it agreed with itself.

He spent the morning with the wagons.

There was no dramatic residue. No scorched boards, no dungeon dust, no portal burns. The iron rims showed ordinary road wear. The grain sacks were still sealed with West Mill wax. One wagon carried a chip in the left front spoke that Ruan remembered seeing in the wheel track near the point where the caravan vanished.

That mattered because it proved he had followed the same vehicle.

It did not prove the vehicle had followed the same road.

Measure Grade gave him surface facts. Route Memory gave him remembered facts. Neither explained the gap.

At noon, Neris spread five witness summaries across a table.

"Common elements," she said. "Roadstone Thirty-Eight. Sunset ahead of them. No turn. No recognized transition. One shrine reported by three of five. Two report a stand of birch. Four report hearing running water."

Maelin looked up. "There is no running water between Thirty-Eight and Clayford."

"Not registered," Ruan said.

"There is either water or there isn't."

Neris tapped the summaries. "Apparently that confidence is our current problem."

Perran pointed at a line. "This."

One driver had reported passing a milestone marked FORTY-ONE three separate times.

Ruan said, "Could be memory overlap."

"Could be. Verify it."

They returned to the route in the afternoon with one empty wagon, two riders, and enough rope to offend Maelin.

Perran refused to take the recovered grain caravan back onto the disputed section.

"We test with people who volunteered after being told what we know," he said. "Not with people who have already been lost once."

Ruan drove the test wagon.

Ysolde sat beside him. Perran rode behind. Neris and Tovan remained with the support team at the last stable marker.

Roadstone Thirty-Eight looked exactly as it should.

Ruan touched it.

[CURRENT ROUTE: BEGINNER ROAD EAST]

[STATUS: OPEN]

No legacy notice appeared.

They continued.

At Thirty-Nine, the same.

Forty.

Forty-One.

Ruan slowed.

"Anything?" Ysolde asked.

"No."

"You sound disappointed."

"I would prefer a problem that performs on request."

"Those are called demonstrations."

They passed Forty-Two.

Then Forty-Three.

Nothing happened.

Perran called the test at the next village.

"So the road is safe?" the village reeve asked.

Ruan said, "No."

"You just crossed it."

"We verified one successful crossing under current conditions."

The reeve stared at him.

Ruan understood why ordinary people hated professional language.

"It worked for us," he translated. "We don't know why it failed for them."

"That's worse."

"Yes."

The reeve appreciated that answer even less.

They took the same route back before dusk.

At Roadstone Forty-One, Ruan looked away for perhaps three seconds because Ysolde asked whether the left wheel sounded wrong.

When he looked forward again, Roadstone Forty-One stood ahead of them.

He stopped the wagon.

Ysolde did not ask why.

Perran rode up.

"Report."

"We passed Forty-One."

"When?"

"Less than a minute ago."

Perran looked behind them.

Another roadstone stood fifty paces back.

He dismounted and walked to it.

FORTY-ONE.

Ysolde swore softly.

Ruan got down.

He stood between the two identical markers and activated Route Memory.

The ability pushed back.

Not pain.

Resistance.

His memory of the road held both positions with equal certainty.

The pressure behind his eyes sharpened.

[ROUTE MEMORY CONFLICT]

[Multiple verified positions correspond to registered segment.]

[Local discrepancy unresolved.]

Ruan swallowed.

"Perran."

"I see them."

"System says both positions are verified."

"Then don't ask it which is real."

Ruan almost laughed.

Instead, he walked the ditch.

The second Forty-One had older grass around its base.

The first had fresh wheel scuffing from their earlier passage.

Both stones were physically old.

Both carried current registry marks.

Under the second, Ruan found a Beforemark.

This one was not buried deeply. A corner of the black stone showed through the soil.

He cleared it.

The old symbol brightened.

[LEGACY ROUTE NODE]

[Current registration overlap detected.]

[Reconciliation pending.]

Perran said, "Can you close it?"

"I don't know."

"Can you mark it?"

"Yes."

Ruan drove a Hazard Mark between the duplicated stones.

The System accepted it.

[HAZARD: POSITIONAL ROUTE DUPLICATION]

[Recommended action: local verification required]

Then the old node added a line of its own.

[LOCAL VERIFICATION SOURCE: INSUFFICIENT]

Ysolde crouched beside him. "It doesn't trust you."

"It's older than every license I have."

"That wasn't what I said."

Ruan looked at the old stone.

He thought of the farmers who knew slime breeding lines his route registry classified only as low-threat monsters.

"Maybe it needs someone local."

They returned to the village and brought back the oldest road worker they could find.

Her name was Enna Pell, Level 19 [Ditch Warden].

She listened to Ruan's explanation, then asked, "Which Forty-One?"

"Both."

"No. Which one do you call Forty-One?"

Ruan pointed at the registered roadstone.

Enna pointed at the other.

"That's East Forty-One. Yours is West Forty-One."

Ruan stared.

"There is only one Forty-One in the registry."

"Now there is. Used to be two routes."

"When?"

"Before the north ditch was cut. My grandmother called this road East Line. Tower merged the routes after they built the raised section. Nobody uses the old name."

Neris would have kissed the woman.

Ruan asked, "Why didn't the old route disappear?"

Enna shrugged. "Roads don't disappear because clerks get tired of names."

The Beforemark brightened when Enna touched it.

[LOCAL VERIFICATION SOURCE: ACCEPTED]

[LEGACY DISTINCTION CONFIRMED]

[RECONCILIATION ACTION: DEFERRED]

The duplicate roadstone remained.

But Route Memory stopped fighting him.

Two road histories settled into place.

Not one wrong road.

Two once-valid routes that modern records had collapsed into one.

The recovered caravan spent the night at Alder Row because Perran refused to let five frightened drivers resume travel before anyone understood whether the road had finished being strange.

That created a different problem.

West Mill expected them home.

Families arrived before sunset.

Not in a dramatic rush.

In carts.

On foot.

One woman brought bread because she assumed her husband had not eaten properly while missing.

A boy of perhaps ten ran into the yard and hit Harn Selt in the stomach hard enough to make him grunt.

Harn hugged him anyway.

Ruan stood near the office and watched the missing caravan become people again.

He had spent the day thinking about duplicated route positions.

West Mill cared that husbands, grain, wagons, and one very bad-tempered mule had returned.

Maelin joined him.

"Three mill contracts missed delivery windows," she said.

"Everyone is alive."

"Those facts can coexist."

"You really can't let anyone have one uncomplicated emotion."

"I am a professional."

One of the merchants whose grain had been delayed approached Harn while his family was still there.

Ruan braced for an argument.

The merchant instead handed him a revised receipt.

"Force-majeure review pending route investigation. No penalty today."

Harn looked surprised.

"You hate force-majeure claims."

"I hate paying them. I hate losing experienced drivers more."

Not kindness exactly.

Not greed exactly.

A relationship built around repeated trade.

The world contained more of those than Ruan's maps showed.

Neris finished the independent witness statements after dark.

Then she allowed the five drivers to compare them.

The conversation became chaotic immediately.

"You didn't see the birches?"

"There weren't birches."

"There were. White trunks."

"Those were marker posts."

"Marker posts don't have leaves."

Harn sat apart at first.

Ruan asked why.

"Because mine is worse."

"Worse how?"

"I remember going past my grandfather's old turning."

"East Line?"

Harn nodded.

"Road hasn't used that turn since I was small. It flooded out."

Ruan opened his map.

"Show me."

Harn did not point to the modern road.

He pointed across marshland now shown as drainage field and pasture.

"There."

"No road."

"Not now."

Ruan felt the old instinct to say then you couldn't have gone there.

He managed not to.

"What do you remember after the turn?"

"A shrine with a blue roof. Running water. Then Forty-One. Then Forty-One again."

The shrine matched three witness accounts.

The running water matched four.

Ruan asked the village reeve about both.

The reeve called Enna Pell back from dinner.

She arrived wearing house slippers and a coat thrown over night clothes.

"Blue roof shrine?" she asked. "Old East Line had one. Fell down twenty years ago. Roof tiles went to the school shed."

"Running water?"

"Drainage canal. Filled when they raised West Line."

Ruan stared at the modern map.

The caravan had remembered a route whose visible landmarks had been gone for decades.

Or traveled something that reproduced those landmarks.

Neither possibility belonged on a simple hazard marker.

Enna disappeared again and returned with a rolled village drainage plan.

The old East Line still existed there as a dashed maintenance boundary because modern ditches partly followed its grade.

No one had erased the road completely.

Different offices still carried pieces of it for different purposes.

Road registry: gone.

Drainage: present as boundary.

Property lines: partly retained.

Oral memory: alive in older workers.

Legacy node: apparently very interested.

Ruan set the documents side by side.

"Which one is the real road?" Harn asked.

The question sounded almost mocking after the day they'd had.

Ruan answered carefully.

"The one you should drive tomorrow is West Line."

Harn laughed.

"Fair."

That was the first time Ruan understood that a professional answer could be narrower than a philosophical one and still be better.

The old route mattered.

The current route mattered more to tomorrow's wagon.

Both belonged in the investigation.

The West Mill caravan had somehow traveled through both.

Ruan's System pressure deepened.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 11.]

[Hazard Mark II → Hazard Mark III]

[New marker field available: contextual condition]

He stared at the line.

Perran noticed. "Useful?"

"Maybe."

"That's an honest answer. Keep it."

Ruan updated the hazard notice.

[HAZARD: POSITIONAL ROUTE DUPLICATION]

[CONTEXT: historic East/West route distinction merged in current registry]

[LOCAL VERIFICATION: Enna Pell, Ditch Warden]

The marker changed color from red to amber.

Traffic could pass under escort while the discrepancy remained unresolved.

Maelin hated amber.

"Insurers interpret amber as 'we might pay and might not.'"

"What color do you prefer?" Ruan asked.

"Green. I make money from green."

"And when green is wrong?"

"Then I prefer red before someone loses cargo."

That evening a courier arrived from Millcross carrying a sealed Tower dispatch.

Neris read it twice.

"The forty-seven reconciliation notices weren't the full set."

Perran's face went still.

"How many?"

"Forty-seven were the ones that reported through modern roadside markers. The Tower found another hundred and twelve legacy nodes responding beneath inactive routes."

Ruan said, "Across six regions?"

"Eight now."

The room quieted.

The problem was no longer one road losing a caravan.

Something beneath the Beginner Road had begun asking old questions again.

And the modern map had forgotten some of the answers.

The travel charm under Harn Selt's wagon continued glowing for forty-three minutes.

Neris photographed the text onto a registry slate, copied it by hand, and then made Harn copy it too.

"Why me?" he asked.

"Because it's your wagon. If our copies disagree later, your independent record matters."

Harn frowned at the charm. "East Line Forty-One. Haven't heard that since my grandfather died."

"What did it mean?" Ruan asked.

"Old freight name. There used to be east and west lines around the marsh. East was faster, flooded more. West got raised and eventually everyone called that the Beginner Road."

Ruan's pulse quickened. "Do you remember using East Line?"

"As a child, maybe. Wagon rides blur."

"Did your grandfather keep route books?"

Harn laughed. "He kept everything. My mother threatens to burn the shed every winter."

By dusk, Perran had permission to send two people with Harn to retrieve the books while the caravan remained under incident hold.

Ruan volunteered.

Perran sent Neris instead.

"Why not me?"

"Because you have route inspections."

"Those books are route evidence."

"And Loom is a registrar."

Ruan knew what came next and hated it anyway.

Perran said, "Specialist authority works even when the specialist isn't you."

Ysolde coughed into one fist to hide a laugh.

Ruan spent the evening inspecting the farm detours again under loaded conditions. A lane he had rated suitable for light carts held perfectly until a milk wagon met a manure wagon at the narrowest turn and neither could pass.

The road was structurally usable.

Operationally, two-way traffic failed.

He added a one-direction-at-a-time flag and stationed a village boy with a hand bell until sunrise.

"Am I a road official now?" the boy asked.

"Temporary traffic signal."

"Do I get a class?"

"Probably not from one night."

"Bad System."

Ruan almost agreed.

The detour taught another kind of capacity: not only how much weight a road could bear, but how much traffic it could process before becoming its own obstacle.

At the barn, Maelin was calculating spoilage exposure on West Mill grain.

"Heat isn't severe," Ruan said.

"Grain doesn't need severe. It needs moisture, time, and someone arguing while sacks sit in the wrong barn."

"How long?"

"Two days before quality penalties. Four before serious loss if weather stays dry."

"So route investigation has a clock."

"Everything has a clock. Some are just polite enough not to show it."

Neris returned near midnight with three ledgers and a wooden route board that smelled of mice.

Harn's grandfather had kept meticulous mileage notes.

East Line Forty-One existed.

So did West Line Forty-One.

The two routes merged and split around seasonal wetlands before county works eventually raised the western path and retired the eastern one.

One ledger carried a sketch of the ash-tree shrine.

Ruan stared at it.

Date: twenty-four years earlier.

The shrine had existed.

His memory still said it had not.

"Maybe your apprenticeship route shifted onto the retired alignment without you knowing," Neris said.

"Then the modern road moved, not the shrine."

"Possible."

They compared mileage.

Harn's grandfather recorded the shrine on East Line.

Ruan's apprenticeship notes measured West Line.

Modern Beginner Road registration now treated both historic approaches as one segment.

The physical raised road followed mostly West Line—but near the ash tree, modern grading crossed close to the old East alignment.

The shrine had never been on Ruan's route.

It had always been nearby.

Modern maps collapsed the distinction enough that his present walk made it look as though the shrine occupied the same roadside he remembered.

Ruan sat back.

"My memory wasn't wrong."

Neris said, "Neither was the shrine."

"The map made them look contradictory."

"The map made them adjacent. We supplied the contradiction."

That irritated him deeply.

Also productively.

They amended the incident record:

Shrine age and Route Memory conflict resolved as historic alignment distinction. Not evidence of memory alteration. Modern route representation insufficient to preserve East/West context.

Ruan kept his original observation mark in the archive.

He did not erase the wrong interpretation.

The next morning, one of the recovered drivers remembered another detail after seeing the old route board.

"We passed the East Marsh post."

Harn went still. "That post was removed before you were born."

The driver had never seen it.

Yet he described the cracked top accurately from the ledger sketch.

The anomaly was not merely causing modern travelers to misread roads.

It was exposing old route states strongly enough for them to travel through features that no longer physically existed.

Perran closed the affected segment fully.

Nobody argued this time.

The missing-caravan search made the road economy visible in a more unpleasant way.

Perran established a command post at a toll shelter and immediately received help from people Ruan would not have called rescuers.

A Level 18 [Toll Keeper] produced exact wagon passage times.

A Level 11 [Ditch Hand] knew which drainage cuts could hide tracks after rain.

Two local Teamsters identified axle marks by wheel width.

A farm girl on a bicycle reported hearing bells in the wrong direction before dawn.

Neris logged every statement separately before anyone compared stories.

"Because memory contaminates," she said.

"People aren't evidence samples."

"People are people. Their observations are evidence. Let them remain theirs before we blend them into ours."

The search area expanded.

Insurance rules mattered immediately.

The caravan's policy funded two days of professional search automatically after missed route confirmation. After that, liability depended on evidence of route failure versus driver deviation.

Ruan disliked that money had entered before the people were found.

Maelin corrected him.

"Money entered when somebody paid for the policy months ago so search crews could be hired now without negotiating while families panic."

Fair.

The missing drivers' families arrived by midday.

Perran gave them a direct liaison instead of making them stand inside the operations tent listening to incomplete fragments.

Ruan understood that choice only after one woman heard the word collapsed from a survey discussion and thought it referred to her husband's condition rather than an old culvert.

Information had audiences too.

When the caravan was finally recovered, the five travelers were hungry, angry, and deeply embarrassed by how little of their experience made physical sense.

One driver insisted the road had curved north around a hill that did not exist.

Another remembered no hill and two extra roadstones.

Both wagons arrived with mud consistent with the same drainage basin.

Ruan wanted to resolve the contradiction.

Perran stopped him.

"Feed them first."

Tovan examined them.

Neris recorded separate accounts.

Only then did Ruan ask route questions.

Competence sometimes meant waiting until a person was no longer cold enough to shake.

Ruan drove a red Hazard Mark at both entrances.

[ROUTE CLOSED — active continuity anomaly]

[Local detours available under posted load / flow restrictions]

[Do not test historic alignment with persons or live cargo]

He looked at the words do not test.

Curiosity complained.

Professionalism won.

Barely.


Chapter 6

What the House Provides

House Merrow Apprenticeship Notice

Sponsorship includes board, equipment maintenance, clinic access, supervised training, and advancement consultation. Sponsorship creates obligations. Read them. Gratitude is not a substitute for understanding a contract.

Cinderwake announced itself by smoke before stone.

Three miles out, the sky took on a permanent gray shelf where smelter haze met mountain air. The Beginner Road climbed through black-soil terraces reinforced with slag blocks. Ore carts moved downhill in disciplined chains while empty wagons returned under mule teams bred thick through the shoulders.

Ruan expected an ugly town.

Cinderwake was ugly in an organized way.

That impressed him.

Drainage channels ran beneath raised walkways. Every public wall carried heat-crack inspection marks. Buildings nearest the smelters used dark volcanic brick. Farther uphill, slate roofs replaced tile because ash made ordinary guttering useless.

His class enjoyed the place shamelessly.

Measure Grade found structure everywhere.

Retaining walls.

Load ramps.

Reinforced dungeon roads.

Separate lanes for ore carts and foot traffic.

Ruan had never seen so many people building their lives around things that wanted to fall downhill.

House Merrow's Cinderwake chapter occupied a converted warehouse near the lower training yards.

Ysolde changed before they entered.

Not clothes.

Posture.

She pinned the silver shoulder cord back onto her coat and became visibly more formal.

A gate clerk recognized her.

"Adept Kern."

"Field assignment. Beginner Road Resurvey. We need registry access, two bunks, and whatever you know about legacy route marks beneath the east dungeon lanes."

"I'll notify Master Corven."

The clerk looked at the others.

"Expedition credentials?"

Perran handed them over.

Ruan watched three apprentices crossing the courtyard with practice shields. One limped. A trainer immediately stopped the line, checked the ankle, and sent the apprentice toward the clinic while the other two waited.

No ridicule.

No shouted lesson about toughness.

Ysolde followed Ruan's gaze.

"Disappointed?"

"Why?"

"People outside Houses like stories where we train children by throwing them off towers."

"Do you?"

"Only after Level 20."

He looked at her.

She smiled.

"No."

The House clinic occupied nearly a quarter of the ground floor.

That surprised him more than the training yards.

A woman with burn scars across both hands sat beside an apprentice while a healer worked salve into the skin. Two miners waited at another desk. A child in ordinary town clothes slept beneath a blanket.

"House members?" Ruan asked.

"One," Ysolde said. "Clinic serves sponsored families and contracted mine workers too."

"Why?"

"Because dead miners don't buy equipment."

Maelin nodded approvingly. "Finally, an institution that speaks clearly."

Ysolde's face softened after a moment.

"Also because it was part of the founding charter."

The chapter master met them over lunch.

Corven Merrow was Level 37 [House Instructor], built like a man who had once been a fighter and now defeated people with scheduling.

He listened to Perran's summary without interruption.

When Neris showed the Beforemark sketch, he frowned.

"We have one under Yard Three."

Ruan sat straighter. "Active?"

"Not when we last checked."

"When was that?"

"Seventeen years ago."

Neris closed her eyes briefly.

Corven noticed. "You dislike our records?"

"I dislike dormant infrastructure being inspected less often than some people's marriages."

"Fair."

After lunch, Corven took them to Yard Three.

They passed classrooms where apprentices studied monster anatomy, contract law, and class interactions. Not only combat.

Ruan stopped outside a room where a chalkboard read:

EARLY CLASS CHOICE — PROBABILITY, NOT DESTINY

Ysolde saw him.

"Most Houses learned that lesson after ruining enough careers."

"How?"

"Telling a fourteen-year-old with good Strength that [Vanguard] was obviously their best path. Then discovering at twenty-five they'd rather build bridges."

"Can they change?"

"Usually. Costs time. Sometimes skills don't transfer cleanly. Sometimes a class path narrows."

"So House guidance matters."

"That's the point."

She did not sound defensive.

Just certain.

In the training yard, the Beforemark lay beneath a removable flagstone.

House records had preserved it because Corven's predecessor considered destroying unknown infrastructure professionally stupid.

Ruan approved.

He touched the stone.

[LEGACY ROUTE NODE]

[Registered function: training access / dungeon approach]

[Current route alignment: partial]

[Reconciliation pending]

"Partial?" Ruan asked.

Corven said, "Yard used to be an ore staging court. House bought it thirty-six years ago."

"And the dungeon approach?"

"Moved east when Shaft Four opened."

Neris was already comparing maps.

"The legacy node still associates this yard with dungeon access."

Corven's expression changed.

"That could explain the imps."

Ysolde looked over. "What imps?"

"Three ember imps appeared inside the south equipment hall last month. Low level. No injuries. We assumed containment slippage from the apprentice dungeon."

Ruan said, "Was there a physical breach?"

"None found."

The House master swore.

Not loudly.

Professionally.

They inspected the equipment hall.

The modern route from apprentice dungeon to training yard used a sealed transition arch monitored by House staff. The legacy route had once brought ore carts through the same location by an entirely different approach.

If reconciliation was comparing old and current connectivity, dungeon creatures might be following a route nobody physically used anymore.

Perran said, "Close the yard."

Corven nodded without argument.

Ysolde said, "Master, the afternoon novice block—"

"Moves to North Yard. Training schedule isn't worth an imp in a bunkroom."

Again, Ruan found himself mildly irritated by how reasonable the House was.

He had not realized he expected otherwise until reality failed to cooperate.

That evening, Corven invited the expedition to observe apprenticeship intake.

Thirty-seven candidates waited in a long hall.

Some wore good boots.

Some did not.

Parents crowded the side benches.

House evaluators tested physical aptitude, System literacy, stress response, class compatibility, and—unexpectedly—basic arithmetic.

"Why arithmetic?" Ruan whispered.

Ysolde stared at him. "Because people who can't divide rations die in expensive ways."

A thin boy failed a balance test and looked devastated.

An evaluator crouched beside him.

"You applied for guardian track."

The boy nodded.

"Your Sense score and pattern test are excellent. Ever considered route watch?"

"That's not fighting."

"Correct."

The evaluator pointed toward the expedition courtyard. "Those people are here because roads across eight regions have started disagreeing with themselves. Tell me again route watch isn't useful."

The boy looked.

Ruan suddenly wanted to hide.

Later, Ysolde introduced him to her aunt.

Ruan had expected a House official.

Mara Kern was Level 16 [Kiln Worker] and missing two fingers from her left hand.

She hugged Ysolde hard enough to shift the younger woman's armor.

"You got thin."

"I'm wearing armor."

"Thin armor."

Mara fed the entire expedition without being asked.

Over stew, Ruan learned Ysolde had grown up in a one-room workers' quarter after her father died in a smelter collapse. House Merrow identified her during a public aptitude program at thirteen.

The House had paid for food.

Training.

A better apartment for Mara after Ysolde's sponsorship included dependent housing.

Medical treatment.

Education.

When Ysolde broke her collarbone at sixteen, the House healed it.

When Mara's kiln contract was cut, a House placement office found another.

"People say Houses own children," Mara said.

Ysolde stiffened.

Mara waved her spoon. "Some probably try. Merrow owned our debt instead of the mine owner. I liked them better."

Ruan said, "Did you have to repay it?"

"Ysolde owes service years."

Ysolde nodded. "Three after qualification."

"Can you leave?"

"Yes. I'd owe part of training cost."

"How much?"

"Enough that leaving would hurt. Not enough that I couldn't."

Mara looked at Ruan. "You want the clean version? House saved us. House also keeps every favor written down. Both are true."

Neris's pen moved.

Mara pointed at her. "Don't make me sound wise."

"Too late."

The next morning, House engineers confirmed two more legacy dungeon routes under Cinderwake.

One had already reconciled harmlessly because the modern ore road still matched the old destination.

The second had not.

Ruan helped mark it with contextual conditions.

As he worked, a child from the previous evening's intake hall approached.

The thin boy.

"Are you really Level 11?"

Ruan looked at his public badge.

"Yes."

"The guardian at the gate is Level 28."

"Also yes."

"Then why are you telling everyone where the road is?"

Ruan considered the answer.

"Because he's better at guarding gates."

The boy frowned.

Ruan pointed toward the Yard Three Beforemark.

"Levels tell you how far someone has progressed in what they do. They don't make everyone good at the same thing."

"House evaluator said I might be route watch."

"Do you like watching routes?"

"I don't know."

"That's a better answer than pretending."

The boy walked away thinking.

Ruan returned to the marker.

For the first time, Level 11 did not feel small.

It felt specific.

House Merrow gave the expedition two bunks and charged for four.

Maelin discovered this before anyone slept.

"Why are we paying four?"

The quartermaster checked his slate. "Two rooms, two beds each."

"We use one bed in each."

"Rooms are reserved."

"Then charge rooms."

"That's the same total."

"It is not the same category."

Ruan watched a commercial dispute become a philosophical defense of nouns.

Ysolde finally intervened. "House field assignment covers lodging."

Maelin looked betrayed. "That is not the point."

The quartermaster, unexpectedly, nodded. "She's right. I'll correct category."

Maelin relaxed at once.

Ruan said, "You didn't save money."

"Records shape later prices. If rooms look like beds, someone eventually decides beds cost twice as much."

He stared at her.

"What?"

"Nothing. I'm developing respect under protest."

The House's daily routine started before sunrise.

Apprentices cleaned training yards before instruction. Sponsored students rotated kitchen work, equipment checks, and clinic support. Higher-level members taught lower-level classes under supervision.

Ruan had expected hierarchy.

There was hierarchy.

He had not expected how much of it existed to transfer competence.

At breakfast, Master Corven explained the service-year model.

"We invest in people. We expect work back."

"What if the House trained someone for a class they later reject?" Ruan asked.

"Then we made a poor investment and perhaps harmed a person. Good reason to improve assessment."

"Do you forgive debt?"

"Sometimes. Medical incapacity. House error. Exceptional hardship. Sometimes we don't and people resent us correctly."

Ysolde stared at her food.

Corven noticed. "Adept Kern thinks I am making us sound less noble than recruitment materials."

"I think you're making us sound like a bank with swords."

"Banks are useful. Swords too."

Maelin raised her cup. "Finally."

Ruan toured the House route library with Neris.

It contained training-path maps, dungeon incident reports, expedition journals, and class-development case files.

One shelf was restricted because it documented dangerous advancement mistakes.

"Why restrict failures?" Ruan asked.

The librarian said, "Because some people read 'do not attempt' as a challenge."

"Fair."

"Researchers can access with supervision. We hide nothing from review. We do prevent seventeen-year-olds from recreating a failed blood-tempering path because a famous guardian survived it once."

Again, information access had purpose and audience.

Ruan hated how often the world refused simple moral categories.

The route-watch apprentice candidate found him later near Yard Three.

"They accepted me provisional."

"Congratulations."

"My mother says guardian would be better."

"Better at what?"

The boy paused.

Ruan waited.

"That's annoying."

"Professional service."

They walked the closed yard together. Ruan showed him how the old ore route and modern training route occupied the same place but answered different questions.

"So which is real?" the boy asked.

"Both were real for their use. Current question is which still functions."

"Can a class tell?"

"Sometimes. Usually people do the work."

That answer seemed to disappoint him.

Exactly what he wanted.

A career built on magical certainty would have ended badly.

That evening, House Merrow held a public lecture on starter-class transitions. Families packed the hall.

A House instructor explained that tutorial skills influenced, but did not dictate, later class options. Repeated practice mattered. Social opportunity mattered. Personal preference mattered. The System recognized patterns, not parental ambition.

A father asked whether paying for combat coaching before intake improved chances of a strong combat class.

"Possibly," the instructor said. "It also improves the chance your child learns combat skills they do not enjoy."

"But high-tier classes—"

"There is no universal high tier across purposes."

Ruan smiled.

The instructor used examples.

A Level 35 [Master Mason] could do things a Level 35 swordsman could not imitate with Strength alone.

A Level 29 healer might be useless in a duel and invaluable in a plague ward.

A combat class mattered greatly when combat arrived.

The House did not pretend otherwise.

House Merrow's contract room was less impressive than its training yard and more important.

Ruan only saw it because Ysolde's aunt, Mara, insisted he stop admiring equipment and look at what families actually signed.

"People outside Houses think sponsorship means rich people choose talented children," Mara said. "Sometimes. Mostly it means paperwork."

A clerk showed Ruan three standard agreements.

Full sponsorship.

Partial sponsorship.

Equipment-only loan.

Full sponsorship paid for food, lodging, baseline equipment, required medical care, licensed training access, and examination fees. In exchange, the student owed House service after qualification and had limits on outside contracts during training.

Partial sponsorship covered instruction and equipment but not housing.

Equipment loans were exactly what the name suggested and still carried enough clauses to make Ruan's eyes hurt.

"Do families negotiate?" he asked.

The clerk said, "Some terms. Not all."

"Can they take the agreement to an outside registrar?"

"Yes. We recommend it."

Ysolde said, "Bad branches don't."

The clerk's mouth tightened.

"Bad branches create work for the rest of us."

That answer pleased Ruan.

Institutional reputation acted like another form of collateral.

House Merrow needed families to believe its promises because talent could choose other patrons.

Not everyone had equal choices.

But choice existed enough to shape behavior.

They watched intake interviews for an hour.

The thin boy Ruan had noticed earlier wanted a protective class because his older brother had become a city guard.

His assessment suggested strong route attention and weak impact tolerance.

The interviewer did not tell him he was unsuitable.

She asked what he liked about guarding.

"Knowing where people are supposed to be," he said.

The interviewer smiled.

"That answer may matter more than the shield."

She showed him route-watch and gate-support tracks.

His mother looked worried.

"Do those pay?"

The interviewer answered with starting wage ranges.

Mara nodded approvingly.

Ruan had expected class guidance to feel mystical.

It felt like career counseling with System consequences.

That made it more believable and, in some ways, more powerful.

In the clinic, a sponsored apprentice recovering from a training injury asked whether the House could terminate her contract because she might never regain full grip strength.

The legal clerk said no.

"Your service track may change. Sponsorship doesn't vanish because your body changed."

"Even if I can't finish shield qualification?"

"Then we find work your training still supports."

Ysolde looked away.

Ruan noticed.

Later he asked why.

"Because House Merrow isn't always that good," she said. "This branch is. Some supervisors care more about recovering investment than people."

"But you stayed."

"Because the answer to imperfect institutions is not automatically loneliness."

Ruan wrote that down.

She slapped the notebook shut.

"That was not for the report."

"Personal book."

"Worse."

The line stayed anyway.

Afterward, Mara Kern told Ruan that when Ysolde was twelve she had wanted to become a [Glassblower] because she liked colored windows.

Ysolde looked horrified. "Why would you tell him?"

"Because you act born in armor."

"I was twelve."

"Exactly."

House Merrow's Cinderwake branch had a dining room larger than its training hall.

Ruan noticed because Ysolde did.

At noon, apprentices filed through with miners, instructors, clinic staff, and several children from sponsored families staying in House housing.

No one paid at the line.

Costs were handled through sponsorship, wages, or House support.

"This room sold you?" Ruan asked quietly.

Ysolde's expression changed.

"First week."

She had arrived at twelve with one spare shirt and an acceptance letter her mother had read until the fold split.

The House gave her a bed, boots, three meals, and a training schedule.

"People talk about patronage like it begins with influence," she said. "Sometimes it begins with not being hungry."

Ruan had no clever answer.

The clinic made the point sharper.

A miner with a crushed hand was receiving treatment under a House-community agreement because the injury occurred on a dungeon route the House helped operate.

A sponsored apprentice had therapy for an overuse injury.

An independent adventurer paid full rate.

The same healer treated all three.

Different financing.

Same bones.

The apprenticeship office let Ruan read anonymized contract templates.

House Merrow's current standard required defined service periods, clear equipment ownership, injury coverage, and an exit arbitration process.

Older versions were worse.

One contained a repayment clause Ysolde called "legalized stupidity."

"Your House wrote it."

"And stopped. Institutions can learn."

"Can they unhurt the people under the old contract?"

"No."

She did not defend that either.

Ruan liked her more for the refusal.

A mother arrived during their visit with a daughter who had been offered a House place after tutorial completion.

The mother asked Ysolde whether she should sign.

Ysolde said, "Take the papers home. Compare the municipal program. Ask what your daughter wants after she sleeps."

The recruiter at the desk nodded.

No pressure.

Ruan understood how later abuses could grow inside an institution people had very good reasons to trust.

He also understood why reducing the House to those future risks would be dishonest to everyone eating in the dining hall today.

Ruan asked, "Why didn't you?"

Ysolde looked toward the training yard. "Aptitude. Opportunity. I liked guardian work once I tried it. The House offered what my family couldn't afford."

"Do you ever wonder?"

"About glass? Sometimes. Doesn't make this life false."

That sentence stayed with Ruan.

Paths excluded alternatives without automatically becoming mistakes.

Roads did too.

The question was whether people still had a meaningful way to notice when an old choice no longer fit.


Chapter 7

Dungeon Town

Cinderwake Dungeon Lease, Standard Clause 14

Core destruction without municipal authorization transfers liability for lost renewable output, displaced fauna, and associated ward failure to the responsible party unless immediate catastrophic threat can be demonstrated.

Cinderwake's oldest dungeon was called the Furnace Mouth, which Ruan thought showed a disappointing lack of imagination until he saw it.

The entrance occupied a split in the black hillside above town. Warm air breathed from it continuously, carrying mineral stink and a faint red glow. Three stone roads converged outside the gate.

Not adventurer roads.

Industrial roads.

Ore carts queued beneath numbered awnings. Guild inspectors checked seals. A tax clerk sat behind reinforced glass. Two teams of delvers emerged while Ruan watched, one carrying sacks of red crystal and the other pushing a wheeled cage containing something with too many legs.

Maelin became reverent.

"Look at the throughput."

Ysolde said, "You said that at the grain mill."

"Yes. Civilization is beautiful when weighed correctly."

The Furnace Mouth was not cleared in the heroic sense.

It was managed.

The first six floors had been mapped for generations. Guild contracts controlled harvesting schedules. Certain monster populations were culled but not eliminated. Crystal growth chambers were left intact because destroying them would reduce future output.

Ruan listened to the dungeon steward explain this and realized half the stories he had heard as a child were economically illiterate.

"Why not destroy the core?" he asked.

The steward looked horrified.

"Why would we?"

"Permanent safety."

"Permanent unemployment."

Maelin nodded vigorously.

The steward pointed toward Cinderwake below. "Furnace Mouth pays one worker in nine directly. More through smelting, freight, leather, alchemy. Stable dungeon behavior is safer than opening unknown shafts looking for replacement ore."

"And if it destabilizes?"

"Then we clear deeper, close floors, or if necessary kill the core. But we don't burn the orchard because apples can fall on people."

Ruan had heard a similar argument about blue slimes.

Monsters were becoming inconveniently contextual.

Perran's expedition entered only the first managed floor.

They needed to inspect a legacy route point beneath an old ore platform.

Ysolde took tactical lead the moment they crossed the threshold.

The change was immediate.

"Pairs. Ruan with me. Neris behind. Perran rear until contact. Don't touch red chalk. Don't step across numbered chains without callout."

Ruan obeyed.

The dungeon floor resembled a natural basalt tunnel until he noticed the infrastructure layered over it.

Guild lamps.

Drain channels.

Emergency pull ropes.

Retreat arrows.

Monster-bait alcoves.

The red chalk marked active hazard zones left by the morning shift.

Everything had a reason.

A stoneback crawler appeared twenty yards ahead.

Level 12.

Ruan's instinct was to stop.

Ysolde did not even draw her sword.

"Tagged worker," she said.

A bronze disk had been fixed to the crawler's shell.

It hauled a small ore sled behind it.

Ruan stared.

"They use dungeon monsters as draft animals?"

"Some stonebacks imprint on heat sources. Furnace workers figured out harnessing two generations ago."

The crawler clicked past them.

Neris wrote something.

"Please don't put this in a general road guide," Ysolde said.

"Why?"

"Because someone will try it with an untagged stoneback and die."

That was exactly the kind of sentence Ruan was beginning to distrust himself around.

The legacy node lay beneath Platform Seven.

Guild workers lifted a removable plate.

The Beforemark beneath it had already activated.

[LEGACY ROUTE NODE]

[Historic function: ore extraction route]

[Current function: managed dungeon freight]

[Destination continuity: recognized]

[Method variance: acceptable]

[Reconciliation status: complete]

Ruan read it twice.

"This one resolved."

Neris said, "Without us."

"Because destination remained the same?"

The steward nodded. "Ore comes out here. Always has. Wagons changed. Guild changed. Road got widened. But function is stable."

Ruan copied every line.

That was the first truly reassuring thing the legacy system had done.

Then Ysolde's hand went up.

Silence.

A scratch came from the tunnel behind them.

Not the crawler.

Faster.

Three ember imps burst around the bend.

Level 9.

Low threat on paper.

In a tunnel lined with timber supports and oil lamps, they were a serious problem.

Ysolde moved before Ruan finished identifying them.

"Water team! Chain Two!"

Two guild workers pulled a blue-marked lever.

A curtain of water dropped across the tunnel.

Ysolde intercepted the first imp before it reached the flow. Her shield knocked it sideways. Perran took the second. The third leaped onto the wall and ran above them.

Ruan did the only useful thing he could think of.

He looked at the route.

Not the monster.

The third imp was running toward a timber service platform whose supports Measure Grade identified as dry, resin-rich, and carrying more load than current recommendation.

"Platform!" Ruan shouted. "Don't let it reach Platform Six!"

Ysolde pivoted.

Her thrown knife caught the imp through one shoulder and spun it into the water curtain.

Steam filled the tunnel.

The fight lasted perhaps twelve seconds.

Ruan's heart required considerably longer.

The steward swore.

"Those are Yard Three imps."

Ysolde wiped her blade. "How do you know?"

"Copper tags. Apprentice stock. We tag every live training capture."

Ruan crouched beside the dead creature.

A tiny copper disk had been wired around one ankle.

Yard Three.

House Merrow.

Aboveground.

The old route under Yard Three still associated that site with dungeon access.

The dungeon's own Beforemark had accepted modern freight continuity.

But something had just allowed creatures to traverse an obsolete route between them.

"Reconciliation isn't only comparing maps," Ruan said.

Neris looked at him. "It's testing routes."

Perran's jaw tightened.

"By sending things through?"

"Maybe."

"I dislike maybe more when it has teeth."

The dungeon steward closed the first two floors immediately.

Maelin went pale.

"How long?"

"Until we know creatures aren't being redirected through dead routes."

"Every hour costs—"

"I know what it costs."

"Do you? Furnace Mouth output is contracted downstream. Four smelters maintain minimum burn based on daily crystal. If you stop for a day, kilns cool. If kilns cool—"

The steward cut her off. "If an ember imp appears in a nursery, I will personally explain the kiln schedule to every parent."

Maelin stopped.

"Close it," she said.

They spent the afternoon tracing legacy nodes through the lower district.

Most were harmless.

A few had become strange.

One route once used for slag carts now ran beneath a public bathhouse.

Another connected an abandoned mine office to a Class-House storeroom.

The modern city had grown over its own old infrastructure until functions no longer matched places.

At sunset, Ruan activated Route Memory while standing above three generations of roads.

The ability shifted.

Not enough to become something new.

Enough to make him dizzy.

He could feel remembered route layers instead of forcing them into one line.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 12.]

[Shared Bearings I → Shared Bearings II]

[Route Memory II — adaptive condition detected]

Ruan braced one hand against a wall.

Ysolde watched him.

"Level?"

"Twelve."

"Congratulations."

"Your House apprentice asked why I'm useful at eleven."

"What did you say?"

"That a gate guard is better at guarding gates."

"True."

Ruan looked at the shuttered Furnace Mouth.

"What happens when useful systems disagree?"

Ysolde considered.

"Then somebody's job gets harder."

It was not a philosophical answer.

That was why he trusted it.

The Furnace Mouth had an accounting office inside the outer gate.

Ruan found this offensive to childhood stories about dungeons.

Maelin found it beautiful.

A wall ledger listed extraction quotas by floor.

Red crystal.

Heatstone.

Crawler shell.

Sulfur moss.

Two monster populations were marked managed harvest — breeding minimum active.

One was marked cull permitted.

Another:

DO NOT REDUCE BELOW 14 ADULTS — controls ember-mite population.

Ruan read that twice.

"You keep monsters alive to control other monsters."

The dungeon steward said, "We also keep cats alive to control rats. Nobody writes songs about it."

The steward's class was [Dungeon Steward], Level 29.

Not a combat class.

His abilities tracked floor production, hazard cycles, labor capacity, and whether extraction pressure was destabilizing respawn patterns.

"Respawn?" Ruan asked.

"Not cleanly. Some populations return. Some breed. Some emerge from deeper zones. Anyone who says every dungeon follows one rule is selling a book."

Neris looked offended on behalf of books.

The steward showed them the legal structure.

The city held the site charter.

The guild licensed delving teams.

House workshops contracted training access.

Private firms purchased output shares.

The Tower certified some hazardous materials for interregional transport.

Local courts handled disputes.

"Who owns the dungeon?" Ruan asked.

The steward laughed.

"Ask five offices, get six answers."

One active dispute involved a new side tunnel whose crystal seam opened beneath land technically owned by a smelter cooperative.

The cooperative claimed mineral rights.

The dungeon guild claimed internal extraction rights.

The city claimed the side tunnel did not exist on property maps and therefore fell under dungeon charter.

Nobody had stabbed anyone.

Yet.

Ruan revised his understanding of politics.

The managed floors operated by schedule.

Delvers entered after inspectors confirmed population and structural state.

Teams signed extraction limits.

Loot that looked personal still entered accounting if it came from a contracted floor.

One young adventurer complained when an intact heat gland was assessed as dungeon output rather than personal drop.

"I killed it," he said.

The clerk replied, "Under a contract paying you to kill it."

"My skill triggered the rare condition."

"Then file a rarity-share claim."

The adventurer did.

Maelin whispered, "Civilization."

Ruan almost smiled.

At a training gallery, House apprentices practiced against low-threat ember imps under the supervision of two licensed delvers.

The exercise looked safe until one imp slipped behind a barrier.

The response was immediate.

Training stopped.

No one chased it for experience.

The floor marshal counted apprentices first.

Then staff.

Then closed two exits.

The imp was recaptured in under a minute.

Ruan asked why they had not simply killed it.

"Breeding quota," the marshal said.

"That specific imp matters?"

"Not emotionally. Numerically."

The real world had ruined another heroic impulse.

The dungeon's stability mattered beyond the gate.

Its warm outflow heated three lower workshops in winter.

Crystal powered public valves.

Crawler shell became furnace lining.

A closure meant more than lost adventurer work.

When the reconciliation anomaly later forced Furnace Mouth to shut several floors, Ruan understood why the whole city reacted.

A dungeon was not a monster-filled hole.

It was hazardous civic infrastructure with teeth.

The Furnace Mouth closed for sixteen hours, and Cinderwake behaved as though someone had partially turned off gravity.

Nothing stopped completely.

Everything became harder.

Ore carts stacked outside the lower gate. Smelters drew from reserve crystal stores. Guild delvers scheduled for managed floors were reassigned to maintenance or unpaid standby. Innkeepers complained because visiting crews delayed rooms. Food vendors complained because delayed crews were not eating. A leatherworker was delighted because one emergency containment order doubled demand for heatproof straps.

Maelin walked through the district naming consequences like a priest reciting liturgy.

"Smelter Three has thirty-six hours reserve. Four has twenty-two. Red crystal contracts carry delay penalties after tomorrow evening. Guild workers on minimum guarantee still get half pay. House apprentice training loses one floor but can shift drills."

Ruan said, "You learned all that since breakfast?"

"People tell you anything if they think you may influence whether their money returns."

The city council convened a dungeon continuity committee that same afternoon.

Ruan expected adventurers.

The largest voting bloc was industrial.

Smelter representatives.

Miners.

Guild steward.

House Merrow.

Public safety.

Labor representative.

Two neighborhood reeves whose residents lived above old route lines.

The dungeon was not a separate adventure space.

It was zoning.

Employment.

Utilities.

Risk.

The council debated whether to close all six managed floors or only those linked to active legacy nodes.

Public safety wanted all six.

Guild steward argued total closure could push monster populations into uncontrolled deeper migration.

That surprised Ruan.

"Closing creates monster risk?"

The steward nodded. "Managed culls maintain population pressure. Stop long enough, upper species move."

"So open is safer?"

"Some open. Not all open."

Ruan increasingly suspected adulthood was mostly learning why binary questions annoyed experts.

They settled on two closed floors, two restricted, two open under enhanced monitoring.

Professional guild teams placed physical barriers around every legacy node. House Merrow moved novice training aboveground. The mine shifted ore extraction to a less efficient seam.

No one got everything wanted.

The city kept functioning.

Ruan joined a guild inspection of Floor Two after the ember-imp incident.

This time he paid attention to labor rather than monsters.

A Level 18 [Tunnel Clerk] tracked which passages were open and which teams had entered.

A Level 23 [Vent Keeper] monitored heat and gas.

A Level 20 [Carcass Dresser] processed culled creatures for leather and meat before spoilage.

A Level 27 [Crystal Cutter] evaluated safe extraction angles.

None were adventuring heroes.

All worked inside a dungeon.

The Vent Keeper showed Ruan a hazard panel.

"System says heat moderate. Why do you carry three local gauges?"

"System measures environmental condition. Gauge tells me air movement in this shaft. Moderate heat with dead air can kill workers."

Another familiar pattern.

General truth plus local condition.

On the return walk, they found a stoneback crawler refusing its normal harness path.

The handler tugged once, stopped, and did not force it.

"Why?" Ruan asked.

"They feel vibration."

A minute later a small ceiling slab fell across the route ahead.

Ruan stared at the animal.

"Can you standardize that?"

The handler laughed. "Standard is: if stoneback refuses, inspect. Doesn't mean stoneback is always right. Means it's cheap to ask why."

Ruan added that to his private collection of rural philosophy.

The dungeon reopened Floor Three after the inspection.

Before traffic resumed, the guild ran a drill.

Every worker practiced evacuation when route panels failed entirely.

No System arrows.

Physical rope line.

Chalk marks.

Head counts.

Ruan asked why.

The guild steward said, "Because System-supported route failure is the exact emergency we're discussing. Training only on functioning interface would be comedic."

Perran approved so strongly he almost looked happy.

Dungeon Town had laws for things Ruan had never imagined needing laws.

No explosive skills above Floor Two during public extraction hours.

No claiming monster nests inside another party's active lease.

No dumping alchemical runoff into reset channels.

No full core destabilization without council authorization.

The last one surprised him.

"You need permission to clear the dungeon completely?"

The guild lease officer said, "You need permission to destroy a regional resource and possibly alter monster ecology under half the town."

"Adventurers usually celebrate dungeon clears."

"Stories celebrate them. Accountants ask what happens Monday."

Maelin approved.

The Furnace Mouth provided crystal, heat-resistant hide, salvage metal, controlled training space, and hundreds of jobs.

Its danger was real.

So was its value.

The town maintained a dungeon council with seats for guilds, miners, House Merrow, municipal works, healers, and nearby residents.

Not because democracy made monsters polite.

Because decisions about floor closures affected everybody differently.

When Floor Four showed unusual ember-imp migration, guild teams wanted a hunt.

Municipal works wanted the floor closed until a support pillar was inspected.

House instructors wanted limited access to preserve scheduled training.

The healer wanted nobody below Floor Three until toxin samples came back.

They compromised badly and specifically.

Floor Four closed.

Floor Three remained open with reduced group size.

Training moved.

A hunt team entered under structural escort only after inspection.

Everyone complained.

No one died.

Ruan recognized the pattern.

Functional governance often looked less like a clear answer than a list of people accepting different inconveniences.

Dungeon waste had an economy too.

Bone fragments became lime additive.

Certain glands went to alchemists.

Low-grade crystal dust heated bathhouses.

Spoiled monster meat fed rendering vats rather than pigs because one memorable generation had learned why that mattered.

"What happened?" Ruan asked.

The lease officer said, "Pigs leveled strangely."

Ruan waited.

"That's all you're getting."

Some history improved through omission.

By night, the ember-imp route had been traced to Yard Three's legacy destination association and blocked at both ends with local restrictions recognized by the precursor system.

The root mechanism remained uncertain.

But practical risk dropped.

Ruan looked at the city's mixed closure board:

Floor One: open.

Two: restricted.

Three: open.

Four: closed.

Five: open under monitoring.

Six: normal.

Messy.

Specific.

Useful.

He remembered childhood stories where dungeon status was simply cleared or uncleared.

The real world had ruined another satisfying category.


Chapter 8

The Road Beneath the Road

By the time the Tower ordered a regional review, local officials had already begun one.

That impressed Ruan more than the order.

Cinderwake's council chamber filled before sunrise with mine stewards, House representatives, road wardens, guild officers, freight factors, two healers, and a woman from the public baths who wanted to know why an obsolete slag route now ran beneath her laundry room.

Nobody waited for permission to care.

Neris pinned maps to three walls.

Current routes in black.

Known historical routes in gray.

Activated Beforemarks in white chalk.

The pattern looked less like a road network than a palimpsest.

Old streets under new streets.

Dungeon approaches beneath houses.

Former receiver paths crossing modern workshops.

Ruan stood before the map while everyone talked at once.

Maelin whispered, "This is what governance sounds like."

"I thought it would be more organized."

"That is what minutes are for."

The Tower dispatch arrived halfway through the meeting.

Neris broke the seal.

[OFFICE OF INTERREGIONAL PASSAGE]

[Regional legacy-route reconciliation event confirmed.]

[Scope: expanding.]

[Known active legacy nodes: 312]

[Known modern route conflicts: 64]

[Travel advisory: maintain current local restrictions pending review.]

[Do not destroy legacy nodes.]

The bathhouse woman raised a hand. "I wasn't planning to destroy it."

A mine steward said, "I was."

"Do not," Perran said.

The steward looked at him. "Captain, with respect, a dead route just moved three fire monsters across town."

"And destroying infrastructure we don't understand may move thirty."

That quieted the room.

Ruan spent the next two days inspecting Cinderwake's eastern road system.

He learned that cities did not actually have maps.

They had arguments that had been printed.

The mine authority's map emphasized ore lanes.

The guild map emphasized licensed dungeon approaches.

House Merrow's showed training routes and emergency assembly points.

The city council's public map omitted restricted industrial paths.

All were correct.

None were complete.

The Beforemarks seemed to care about something beneath all of them.

Function.

Destination.

Continuity.

But not always current function.

At one old node, Ruan found:

[Historic destination: North Smelter]

[Current destination: residential block]

[Route continuity: broken]

[Reconciliation proposal: retire]

That made sense.

At another:

[Historic destination: worker dormitory]

[Current destination: House clinic]

[Route continuity: maintained]

[Function variance: acceptable]

That made less sense until Tovan explained.

"Both are receiving destinations."

"A dormitory and clinic are not the same."

"No. But both support arriving workers. Maybe the old node tracks purpose more broadly than building use."

Ruan stared at the stone.

"You're guessing."

"Yes."

"You say that easily."

"Medicine beats it out of you eventually."

Tovan crouched beside him.

"People want healers to say what something is. Most of my work begins with what I can verify it isn't."

Ruan wrote that down too.

On the third morning, the expedition received orders to continue toward River March.

The Beginner Road's reconciliation event had now appeared in eleven regions.

Cinderwake could no longer be treated as the center of it.

Before leaving, Ysolde visited House Merrow's apprenticeship hall.

Ruan found her speaking to the thin boy from intake.

He had been accepted.

Not into guardian training.

Route watch.

The boy looked uncertain but pleased.

"Adept Kern says I can transfer tracks later."

"You can," Ysolde said. "If you decide you hate it, tell someone before you spend five years becoming excellent at being miserable."

The boy nodded solemnly.

Ruan asked, "What class are you hoping for?"

"Don't know."

Ruan smiled. "Better answer than pretending."

The boy recognized his own words returned to him and grinned.

Outside the House, Mara Kern had packed enough food for the expedition to invade a neighboring region.

Maelin inspected the parcels.

"Is this free?"

Mara slapped her hand away. "It's family food."

"I'm determining whether it belongs in the expedition ledger."

"Put down 'woman feeds niece because niece forgets.'"

Neris wrote it.

Mara stared.

"You people are impossible."

They left Cinderwake under an ash-gray sky.

The Furnace Mouth reopened one managed floor that morning after guild workers installed temporary barriers around every legacy node.

Ore carts moved again.

House Yard Three remained closed.

Nothing had been solved completely.

Enough had been understood to continue safely.

Ruan was beginning to appreciate that as a professional outcome.

At the eastern edge of Cinderwake, they stopped at the last modern route marker.

A black Beforemark had been exposed beside it for monitoring.

Ruan touched the modern stone first.

[BEGINNER ROAD — RIVER MARCH CONNECTION]

[STATUS: OPEN]

Then the old.

[LEGACY NETWORK RECONCILIATION]

[PHASE ONE: LOCAL VERIFICATION]

[PHASE TWO THRESHOLD: 71%]

Ruan frowned.

"Phase Two."

Neris copied it.

"We haven't seen that before."

"No."

Perran said, "What happens at a hundred?"

Nobody knew.

They rode east.

By midday, the route left the hills and dropped toward river country.

Behind them, Cinderwake's smoke thinned into the horizon.

Ahead, the road widened into a causeway between reed marshes.

At the first River March marker, Ruan dismounted.

The modern stone read open.

The Beforemark beneath it did not.

[LOCAL ROUTE STATE: OPEN]

[RECEIVER STATE: VARIABLE]

[LEGACY NETWORK RECONCILIATION]

[PHASE TWO THRESHOLD: 83%]

Ruan looked at the broad, peaceful river glittering ahead.

Then a bell began ringing from the receiver station across the water.

Not one bell.

Three.

Tovan was off the wagon before the second sequence finished.

"Mass arrival," he said.

Perran raised his voice. "Roles. Move."

The expedition ran toward the bridge.

Behind them, beneath miles of road, old stones continued waking.

Receiver Manual, River March Edition, Section 2.1:

Completion ends tutorial custody. It does not guarantee health, orientation, destination readiness, or that anyone remembered to make enough soup.

The seventy-one-percent threshold became a public rumor before the expedition left Cinderwake.

Nobody outside route offices knew what it meant.

That did not stop anyone from explaining it.

At breakfast, an inn guest confidently told Maelin that when reconciliation reached one hundred percent, all modern roads would revert to ancient alignments.

Maelin asked his source.

"My brother works for the city."

His brother, it turned out, maintained public lamps.

At the next table, a miner claimed the First Tower was using the event to raise tolls.

Tolls had not changed.

A third traveler said precursor roads were proof of a lost empire whose heirs would soon reclaim the region.

Neris ate faster.

"Where are you going?" Ruan asked.

"To make a public notice before imagination becomes infrastructure."

Cinderwake's council posted:

LEGACY ROUTE RECONCILIATION IS ACTIVE. CURRENT EFFECTS UNDER REVIEW. NO EVIDENCE OF GENERAL ROAD REVERSION, TOLL CHANGE, OR ANCIENT CLAIMANTS. REPORT ROUTE ANOMALIES TO LOCAL OFFICE. DO NOT EXCAVATE BEFOREMARKS.

Someone added beneath it:

ESPECIALLY YOU, DORRAN.

Local governance had style.

Cinderwake's emergency council met again that evening after the Tower confirmed reconciliation across eleven regions.

This time, the room included more civilians.

A school administrator wanted to know whether children should avoid public route stones.

A tavern owner wanted to know whether visiting delvers were leaving.

A smelter cooperative wanted guaranteed ore priority if dungeon output resumed at reduced capacity.

The public-baths woman wanted everyone to stop using her laundry room as a landmark in official reports.

Neris had already used it twice.

"Call it Substructure Access Four," the woman said.

"Does anyone locally call it that?"

"No."

"Then nobody will find it during an emergency."

The woman hated that answer.

The council created temporary responsibilities.

Mine stewards monitored industrial Beforemarks.

Guild teams checked dungeon approaches.

House Merrow monitored training and clinic transitions.

City road wardens handled public anomalies.

Ordinary residents were told not to excavate black route stone and to report any System text that appeared where it had not appeared before.

Perran insisted the notice include:

REPORT. DO NOT TEST.

"People need that second sentence?" a councilor asked.

Every field professional in the room answered yes.

The councilor added it.

By morning, local printers had produced notices.

Schoolteachers explained them to children.

Freight offices added them to driver packets.

The dungeon guild put a version on contract boards.

House Merrow integrated it into daily briefings.

No Tower mandate required those specific adaptations.

Local institutions moved faster because they already knew their own people.

Ruan saw the advantage clearly.

The Tower had scale.

Cinderwake had immediacy.

A system that wanted both needed to avoid confusing one for the other.

They spent their last full day tracing an old route from the Furnace Mouth to a neighborhood now built over worker housing.

The physical road vanished under modern streets.

The old function did not vanish as neatly.

Families descended from mine workers still used one public courtyard as a hiring point.

A clinic occupied the former dormitory receiving hall.

A shrine maintained the old shift bell.

The legacy node marked continuity as partial.

Ruan interviewed residents.

An elderly woman said, "My father got work here. My son got his first House interview here. Different work. Same place people come to be sent somewhere useful."

Ruan wrote the sentence.

The old node brightened when the clinic declared current receiving function.

Not enough to resolve completely.

Enough to change:

[FUNCTION VARIANCE: UNKNOWN]

to:

[FUNCTION VARIANCE: ACCEPTABLE PENDING NETWORK REVIEW]

No one had proven a universal rule.

They had given the system better evidence about one place.

That was smaller than Ruan wanted.

It was also real.

Before departure, Perran held a final route briefing.

"What do we know?"

Ruan answered first.

"Legacy network appears to care about continuity beyond physical alignment."

"Confidence?"

"Moderate."

Neris nodded.

Ysolde said, "Modern reuse can preserve some old relationships without preserving old purpose exactly."

Tovan added, "Receiving function may matter at some nodes. Not all."

Maelin said, "Every hour of uncertainty costs money in a different place than the original problem."

Perran looked at her.

"That is not route architecture."

"It is if you want anyone to fund route architecture."

Fair.

Perran concluded, "And we do not know what Phase Two does."

Nobody improved that statement.

The expedition left with more knowledge than it had arrived carrying and less confidence that knowledge would stay sufficient.

Ruan was beginning to think that might be what expertise felt like when it matured.

Before departure, Ruan and Neris audited the city's route layers one final time.

They found a useful pattern.

Where old and new function still aligned, reconciliation tended to accept change.

Ore route becoming modern freight route: accepted.

Dormitory becoming clinic while receiving function remained: accepted.

Where function disappeared entirely, retirement was proposed.

Where function split or multiplied, conflicts persisted.

That gave Ruan a working hypothesis.

Not a rule.

He wrote it as such.

Hypothesis: precursor network evaluates continuity of route relationship/function more strongly than identical physical alignment. Evidence: Cinderwake nodes 3, 7, 11. Confidence moderate. Known counterexamples: insufficient data.

Neris smiled when she read the phrase known counterexamples: insufficient data.

"You're learning to make hypotheses hard to worship."

"That's the goal?"

"It should be."

They submitted the report to the Tower relay.

The relay clerk asked whether the hypothesis should be elevated to regional guidance.

Ruan said no.

"Why?" Perran asked afterward.

"Three examples."

"Correct."

"You agree?"

"I ask questions to learn whether you do."

"That should be illegal."

Perran's mouth moved almost enough to count as a smile.

As the expedition descended toward River March, the landscape changed faster than Ruan expected.

Ash soil gave way to brown loam. Mine carts disappeared. Freight shifted from ore to cloth, tools, food, and river goods. Inns stopped advertising heatproof storage and started advertising dry lofts.

The road itself changed construction.

Stone paving became raised gravel causeway where floodwater had historically reached.

Ruan's class adapted easily to surface.

His assumptions adapted slower.

At the first marsh village, they stopped for water beside a public monument listing every major flood for two hundred years.

Ruan read the highest mark above his head.

"People stayed after this?"

A woman filling buckets said, "People rebuilt higher."

"Why not move?"

"Move where?"

He gestured vaguely inland.

She laughed. "And leave ferry, reeds, fish, soil, trade? You road people think moving is free."

Maelin, overhearing, said, "I have been trying to teach him that for weeks."

The woman nodded at her. "You look sensible."

Ruan was outnumbered.

That evening they received an updated reconciliation count.

Known legacy nodes: 509.

Current conflicts: 103.

Phase Two threshold: eighty-three percent.

The numbers were growing because discovery improved.

A worse-looking report could represent better knowledge.

Ruan stared at the slate.

"How do you tell people that?"

Neris said, "Carefully."

"Five hundred nine sounds worse than three hundred twelve."

"It is more nodes, not necessarily more danger."

"Public hears number."

"Then public communication needs denominator, context, and consequence."

"On one board?"

She looked tired suddenly. "This is why registrars drink."

The Beforemarks produced a public meeting before they produced an explanation.

Cinderwake's council knew better than to let rumor own the first evening.

Miners wanted to know whether old routes would reopen beneath active shafts.

House parents wanted to know whether training gates were safe.

Merchants wanted to know whether insurance would rise.

One elderly man wanted the council to admit his grandfather had been right about "black road stones humming before bad winters."

No one could verify that.

Neris recorded it anyway as oral history, confidence unverified.

The distinction pleased him.

The council posted what they knew:

47 legacy markers active across multiple regions.

No evidence of general route failure.

Known local anomalies under review.

Do not damage or deliberately activate unidentified precursor stone.

Then what they did not know:

scope of reconciliation

duration

full relationship to modern routes

The unknown list drew more attention than officials liked.

Perran supported it.

"People invent certainty when institutions hide uncertainty."

The council chair said, "People invent certainty anyway."

"Then don't help them."

Old residents brought maps from attics.

Not magical relics.

Tax maps.

Mining claims.

A child's school atlas from fifty years earlier.

Three showed road names no longer used.

One marked a staging yard beneath the current House practice field.

Another used the phrase East Line Forty-One, matching the cheap travel charm that had changed under the recovered caravan.

Ruan felt the mystery become historical instead of supernatural.

People had known these names.

Then roads changed.

Maps changed.

Daily language changed.

The old network had not appeared from nowhere.

It had been living beneath newer descriptions.

At midnight, a local printer sold a one-page sheet titled WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT THE BLACK STONES for two copper.

Maelin bought one.

Half the facts were correct.

The bottom advertised protective route charms.

"Civilization responds quickly," Ruan said.

"Market responds quicker."

The next edition corrected two errors after Neris sent the printer a note.

That pleased her more than she admitted.

The forty-seven Beforemarks also created the first argument over who was responsible for an old thing nobody claimed to own.

Cinderwake's council said the stones lay under municipal streets. The Tower relay office said the Framework response made them interregional infrastructure. House Merrow pointed out that one marker passed directly beneath its training court. The dungeon guild argued that three nodes were inside leased hazard zones and therefore could not be inspected without guild clearance.

For twenty minutes, everybody discussed jurisdiction.

Then an apprentice asked whether anyone had checked if the warm marker under the west wall was getting hotter.

Nobody had.

Perran ended the meeting.

The west marker was heating slowly. Not enough to burn. Enough to soften the tar seal in an old utility channel. If the apprentice had not noticed, the town would have spent the evening arguing over ownership while water leaked into a storage vault.

The repair took three workers and forty minutes.

Afterward, the council produced a temporary rule: whoever discovered an immediate physical consequence could stabilize it first and argue jurisdiction afterward, provided the intervention was documented and reversible where practical.

Ruan copied the wording.

A civilization occasionally advanced because somebody got tired of waiting for the correct committee.

At dawn, River March's mass-arrival bells began ringing before they reached the receiver bridge.

Ruan saw Tovan become a different person at the sound.

No hesitation.

No curiosity.

Medical priority.

Perran divided roles while running.

The expedition entered the next phase not because old stones had become more mysterious.

Because twenty-seven ordinary people needed beds.


Chapter 9

A Basic Skill

Ruan reached Receiver Twelve wet to the chest because River March believed bridges were suggestions.

The main bridge had been raised to allow a freight barge through just as the expedition arrived. Tovan was already running along the bank toward a narrow service ferry, medical bag striking his hip.

Perran pointed after him. "With him."

Ruan looked at the ferry.

It was a plank raft tied to a rope stretched across fast water.

"That's not a bridge."

"Excellent survey work. Move."

Ysolde jumped aboard without slowing.

Ruan followed because professional dignity occasionally required bad decisions.

The ferryman shoved off.

Halfway across, a wake from the freight barge struck them broadside.

The ferry rolled.

Ruan grabbed the rope.

His boot slipped.

River March introduced itself properly.

Cold water closed over his head.

He had time to think, absurdly, that the current was faster than the regional road guide indicated.

Then somebody caught the back of his coat.

Ruan came up coughing.

A girl standing waist-deep beside the ferry dragged him toward the shallows with insulting ease.

She could not have been more than seventeen.

Public class display floated beside her name when he focused.

[Lessa Vane — Reed Cutter — Level 8]

Ruan was Level 12.

She hauled him onto the landing.

"You don't swim?"

"I swim."

Lessa looked at the river.

"Not here."

Ysolde climbed out behind him, soaked only to the knees.

"Are you injured?"

Ruan coughed river water. "Professionally."

Lessa laughed.

Tovan did not. He checked Ruan's pupils, breathing, and hands in less than thirty seconds.

"No secondary aspiration. Change shirt when possible."

"There are twenty-seven arrivals," a receiver aide shouted.

Tovan forgot Ruan existed.

Receiver Twelve had been built for twelve simultaneous patients because the name was not decorative.

Twenty-seven people occupied its courtyard.

Some stood.

Some sat wrapped in blankets.

Three lay on stretchers.

Two were children younger than the tutorial-prep students Ruan had watched at Alder Row, though they might only look younger under mud and exhaustion.

Families crowded against a rope line outside the compound.

Receiver workers moved among them with colored slates.

Red: immediate medical.

Yellow: condition unresolved.

Blue: stable, identity verified.

White: administrative hold.

The system was orderly.

The yard was not.

A woman screamed a boy's name from behind the rope.

The boy turned.

A receiver aide blocked him from running to her.

"Thirty seconds. We need your identity check finished."

"That's my mother!"

"I believe you. Thirty seconds."

The boy swore at him.

The aide nodded. "Also reasonable. Name?"

Ruan found Perran near the arrival arch.

"What happened?"

"Three tutorial groups. Different origin zones. All completed within six minutes. All routed here."

"Why?"

"Because," Maelin said behind him, "apparently the universe has discovered efficiency."

Neris held up the station registry.

Three destinations had been assigned.

Receiver Nine.

Receiver Fourteen.

Receiver Twelve.

All three groups had arrived at Twelve.

Ruan touched the transition arch.

[RECEIVER NODE 12]

[System compatibility: active]

[Arrival acceptance: active]

[Registered capacity: 12]

[Current persons under arrival care: 27]

[Capacity status: exceeded]

Below the modern panel, legacy text flickered.

[Destination compatibility: confirmed]

Ruan stared.

"It thinks this is valid."

The receiver chief, a broad woman named Hessa Dorn, heard him.

"It is valid. That's the problem."

"Twenty-seven people for twelve beds isn't valid."

"They can all be treated here. Eventually. None require an incompatible receiver. Their identity frameworks resolve. Their tutorial conditions translate. The route did not send them somewhere wrong."

She pointed at the yard.

"It sent too many people somewhere right."

That distinction became more expensive every minute.

Tovan took control of medical triage beside Hessa.

Perran assigned Ysolde and two station guards to crowd management.

Maelin disappeared into the town.

Ruan asked, "Where is Drover going?"

Perran said, "To make capacity."

"How?"

"Money."

Apparently it remained useful.

Ruan and Neris moved to the receiver board.

The three origin zones were all ordinary beginner environments.

Marsh Edge 2-4.

Low Reed 1-9.

Stone Ford 3-2.

No emergencies.

No mass-failure event.

Their receiver assignments had changed less than nine minutes before completion.

Neris found the entry.

[Reconciliation adjustment: nearest fully compatible active receiver]

"Nearest," Ruan said.

"Not assigned. Nearest compatible."

"Why did it ignore capacity?"

Neris scrolled.

"Legacy field doesn't contain capacity."

"Modern field does."

"Modern routing does. Legacy reconciliation apparently doesn't ask it."

Ruan looked at the twenty-seven people.

A road could reach a destination and still fail because the destination was full.

That seemed embarrassingly obvious once people were sitting on the floor.

Hessa shouted, "Need six more clean blankets!"

Ruan stopped thinking and worked.

He carried water.

Moved benches.

Used Measure Grade on the old assembly hall floor when Maelin returned with permission to convert it into temporary sleeping space.

The building could safely hold fifty-six bedrolls if they kept the east aisle clear.

"Why east?" Maelin asked.

"Floor joists weaker near the stove wall."

"Can I put families there?"

"People weigh things too."

"Right. Surveyors. Always ruining furniture."

By afternoon, the crisis had developed layers.

Every arriving person was medically stable enough to avoid death.

That did not make anything easy.

One teenager had a persistent tutorial effect that made fresh water taste poisonous.

A seven-year-old sibling had arrived with an older participant because the tutorial classified them as one household unit; local law did not know whether the older teenager could sign temporary care forms.

A woman emerged with twelve pounds of venom sacs that the receiver could not legally store near sleeping quarters.

Two families arrived from different villages both claiming the same sixteen-year-old boy as an apprentice under competing contracts.

An elderly grandfather came three hours by cart and discovered his granddaughter was sleeping safely in the schoolhouse because the receiver yard had been cleared.

He cried anyway.

Ruan kept expecting the System problem to become the center again.

It did not.

People did.

Receiver Twelve's district had been built by people who expected the river to win occasionally.

Ruan discovered that while following Lessa through a service lane no official route map considered important.

The lane ran behind kitchens, under drying racks, across two private courtyards, and through a cooper's yard whose owner had painted arrows on the wall showing which gate to open during flood evacuation.

"Is this public?" Ruan asked.

"During high water," Lessa said.

"Who says?"

"Everyone."

"That's not an authority."

She looked at him.

"During flood, gate opens. If owner complains, council pays damage after. That's authority enough."

Ruan wrote it down.

The River March had a category of civic infrastructure that existed only under pressure.

Private doors became public exits.

Bakery ovens became warming rooms.

Boat sheds became temporary clinics.

Reed cutters became couriers because they knew water channels better than road wardens.

None of it appeared as permanent public-route status because most of the time it wasn't public.

"How do outsiders know?" he asked.

"They don't. They ask."

That answer kept happening.

At a ferry landing, Ruan watched a Level 12 [Current Reader] decide whether to let three cargo boats leave.

The System panel showed river stage within normal range.

The reader still held them.

"Why?"

"Upstream wind."

"Stage is normal."

"For now."

Two hours later, floating debris began arriving from upriver.

The boats left after the channel cleared.

Ruan's maps had water depth.

The Current Reader had tomorrow's trash.

He felt less insulted by that than he would have a month earlier.

River skills were everywhere once he knew to look.

A [Rope Splicer] repaired ferry lines with a speed Ruan could not follow.

A Level 15 [Drykeeper] inspected warehouse floors for moisture damage and could identify a leaking wall before visible damp appeared.

Children knew which bells meant bridge raise, flood warning, receiver arrival, and missing boat.

Ruan confused two during lunch.

Lessa made him repeat them until he got all four right.

"I have a route class," he complained.

"River doesn't care."

"Everyone says that about their local problem."

"Maybe world has many local problems."

He stared at her.

"You're Level 8."

"And dry."

He accepted the point.

At dusk, Lessa Vane—the Reed Cutter who had hauled him from the river—showed up carrying two baskets of bread.

"My aunt runs the south bakery."

Maelin intercepted her.

"Invoice?"

Lessa blinked.

"It's donated."

Maelin looked pained.

"Please have your aunt write zero value with donation purpose."

"Why?"

"Because tomorrow someone will say the receiver ate merchant stock without paying."

Lessa stared at her.

"You make generosity complicated."

"I make it survive an audit."

Ruan laughed.

Lessa pointed at him. "You owe the river a shirt."

"I changed it."

"The river did first."

She helped distribute food.

Ruan watched her step between benches with the confidence of someone who knew how wet floors behaved.

Level 8.

He remembered looking at the Slime Tender's Level 14 and instinctively comparing it to himself.

He had done the same thing with Lessa before she pulled him from water.

Numbers were not wrong.

His use of them had been lazy.

Later, when the courtyard finally quieted, Tovan sat beside him on the receiver steps.

The medic looked exhausted.

"How many actual emergencies?" Ruan asked.

"Four serious. Twenty-three ordinary."

Ruan glanced toward the assembly hall full of sleeping tutorial graduates.

"That didn't feel ordinary."

"Ordinary things become emergencies in groups."

"Is that a medical principle?"

"It's a soup principle."

Ruan smiled.

Tovan leaned back against the stone.

"Receiver work is mostly the gap between 'alive' and 'ready.' Everyone understands the first one. Administrators remember the second when they need beds."

"Can capacity be part of route status?"

"It should be."

"It is in the modern registry."

"Then your old road doesn't care."

Ruan looked at the arch.

"Maybe it never had to."

"Why?"

"Smaller population. Fewer synchronized completions. Local receivers closer to origins."

Tovan nodded. "Old system solving old scale."

The System pressure behind Ruan's eyes returned when he opened his field book.

He wrote three separate lines.

Receiver compatible: yes.

Receiver physically reachable: yes.

Receiver currently capable of accepting intended load: no.

The lines seemed obvious.

Then his class moved.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 13.]

[Route Memory II → Route Memory III]

[Route Memory may now retain verified condition variance across repeated travel.]

Ruan stared at the panel.

He thought of two Forty-One stones.

The same road under different histories.

Then of Receiver Twelve.

The same destination under different load.

A road was becoming less like a line every day.

Across the courtyard, Hessa Dorn began the night shift by writing a new sign and hanging it above the receiver desk.

COMPATIBLE DOES NOT MEAN AVAILABLE.

Ruan copied that too.

Receiver Twelve ran out of chairs before it ran out of medicine.

Hessa Dorn considered this a success.

"Chairs can be borrowed," she said while directing Ruan to move another bench into the courtyard. "Antivenom cannot."

The temporary receiving area expanded block by block.

The school donated its assembly hall. The temple opened a kitchen. Two inns supplied linen under emergency-rate agreements Maelin negotiated before anyone could charge grief pricing. A cooper sent water barrels without being asked, then argued with Maelin for ten minutes because he refused payment and she refused undocumented generosity.

"Write public donation," the cooper said.

"Then sign it."

"Why?"

"Because your grandchildren will someday claim the receiver stole six barrels."

The cooper looked at her.

"You have met my children."

"Professionally."

He signed.

Ruan spent most of the morning carrying things because none of his class abilities could create floor space.

That was useful too.

He watched the receiver workers triage without turning people into numbers.

A Level 5 teenager with a deep leg cut received red priority.

A Level 8 adult with no visible injury received yellow because her tutorial status panel contained an untranslated line.

A Level 3 child who looked terrified but physically fine was blue and assigned a dedicated attendant until family arrived.

"Why attendant?" Ruan asked.

The aide said, "Because blue means medically stable. It does not mean thirteen."

The child was twelve.

Ruan stopped asking obvious questions for several minutes.

One of the synchronized arrivals created a different problem.

A young man named Sel Tarrow emerged with [Group Anchor] still active. The effect tried to keep six tutorial companions within a short distance of him even after completion.

Two needed separate medical spaces.

When staff moved one away, Sel's System began applying distress penalties to everyone.

Tovan swore.

"Tutorial effect should have cleared."

Hessa said, "Should is not a treatment."

They rearranged the courtyard instead.

Six cots within Anchor range.

Privacy screens.

Medical access from both sides.

A problem that looked mystical became furniture placement.

Ruan used Measure Grade to make sure the old courtyard balcony could handle extra water barrels above them.

The System did not care that his road class was being used on architecture.

Load was load.

Meaning came from purpose.

At midday, parents began arriving faster than administrative checks could finish.

Ysolde handled the outer gate.

A father tried to push through.

She blocked him without touching him.

"My daughter is inside."

"Name?"

"Tessa Orne."

Ysolde checked the board. "Stable. Identity verified. Waiting on condition clearance."

"Then let me in."

"Not until she is cleared for contact."

"I'm her father."

"Yes."

"You don't understand."

Ysolde's expression softened without moving aside. "I understand enough not to let love become another uncontrolled variable around a condition nobody has translated yet."

The man looked like he wanted to hate her.

Then he sat on the curb.

Twenty minutes later, Tessa was cleared and Ysolde personally brought him through.

Ruan saw the father touch her shoulder afterward.

Not thanks exactly.

Recognition.

Professional boundaries were easier to accept when someone remained human while enforcing them.

Lessa Vane spent the afternoon ferrying supplies because she knew every service path around the receiver district. Ruan followed once and discovered half the town's practical circulation did not appear on his map.

Boardwalks behind houses.

Reed-cutting tracks.

Boat tie paths.

A floating footbridge locals moved according to river height.

"Is that legal?" he asked.

"The bridge?"

"Moving it."

"It belongs to my uncle."

"It crosses public water."

"Water moves too. Arrest river."

Ruan gave up.

Lessa showed him where locals stored flood ropes, which alleys stayed dry longest, which bakery had a rear oven door wide enough for stretchers, and which retired midwife still kept a treatment room despite no longer taking ordinary patients.

None of it existed in the receiver's formal capacity number.

Yet all of it became capacity during crisis.

Ruan revised his thinking again.

Capacity was not merely beds.

It was people, space, time, skill, supplies, and activation delay.

A receiver with twenty beds and no healer might have less medical capacity than a six-bed clinic with three specialists.

The town itself could become overflow if relationships were prepared.

That preparation was infrastructure even when made of favors rather than stone.

That evening, Hessa convened a short after-action review while arrivals slept.

She did not wait for the crisis to end completely.

"What failed first?"

A clerk said, "Bed count."

Tovan said, "Information flow. We didn't know three groups were coming until first transfer started."

Maelin said, "Supply notification."

Ysolde said, "Outer gate assumed twelve-family crowd, not thirty-plus."

Lessa, invited because she had moved half the supplies, said, "Nobody asked which back paths carts could use."

Hessa pointed at Ruan. "Surveyor?"

He thought.

"The route system answered whether this destination could receive them in principle. It did not ask what receiving them all at once would require."

Hessa nodded.

"Good. Tomorrow we ask that question before the next bell."

No blame first.

Questions first.

Ruan understood why competent institutions survived mistakes.

Not because they avoided them.

Because they built habits for turning mistakes into better work without needing a scandal to justify learning.

Before sleeping, he found Lessa on the dock washing mud from her boots.

"Level 8," he said.

She looked at him suspiciously. "Still?"

"I meant your class. Reed Cutter. What levels you?"

"Cutting reeds. Managing flats. Flood-season work. Knowing what not to cut."

"What not to cut?"

"Nesting sections. Bank roots. Certain winter reeds hold soil."

"So a better Reed Cutter cuts fewer reeds sometimes."

"A better surveyor walks fewer bad roads sometimes?"

Ruan smiled.

"Apparently."

The river moved black beneath them.

He could not read it the way Lessa could.

He no longer felt diminished by that.

He felt located.


Chapter 10

Receiver Twelve

Receiver Operations Manual — Quick Reference

Tutorial completion terminates tutorial status. It does not establish medical fitness, housing availability, family readiness, onward transport, or safe immediate retransit. Arrival is an event. Receiving is work.

The town around Receiver Twelve woke up expensive.

Maelin knew before breakfast.

"Bread up eleven percent. Beds up twenty-two. Short-haul cart hire doubled."

Perran looked over his tea. "For one night?"

"Twenty-seven arrivals brought thirty-four relatives by morning. Receiver bought linen from three inns. School canceled lessons. Four carts diverted from produce work. A healer closed private appointments. That's before anyone decides the route is unreliable."

Ruan buttered toast.

Maelin pointed at it.

"That cost more than yesterday."

He put it down.

"I wasn't accusing the toast."

"It felt personal."

Medical control did not mean the town had recovered.

Receiver Twelve still had twenty-seven newly arrived people who needed somewhere to sleep, someone to notify, belongings checked, meals adjusted, and onward travel arranged.

The receiver staff divided the work into columns.

Medical cleared.

Identity verified.

Family notified.

Temporary lodging.

Onward route.

Unresolved condition.

Ruan watched a Level 13 [Arrival Clerk] work through one teenager's case.

The boy was physically fine.

His family lived three towns away.

The normal coach had no seats because relatives of other arrivals had filled it.

An inn had room but no guardian arrangement for a minor.

The boy's aunt could come by evening if the ferry remained open.

Nothing was dangerous.

Everything mattered.

"Do you keep them until family arrives?" Ruan asked.

"If we can. If not, certified host household."

"Certified?"

"People volunteer rooms. Council checks them before emergencies."

Another hidden layer of receiving capacity.

Beds in the building were not all the beds the town could provide.

At noon, the school opened its upper hall for families waiting on transport.

Classes moved downstairs.

The head teacher did not ask permission from the Tower.

She asked the town council, which had already delegated emergency space authority.

Maelin watched benches become sleeping places.

"Capacity just increased by forty-two."

Tovan shook his head.

"Lodging capacity. Not medical."

"I know."

"Say it anyway."

Maelin sighed. "Lodging capacity increased by forty-two. High-acuity medical capacity remains four. General observation capacity twelve."

Ruan grinned.

Tovan's influence was contagious.

One arrival had brought a small horned lizard from the tutorial in a sack.

The creature was alive.

The boy called it friendly.

The receiver worker called animal control.

"It followed me," the boy protested.

"That is not a legal ownership category."

The lizard ended up in a quarantine box while someone checked whether it was native, invasive, taxable, dangerous, or all four.

Ruan thought this was hilarious until Maelin explained the transport implications.

"If it's live monster cargo, coaches charge differently."

"Of course they do."

A mother arrived at fourth bell and burst into tears before she saw her daughter because the notification slate had said arrival stable rather than uninjured.

The receiver clerk apologized.

The phrase was technically correct.

It had not answered the mother's question.

Neris wrote that down.

Ruan noticed.

"Everything becomes a record around you."

"Only things people regret wording badly."

By evening, every one of the twenty-seven had a sleeping arrangement.

Twenty-three had family or onward travel confirmed.

Four remained under receiver care.

The crisis had ended medically hours earlier.

Civically, it ended only when nobody was left without a next place to go.

Ruan understood receivers differently after that.

They were not doors.

They were promises made by towns on the far side of doors.

Receiver Twelve's crisis was medically under control by midmorning.

Administratively, it had multiplied.

Neris arranged a review with Hessa Dorn, the local council, two origin-zone registrars, and a Tower relay clerk who joined through a communication panel from upriver.

Ruan expected arguments over blame.

Instead, the first argument was over nouns.

"Misroute," said the councilman.

"Not technically," said the Tower clerk.

"Twenty-seven people arrived at the wrong station."

"All twenty-seven arrived at a compatible station."

"That isn't what wrong means when you're paying for cots."

Hessa held up a hand. "Call it receiver overload."

The origin registrar objected. "That implies local capacity failure."

"Capacity did fail."

"Because routing changed."

"Yes."

"Then the route failed."

Neris pinched the bridge of her nose.

Ruan understood suddenly why records shortened things.

Reality was verbose.

The Tower clerk shared the legacy reconciliation entry.

Three historical route nodes had once fed Receiver Twelve's predecessor, a ferryhouse infirmary built when the River March population was less than half its current size.

Modern routing later split those catchments across three stations.

The legacy network saw three compatible destinations and apparently preferred one nearest common node.

"It restored an older pattern," Ruan said.

"That is our current theory," said the clerk.

"Why did it consider the old pattern valid?"

"Because the receiving function still exists here."

Hessa said, "And because it doesn't buy blankets."

Maelin wrote that down.

Perran asked, "Can you block legacy rerouting?"

"Temporarily. Tower engineers are issuing holds. But Phase Two is at eighty-nine percent. They don't know whether forced local blocks will alter later reconciliation behavior."

"Translation?"

"We can stop this specific symptom. We don't know what else we're changing."

Perran nodded once.

"Then stop this symptom. Twenty-seven people are enough evidence."

The council approved a temporary receiver lock.

Ruan watched the decision carefully.

Nobody demanded perfect knowledge.

They had enough evidence to stop one harmful behavior while preserving uncertainty about the rest.

That seemed like something his younger self should have learned before certifying fog roads.

He had not thought about the old accident in months.

Now it returned with annoying precision.

He had been nineteen.

Apprentice badge.

Freshly promoted Measure Grade.

The South Turn road had met every required standard when he inspected it at noon.

Dry surface.

Correct slope.

Guard stones intact.

Two days later, a vegetable wagon went over the edge at dawn.

The driver survived.

Her left leg did not fully recover.

The review cleared Ruan because his measurements were accurate.

He had spent five years trying to become accurate enough that nobody could be hurt by something he missed.

Receiver Twelve suggested that might not be a thing a person could become.

After the council meeting, Ruan asked Hessa to walk him through a normal arrival from beginning to end.

She raised an eyebrow.

"You watched yesterday."

"Yesterday wasn't normal."

"Yesterday was extremely normal. It just happened twenty-seven times at once."

That was fair.

She took him to the arrival arch.

"First: living identity."

"Why living?"

Hessa looked at him.

"Because records can arrive before people. People can arrive without current records. People can share names. People can have tutorial effects that confuse identity tags. We confirm the person standing here is a living person and that the record belongs to them as far as we can establish."

Ruan thought of later stories he had heard about duplicate dungeon records.

He said nothing.

"Second: immediate hazard separation. Fire effects, contagious conditions, hostile carried creatures, active curses, unstable inventories. Third: medical. Fourth: destination and guardianship if relevant. Fifth: property and legal notices. Sixth: onward travel."

"Class recording?"

"Some regions require it, some don't. Tower likes a basic compatibility record. Houses love more detail. Individuals vary."

"And family notification?"

"After identity unless we're certain enough to avoid telling two families the same person is theirs."

Her tone suggested that had happened.

Ruan did not ask.

They passed a wall of old brass plaques.

Each listed the names of receiver workers who had died on duty.

There were more than he expected.

"From arrivals?"

"Some. Disease. Monster transfer. One tutorial dumped a burning wagon through the arch. Two from crowd crush before we built the outer gate."

"This is considered a low-risk receiver."

"It is."

Ruan stared at the names.

Low risk was not no risk.

It was a comparison.

At midday, a normal arrival occurred.

One person.

Level 6.

Exhausted.

No serious injuries.

Her father was waiting outside.

The entire process took nineteen minutes.

Ruan watched the receiver system become invisible again because it worked.

That might be the most dangerous thing success did to infrastructure.

It made itself disappear.

In the afternoon, Perran ordered a route drill.

"We leave tomorrow. Before we do, we're going to test how you report receiver state."

Ruan stood with Neris at the bridge while Maelin and Tovan moved between three designated buildings.

Perran called scenarios.

"Receiver physically accessible. Medical beds full."

Ruan answered, "Route open. Receiving capacity medically closed."

"Bridge accessible. Town under quarantine."

"Physical route open. Destination acceptance closed."

"Receiver has room. Local council refuses incoming travelers."

Ruan paused.

"Destination locally closed."

"System says compatible."

"Still locally closed."

Perran nodded.

"Why?"

"Because compatibility doesn't create permission."

Neris glanced at him.

That sentence felt larger than the current set of problems, though Ruan had no reason to know how much larger.

At the final scenario, Perran said, "Receiver has space for twelve. Twenty people coming."

"Conditionally open to declared capacity."

His class pressure gathered.

Something clicked into place.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 14.]

[New ability acquired: CONDITIONAL ROUTE I]

[You may append verified operational conditions to a surveyed route state.]

[Conditions describe applicability. They do not enforce compliance.]

Ruan's mouth went dry.

Perran saw his face.

"Level?"

"Fourteen. New skill."

"What does it do?"

Ruan explained.

Maelin said, "Can it attach insurance exclusions?"

"No."

"Wasteful System."

Ruan tested Conditional Route on the receiver bridge.

[ROUTE: EAST BANK → RECEIVER TWELVE]

[Physical passage: open]

[Condition: receiver intake not to exceed declared active capacity]

[Current declared capacity: 12]

[Verified by: Hessa Dorn, Receiver Chief]

The route panel became more complicated.

Also more honest.

Ruan expected satisfaction.

Instead, he felt uneasy.

"What's wrong?" Neris asked.

"Nothing."

She waited.

Ruan sighed.

"The skill lets me add conditions."

"Yes."

"It doesn't tell me which conditions matter."

Neris smiled faintly.

"Congratulations. Your class has discovered paperwork."

That night, all twenty-seven displaced arrivals had temporary housing.

Three had already gone home.

The school reopened one classroom.

Bread prices dropped slightly after Maelin arranged an emergency flour delivery.

Receiver Twelve's temporary lock held.

The crisis was ending.

No hero had defeated it.

Dozens of people had simply done their jobs.

Ruan walked to the river before sleeping.

Lessa Vane was cutting reeds by lantern light.

"You work at night?"

"Tomorrow's bundle is for roof patching. Rain's coming."

Ruan looked at the clear sky.

"Forecast says two dry days."

Lessa pointed upriver.

A band of insects flew low over the water.

"Rain tomorrow afternoon."

"How sure?"

"Enough to cut reeds. Not enough to cancel a wedding."

Ruan laughed.

Conditional Route suddenly made more sense.

Not every confidence needed to become certainty.

Sometimes it only needed to become the right kind of decision.

Receiver Twelve's new capacity rule required a town map.

That surprised Ruan.

Hessa spread one across the desk and began marking resources beyond the receiver walls.

School assembly hall: twenty-eight overflow bedrolls.

Temple kitchen: two hundred meals per day if supplied.

South Inn: eight medical-adjacent rooms under standing agreement.

Retired midwife Hallen Voss: two emergency observation beds.

Public bath: hot water, laundry, no overnight patients.

Three licensed cart owners: family transport.

"This is receiver infrastructure?" Ruan asked.

"During overload."

"Do these people get paid?"

"Some. Some agreements exchange tax credit. Some volunteer. Some are family arrangements."

Maelin leaned over the map. "Standing contracts reduce emergency price spikes."

Hessa gave her an approving look. "You may stay."

"I have finally found my people."

Ruan helped convert the map into activation tiers.

Normal.

Expanded.

Emergency.

Each tier had a delay.

A destination might possess thirty-eight overflow spaces but still be unable to accept thirty-eight people instantly because beds took time to open and staff had to be called.

This distinction changed his Conditional Route entry again.

[Declared capacity: 12 immediate]

[Expanded capacity: +28 within 90 minutes]

[Emergency community capacity: locally coordinated / activation uncertain]

He almost wrote 40 total.

Then stopped.

Forty total would be true only after ninety minutes and staffing.

A shorter number would be more convenient and less useful.

Neris watched him erase it.

"Growing up?"

"Regrettably."

The mother from the route board, Calia Fell, returned with a basket of clean cloth.

"My son's still in."

Hessa checked. "Normal activity."

Calia nodded and began folding bandages.

Ruan said, "You volunteer here?"

"Today. Yesterday I complained. People can contain multitudes."

He laughed.

"About the board—"

"You fixed it?"

"We're fixing it. Reserved family windows will show separately."

"Good."

She folded another cloth. "I wasn't angry because twelve is a bad number. I was angry because I thought twelve strangers could use the space my son was promised."

"The receiver had already reserved his slot."

"Then the board failed to tell me something the people inside knew."

Ruan looked at Hessa's map.

Interfaces again.

A system could function correctly internally and still fail socially because outsiders could not see the relevant reason to trust it.

Trust itself required information.

Not all information.

The right information.

Calia's son completed that afternoon.

Ruan happened to be near the arch.

The boy emerged limping, carrying a cracked wooden shield and wearing the expression of someone who had spent too long pretending not to be afraid.

Calia stayed behind the line until identity verification finished.

Ruan saw effort in every part of her body.

When the aide finally nodded, she crossed the yard and held him.

No System panel could describe why reserved capacity mattered after that.

The expedition stayed one extra night so Tovan could finish medical review and Neris could transmit source records.

Perran used the time to run an emergency route drill with local receiver staff.

He deliberately disabled the main System route display.

Groans filled the room.

"Why?" a clerk asked.

"Because the problem we're studying can alter route displays."

They practiced physical backup procedures.

Paper arrival lists.

Colored flags.

Runner routes.

Hand bells.

Chalk marks.

Hessa discovered one emergency door had been blocked by donated linen.

The linen had been moved there during the crisis because everyone was solving a different problem.

No one was blamed.

The door was cleared.

A new storage rule appeared by dinner.

Ruan increasingly saw standards as compressed memories of moments like this.

The danger came when people remembered the rule but forgot the moment enough to apply it somewhere else without asking whether the same condition existed.

The benefit came when people did not need to personally repeat every mistake.

Both were real.

The town also discovered that relatives were a capacity category nobody had budgeted.

Receiver Twelve had planned beds for returnees, not for parents who arrived by cart at midnight and refused to leave until they saw their children. The council opened the guild hall, then learned that half the families needed somewhere secure to store tutorial loot before anyone trusted them enough to sleep.

A Level 9 [Lockkeeper] from the ferry warehouse solved the problem with twelve numbered cages and a ledger.

Ruan watched him work.

"You level from locks?"

"From keeping the right things accessible to the right people," the man said. "Locks are only one way."

Another ordinary class doing civilization's invisible work.

After the drill, Tovan took Ruan into the medical archive room.

Rows of local condition notes covered shelves.

"Every receiver keeps this?"

"Major ones. Small ones use regional copies."

Tovan pulled one file.

Mudlung — Low Reed variant.

Another.

Mirror Fever — Stone Ford post-exit disorientation.

Another.

Group Anchor persistence cases.

"Why isn't all this in the Tower quick medical guide?"

"Because there are thousands. Quick guide helps identify category and tells you when to stop using quick guide."

"Does it always?"

"No. That's why people still get hurt."

"Then fix it."

Tovan gave him the same look Ren would later give him at the Tower.

"We do. Every year."

Ruan shut the file.

Improvement was not a destination either.

It was maintenance.

* * *

Receiver Twelve's last unplanned problem was loot.

Twenty-seven returnees had arrived carrying starter-zone material ranging from three rabbit hides to a sealed jar that hissed whenever anyone stood too close. The receiver warehouse had secure storage for twelve ordinary inventories. It did not have space for twenty-seven families insisting that a cracked beginner shield was emotionally priceless.

A warehouse clerk named Bel Orin solved the dispute by dividing objects into three categories: dangerous, valuable, and sentimental.

"What if it's all three?" Ruan asked.

Bel pointed at the hissing jar. "Then it goes in the back room and you may feel sentimental from outside."

The returnees accepted this with surprising dignity.

Ruan watched the clerk record ownership, condition, storage location, and release authority. The process looked mundane until one mother produced a family knife and discovered her daughter had traded it inside the tutorial for medicine.

The knife was gone.

The daughter was alive.

Nobody suggested the inventory record had failed.

A record could preserve what happened. It could not preserve what a family wished had happened.


Chapter 11

Capacity

The first person to complain about Receiver Twelve's temporary limit was a mother whose son had not arrived yet.

Ruan met her at the route board before dawn.

"You're closing the receiver?"

"No."

"This says twelve."

"It says intake cannot exceed active capacity without secondary arrangements."

"My son is assigned here."

"Then if he completes, the receiver will accept him within capacity or activate overflow."

"And if eleven people arrive first?"

Ruan stopped.

The woman folded her arms.

"You people write conditions like everyone lives in the average."

He disliked how efficiently strangers found his weak points.

Hessa joined them.

"Calia Fell?"

The woman nodded.

"Your son is Low Reed 1-4?"

"Yes."

"Expected window tomorrow through fourth-day. We're holding two family-linked spaces outside general intake until his window closes."

Calia's shoulders dropped slightly.

"Why isn't that on the board?"

Hessa looked at Ruan.

Ruan looked at his new Conditional Route panel.

It contained capacity.

Not allocation.

Not priority.

Not who the capacity was for.

"Because," he said, "I didn't ask."

Calia Fell gave him a long look.

"Ask next time."

She walked away.

Hessa said, "You survived."

"Barely."

"Receiver work."

They spent the morning building a better condition display.

Not a universal one.

Hessa refused that immediately.

"My reserved beds change by day. River Nine uses standing overflow contracts. Fourteen has a temple dormitory. If you write one receiver-capacity format and call it complete, I will throw you into your own river."

Ruan believed her.

They settled on a narrower route field:

Receiving capacity must be declared by receiving authority in locally meaningful terms.

For Receiver Twelve, that meant:

[General intake: 10]

[Reserved family-linked intake: 2]

[Overflow bedding: 28 with activation delay 90 minutes]

[Medical high-acuity capacity: 4]

[Current high-acuity occupied: 1]

More complicated.

More useful.

Neris copied the format into the expedition record with a note:

Example only. Do not generalize local capacity categories without verification.

The capacity rule became political the moment people understood it could delay someone they loved.

Receiver Twelve held a public meeting in the school hall because the receiver office itself was too small.

Parents came.

Innkeepers came.

Carters came.

Two healers came directly from shift and looked angry at anyone who suggested capacity was merely a number of empty beds.

Hessa Dorn stood at the front beside a chalkboard.

"Current receiver capacity is not twelve," she said.

Someone shouted, "It's called Twelve."

"The building was named before half of you were born. Be quiet."

The room became quiet.

Hessa drew four boxes.

Physical beds.

Medical staff.

Condition capability.

Overflow support.

"Today we have fourteen physical spaces if we put cots in the side hall. We have staff for ten ordinary arrivals. We can manage four high-acuity cases only if two are not transition-toxic. We have twenty-eight overflow beds confirmed in town. Which number do you want me to put on the sign?"

Nobody answered immediately.

A father said, "The one that tells me whether my daughter can come."

Tovan nodded.

"Exactly. That depends on your daughter."

The new policy therefore did not publish one capacity number.

It published categories and required bulk transfers to confirm before movement.

Tutorial completions could not always be scheduled, so reserved capacity remained protected for expected arrivals.

That angered a guild medic who wanted to send two injured delvers into unused beds.

"They're empty," he said.

"For three hours," Hessa replied. "Then six tutorial arrivals are expected."

"My people are hurt now."

"And our receiver cannot safely discharge them before the six arrive."

The argument ended with a compromise.

One delver transferred to Receiver Twelve.

The other went to a nearby clinic with Tower-compatible treatment support.

No perfect answer.

Enough.

Maelin later translated the rule into throughput for Ruan.

"Imagine a bridge that can hold twelve wagons," she said. "That doesn't mean twelve wagons can enter every minute."

"I understand bridges."

"Apparently you needed the metaphor."

The town tested the new board for two days.

People misunderstood overflow 28 as meaning the receiver could instantly accept twenty-eight extra patients.

They changed the label to:

CONFIRMED TOWN LODGING AFTER RECEIVER CLEARANCE: 28

Longer.

Harder to misread.

A councilor complained the board was becoming ugly.

Hessa said, "People may survive the typography."

Ruan liked her.

The revised system worked on the next fourteen-person arrival.

Overflow activated before the thirteenth person crossed.

Food and transport were pre-positioned.

Two people requiring additional observation kept medical beds while cleared arrivals moved into town lodging.

No one called it revolutionary.

They called it Tuesday.

That was perhaps the best result a new procedure could earn.

Ruan read that twice.

"You think someone will?"

"Someone always does."

They left Receiver Twelve after lunch.

The road followed the river for two days before climbing toward the High Country.

River March widened around them first.

Fishing towns.

Ferry markets.

Warehouses on stilts.

Children who could swim before they could read.

Ruan discovered this because every time he mentioned his fall from the ferry, someone asked his age in a tone usually reserved for medical anomalies.

At a riverside inn, a nine-year-old said, "My little brother swims better."

"How old is he?"

"Six."

Ruan stopped discussing it.

The regional beginner curriculum reflected the water.

Tovan obtained a public training sheet from Receiver Nine.

Before tutorial intake, local children learned:

- moving-water escape;

- rope anchoring;

- flood shelter identification;

- waterborne monster avoidance;

- wet-clothing heat management;

- ferry signaling.

Ruan compared it to Alder Row's woodland-oriented preparation.

Only three major topics overlapped.

System literacy.

Basic wound care.

Don't drink water you haven't checked.

Even that last lesson meant different things.

In Grain Country, it meant contamination.

In River March, it also meant things living in the water.

Maelin found economic differences just as quickly.

"River towns price time differently."

Ruan looked at her ledger. "Time has a price everywhere."

"Here freight contracts are built around current windows, not distance. Ten miles against bad water costs more than thirty with it. Your road mileage is almost decorative."

"I don't like that."

"I know."

She showed him a shipping contract.

The route section had three separate delivery estimates based on river stage.

Ruan copied the structure into his notebook.

"You're stealing merchant practice," Maelin said.

"Adapting."

"Stealing with confidence."

On the second evening, they stopped at a village called Fen Ladder where homes stood on raised stone foundations and every public building had rope loops fixed shoulder-high along exterior walls.

Ruan asked the innkeeper.

"Flood lines?"

"Night lines."

"Meaning?"

"If the streets flood after dark, children clip guide ropes from house to hall."

"How often?"

"Most years."

"Why not build somewhere else?"

The innkeeper stared at him.

"Because the ferry crossing, eel beds, reed flats, and south grain route are here."

Again, local risk was not a mistake waiting for outsiders to fix.

It was part of a larger calculation.

That night the expected rain arrived.

Lessa had been right.

Ruan woke to water hammering the inn roof.

At breakfast, the river had risen two feet.

Perran delayed departure.

"Registered route is open," Ruan said after checking the board.

Perran looked at him.

Ruan sighed. "I know."

They asked the innkeeper.

She sent them to a Level 21 [Current Reader] at the ferry house.

The woman watched the river for less than a minute.

"Road above Marden Cut is fine. Lower causeway goes under by noon. If you're climbing High Country, leave now and don't stop before Stone Bell."

Ruan applied Conditional Route.

[ROUTE: Fen Ladder → Stone Bell]

[Current physical passage: open]

[Condition: clear Lower Causeway before midday flood rise]

[Local verification: Esha Parlen, Current Reader]

[Confidence: high through 11th bell]

The System accepted it.

Ruan felt satisfaction this time.

Not because he had measured the river.

Because he had not pretended he could.

They made Stone Bell before the causeway flooded.

From the ridge above it, Ruan watched brown water swallow the road they had just used.

Ysolde stood beside him.

"You could probably level quickly here."

"By nearly drowning repeatedly?"

"Effective training should be challenging."

"House philosophy?"

"Personal suggestion."

He looked at her.

"You really are enjoying this."

"Immensely."

The road turned uphill after Stone Bell.

River traffic disappeared behind them.

The first High Country marker stood beneath three carved symbols Ruan did not recognize.

The modern sign read:

NORTH PASS — OPEN

Someone had tied a strip of red wool beneath it.

Ruan asked a shepherd.

"What's the wool?"

"Open until warm wind."

"When is warm wind?"

The shepherd pointed toward the high ridgeline.

Clouds dragged thin and fast across the summit.

"Now."

Ruan looked back at the modern sign.

Open.

Then at the wool.

Open until something already beginning.

He had entered a region where every road apparently came with a sentence after the word yes.

High Country travel saying:

Never promise a road without promising a season.

River March taught Ruan that travel schedules could be three-dimensional.

Distance mattered.

Current mattered.

Water level mattered.

A ferry operator showed him a contract where a ten-mile run had six possible arrival windows depending on tide and upstream release.

"How do you put this on a road map?" Ruan asked.

"You don't."

"Then how do travelers know?"

"They ask ferry schedule."

That answer offended him less than it would have two weeks earlier.

The expedition spent a day following the river freight network rather than the road.

Maelin insisted.

"Beginner Road includes water connections in this region. If you survey only gravel, you're studying a drawing."

They rode a cargo ferry carrying flour, clay pots, two goats, and a locked yellow crate containing licensed venom.

The ferry captain was Level 26 [River Carrier] and treated route planning as a negotiation with water.

He used Tower weather, regional flow releases, local current reading, and his own class abilities.

"Which do you trust most?" Ruan asked.

"Whichever is measuring the thing I need."

"That's not an answer."

"Then ask better question."

Everyone had become Perran.

Ruan tried again. "If Tower forecast and your current reading disagree?"

"For tomorrow, forecast. For next bend, eyes."

Ruan wrote that down.

They passed a river monster pen where low-level shellbacks were raised for meat and armor plate. Farther downstream, fishermen deliberately left a reed serpent nesting bank undisturbed because the creatures ate a smaller parasite that ruined nets.

Monster ecology repeated the slime lesson with new teeth.

Ysolde asked the ferry captain, "What do you kill here?"

"Things trying to kill us, mostly."

"And after?"

"Depends whether useful."

Maelin smiled. "Civilization."

At Fen Ladder, the village's moving footbridge became a formal case study.

Current registry identified one crossing point.

Locals moved the actual bridge up to sixty yards seasonally.

Why did route registration still work?

Because the destination function was pedestrian crossing within local ferry zone, not exact planks.

Ruan's hypothesis from Cinderwake gained another supporting case.

He recorded it without elevating it to rule.

Neris approved.

The rainstorm arrived harder than expected.

They sheltered in Fen Ladder overnight while water rose around stone foundations.

Ruan woke to bells at second watch.

Not receiver bells.

Flood movement.

Every household knew the sequence.

One bell: water over south lane.

Two: attach night ropes.

Three: move ground-floor goods.

Four continuous: hall evacuation.

The village reached three.

Ruan helped carry sacks from the inn while children clipped themselves to shoulder-high guide ropes between buildings.

No panic.

No heroic defense.

Practice.

A Level 15 [Night Warden] walked the lanes counting lanterns.

A Level 12 [Boat Hand] moved elderly residents across the deepest section.

The innkeeper opened upper rooms to neighbors without waiting for payment discussion.

Maelin documented it later anyway.

At dawn, water began falling.

Ruan's road slate still displayed:

[FEN LADDER MAIN ROAD — OPEN]

Technically, the raised north lane remained open.

Half the village was under water.

He almost laughed.

The local board was better:

NORTH FOOT TRAFFIC OPEN. SOUTH CART CLOSED. MOVING BRIDGE AT MILL POST. NIGHT ROPES REMAIN.

Purpose-specific long before the Tower formalized such language.

Local life had already solved problems central systems were now trying to represent.

That did not make local solutions scalable automatically.

The board assumed travelers knew what Mill Post was.

A merchant from outside town did not.

Ruan watched him walk the wrong direction until a child corrected him.

Local clarity could become outside opacity.

Again, translation mattered.

Ruan revised the temporary cross-regional notice:

Fen Ladder: north pedestrian route open; carts suspended; temporary crossing relocated to signed Mill Post. Local directions required.

Ugly.

Functional.

That evening the flood left mud on every street.

Villagers cleaned together because waiting for the council would have been absurd.

Ruan used Measure Grade to inspect foundations after water exposure. Esha Parlen, the Current Reader, corrected him twice about which walls had experienced undercutting.

He accepted both corrections.

His class liked that more than his pride did.

* * *

The capacity problem did not end when the last cot was unfolded.

By noon, Receiver Twelve had become a temporary neighborhood. Three tutorial returnees slept in a schoolroom with curtains hung between desks. Two parents argued over which family had been promised the last private room at the Blue Heron Inn. A cobbler offered his upstairs workroom to a girl with a broken ankle, then discovered that the stairs made the offer useless.

Maelin moved through the confusion carrying a slate covered in columns.

"You look happy," Ruan said.

"I am never happy when there are columns this bad. I am interested. Different thing."

She turned the slate toward him. Beds. Healer-hours. Hot meals. Clean clothing. Lockable storage. Family contacts. Carts. Interpreter coverage.

Ruan pointed at the last column. "Why interpreter coverage? Everyone here speaks trade speech."

"Until they don't. Two returnees are from Reed End. One understands trade speech until she panics. The other uses River Cant for anything medical because that's what his family taught him. You want to discover that after somebody asks whether he's allergic to a treatment?"

Ruan did not.

At the receiver desk, a Level 12 [Family Liaison] named Osa Pell demonstrated exactly why her class existed. She was not a healer. She was not a fighter. She had spent six years getting frightened relatives to give useful information in the correct order.

"One person at a time," she said as four adults tried to speak over one another. "Name first. Then relation. Then what you need us to know before you tell me what you want us to do."

They obeyed.

Her skill did not glow. No panel appeared. Nothing visibly magical happened. The line moved twice as fast.

Ruan watched her for a while.

"Level twelve," Maelin said beside him.

"I wasn't counting."

"You were absolutely counting."

"I was observing."

"Surveyor word for counting."

Osa solved three problems in six minutes: one missing grandmother, one family that had arrived at the wrong receiver because their notice listed the regional hub instead of the actual landing point, and one father who kept demanding to see his son while the son had specifically requested ten minutes alone before family contact.

Ruan's class offered no help with any of it.

That was useful information too.

The town council held an emergency meeting that afternoon. Perran attended because the expedition had accidentally become part of the emergency. Ruan went because route status was on the agenda. Maelin went because everything else was.

The meeting room smelled of river mud and boiled coffee.

"Receiver Twelve is compatible," said a regional official through a relay panel. "The rerouting did not violate destination rules."

The innkeeper raised a hand. "Does compatible pay for eleven rooms?"

The official hesitated.

Maelin did not. "No."

A school administrator said, "Does compatible replace tomorrow's classes?"

"No."

A healer said, "Does compatible tell us whether the next arrival wave is four people or forty?"

"No," the official said this time.

Ruan looked at the route notice on the wall.

DESTINATION COMPATIBLE

Perfectly true.

Almost useless for the questions everyone in the room needed answered.

He took out his notebook.

Below the official status, he wrote three separate headings.

Receiving capacity

Medical capacity

Town overflow capacity

Then a fourth.

Arrival rate

Perran saw the page. "You making another map?"

"No." Ruan considered. "Maybe a worse map with better questions."

Perran's mouth moved. "Careful. That's almost wisdom."

* * *

The town's temporary crossing became a better lesson than any lecture because everyone hated it for a different reason.

Ferry crews hated that pedestrians kept treating the Mill Post signs as suggestions. Merchants hated that carts had to detour four kilometers. Children loved that the detour passed the sweet-reed ovens. The council hated that every complaint reached them as though they had personally invented floodwater.

Ruan spent the morning with Esha Parlen inspecting the replacement route.

She wore the bronze braid of a [Current Reader] and carried no weapon heavier than a hook knife. Her class had reached Level 19 without teaching her a single attack skill.

"Does that bother people?" Ruan asked.

"What?"

"Being Level nineteen and not combat-trained."

Esha stared at him. "I can move a six-hundred-person river quarter before a surge."

"I know."

"Can you?"

"No."

"Then why would I care whether I can stab a wolf better than you?"

Ruan wrote nothing down because Neris would never let him live it down.

Esha walked him to three houses near the old crossing. Each had painted marks low on the foundation stones. One stripe. Two stripes. Three.

"Flood history?" Ruan asked.

"House history. Highest water each generation. That one was my grandmother's year. That one's mine."

He crouched beside the newest mark. It sat four fingers below a ventilation gap.

"Your official flood chart doesn't include house marks."

"Official chart includes river gauge. Better for comparing years. House marks tell me which cellar fills first. Better for moving people."

Same event. Different record. Different purpose.

At noon, a grain broker arrived demanding that the cart route reopen because the gauge had fallen below the official closure line.

Esha said no.

He produced a stamped notice.

She produced a child.

The boy carried a stick darkened at one end. He pushed it into the shoulder beside the road. It sank nearly to his wrist.

"Roadbed's still hollow," Esha said. "Water went down. Mud didn't become stone because a line on your notice changed color."

The broker looked at Ruan.

He inspected the shoulder. Measure Grade confirmed low bearing strength.

"She's right."

"How long?"

Ruan almost answered. Then stopped.

He looked at Esha.

She shrugged. "Depends whether sun stays. Wind helps. Heavy carts make it worse."

Ruan revised the notice.

CART PASSAGE SUSPENDED — roadbed load capacity below freight minimum. Recheck after six dry hours or local inspection.

Ugly again.

Useful again.

The broker cursed, but he rerouted.

That evening Ruan found a guild messenger copying the notice into a shorter relay format.

CARTS CLOSED UNTIL DRY.

Ruan pointed. "That's not what it says."

"It's what fits."

"Heavy handcarts might be fine before wagons are. And local inspection can reopen it earlier."

The messenger sighed. "Then write me something people can read while riding past at speed."

Ruan opened his mouth.

Closed it.

There it was again.

The problem was not that compression was foolish. The problem was that every shorter version quietly decided what mattered most.

By the time they left, he understood that receiver capacity and route capacity were cousins.

Neither was simply a maximum number.

Both depended on timing, flow, support, and what kind of load was moving.

A road could carry fifty people across an hour and fail if all fifty arrived at once.

A town could shelter fifty people overnight and fail to receive them medically in ten minutes.

Capacity was a rate before it was a total.

Maelin called that "obvious."

Ruan called her "unbearable."

The friendship advanced.


Chapter 12

The High Road

Stone Bell existed because roads narrowed there.

Everything else followed from that.

The settlement occupied a shelf where wheeled traffic from River March transferred to pack animals for the higher routes. Stables dominated the lower street. Warehouses sold goods in smaller bundles because every pound beyond Stone Bell had to be carried differently.

Maelin became delighted by the transfer fees.

Ruan became offended by them.

"They charge to move the same sack from wagon to mule."

"That is work."

"It's twelve feet."

"Then carry three tons twelve feet yourself."

He stopped objecting.

A [Pack Master] supervised load conversion.

He did not distribute weight equally.

He distributed it by animal, route, weather, and cargo fragility.

Two mules of the same size received different loads because one had a stronger downhill gait.

Ruan asked how the master knew.

"I walk with them."

Not a System answer.

Or perhaps it was. Meaningful practice still needed ordinary observation.

The town's inns priced beds by season.

Winter travelers paid more because fuel and stored food cost more.

Local residents paid less than outsiders during pass closures because the council subsidized stranded households.

A public board listed not only roads but available guide capacity.

North Ridge: 2 licensed guides available.

White Fold: 1 guide until third bell.

Goat Step: local travel only.

Ruan pointed at the last line.

"Physical restriction?"

The stable clerk said, "No. Nobody available who wants responsibility for outsiders today."

The route was open.

Professional support was not.

Another status he had never mapped.

Stone Bell also maintained a lost-traveler fund.

Every licensed guide contributed a small share of fees. The council added taxes. When someone went missing, search parties were paid without waiting for the family to negotiate.

Perran approved.

"Search delay kills."

"Guilds do something similar in Harthmere," Ysolde said.

"Good systems often get invented more than once."

That evening, a wool train arrived late from White Fold.

Nobody panicked.

The stable yard simply shifted.

Pack animals received water.

Handlers checked hooves.

A clerk updated the downstream freight estimate.

The inn opened two lofts.

One delay became a dozen small adaptations.

Ruan watched the town absorb it.

High Country infrastructure was thinner than River March's.

It compensated with stronger local coordination.

That did not make it primitive.

It made redundancy social instead of architectural.

The next morning, Elar Bredan read Perran's authorization and refused to guide them.

By then Ruan understood enough to become curious before offended.

Mostly.

Elar Bredan met them by refusing to guide them.

He was waiting at Stone Bell's upper stable when Perran presented the regional route authorization.

Elar read it.

Then handed it back.

"No."

Perran said, "No what?"

"No route today."

Ruan looked at the public board.

NORTH PASS — OPEN.

Perran did not look at the board.

"Reason?"

Elar pointed toward the mountains.

"Warm west wind."

Ruan said, "Road surface is dry."

The guide looked at him for the first time.

He was in his fifties, lean, gray-haired, with a braided cord around one wrist. Public class display was disabled.

"Are you the surveyor?"

"Yes."

"Then survey."

Ruan disliked him immediately.

He walked the first mile.

Measure Grade found excellent road.

Packed stone.

Stable grade.

Drainage clear.

No frost heave.

Safe Camp identified two suitable emergency sites.

The pass itself looked safer than many lowland freight roads.

Ruan returned.

"Physical route is open."

Elar nodded. "Yes."

"Then why no route?"

"Because physical route isn't where you'll die."

Maelin whispered, "I like him."

Ruan ignored her.

"Where?"

Elar pointed down-valley.

"Second crossing after Crow Turn. Warm west wind melts high snow first. Water reaches the bridge six hours later. Road stays dry. Bridge goes."

"Current forecast?"

"Forecast watches rain. This is snowmelt."

"Tower route board says open."

"Tower route board is correct. Pass is open."

Ruan stopped.

The answer landed almost exactly where Receiver Twelve had.

Correct statement.

Wrong scope.

Perran asked, "Alternative?"

Elar named a ridge path two miles longer.

"Wagons?" Maelin asked.

"Light one. Heavy one no."

She made a face.

"Cargo transfer?"

"Mules."

"Cost?"

"Less than river."

That was apparently sufficient.

Perran hired him.

Elar said, "Still no."

Perran's eyebrows rose.

"You just gave us the route."

"You asked route. You didn't ask whether I was free."

He pointed toward a line of pack animals being loaded across the yard.

"I have wool train south. Leave at third bell tomorrow. I can take you ridge after."

Ruan almost admired the precision.

Perran said, "We'll wait."

The next morning proved Elar right.

They left the heavy expedition wagon at Stone Bell under bond, shifted essential cargo to mules, and took the ridge route.

At midday they could see the official road below.

Beautiful.

Dry.

Empty.

Farther down-valley, the second bridge failed.

It did not explode or collapse dramatically.

One stone pier shifted under snowmelt pressure.

The deck twisted.

A freight wagon already on it slid sideways and jammed against the rail.

No one died because High Country locals had closed the approach an hour earlier despite the regional board still reading open.

Ruan stood on the ridge staring down.

Elar chewed dried meat.

"Good road," he said.

Ruan looked at him.

Elar smiled faintly.

"You said physical route was open. You were right."

"That's not comforting."

"Why should right be comforting?"

Ruan wrote that down later and hated himself for it.

Elar's class became visible that evening when he accepted temporary expedition status.

[Season Guide — Level 20]

Ruan expected something more impressive.

Then he caught himself.

Again.

The guide's skills were not public, but their effects became obvious over the next two days.

He changed departure times based on shadow position and snow texture.

He chose camp beneath a rock shelf that Safe Camp rated only moderate.

Ruan asked why.

"Wind shifts after midnight. Your site drains better. Mine doesn't fill with ice needles."

"Safe Camp doesn't detect that."

"Then Safe Camp has good manners. It only lies by omission."

Ruan bristled. "It doesn't lie."

Elar looked at him.

Ruan sighed.

"Fine."

The High Country settlements were smaller than River March towns but more internally organized than Ruan expected.

Each village maintained seasonal boards listing:

- current pass status;

- households able to receive travelers;

- healer availability;

- livestock shelter capacity;

- stored grain weeks;

- avalanche watch;

- messenger routes.

"Government," Maelin said approvingly.

Elar snorted.

"Winter."

The regional council met only four times a year. Villages handled daily closures themselves because conditions changed faster than distant authorization could arrive.

That did not mean they ignored central records.

Every village copied Tower weather notices.

Guild monster alerts.

Receiver advisories.

They simply added local layers.

At North Stave, Ruan found a route marker carrying four states at once.

[TOWER STATUS: OPEN]

[REGIONAL STATUS: OPEN]

[LOCAL STATUS: CONDITIONAL]

[SEASON GUIDE MARK: CLOSED AFTER 7TH BELL]

He stared at it.

Elar said, "Problem?"

"No."

"You look offended."

"I'm adjusting."

"Painful?"

"Moderately."

Conditional Route loved the marker.

The ability could represent the local state cleanly if Ruan included who had verified each condition.

He began to understand that local variation was not disorder.

Sometimes it was higher resolution.

The expedition's first High Country emergency arrived as a child.

A boy named Corren completed a cold-weather starter zone and emerged at a temporary seasonal receiver near North Stave.

His family expected him.

The local healer expected him.

His condition did not.

He arrived shivering violently with a System status the receiver could not fully interpret.

[WINTER BURDEN — ACTIVE]

[Severity: 3]

The local healer wrapped him in heated wool.

Corren got worse.

Tovan pushed through the crowd.

"Stop warming him."

The healer looked furious. "He's freezing."

"Maybe. But his pulse is accelerating as temperature rises."

Tovan touched the boy's wrist.

"What does Winter Burden mean locally?"

The healer said, "Cold accumulation."

Elar shook his head.

"In North Stave tutorials, burden means stored cold held outside organs until safe release."

Tovan's expression changed.

"Warming too fast is releasing it all at once."

They stripped away two blankets.

The mother screamed at them.

Tovan kept his voice level.

"I need you to tell me whether he was taught a release method."

The boy, barely conscious, whispered something.

Elar bent close.

"Snow breath."

The local healer understood immediately.

They moved Corren outside.

Slow breathing.

Cold air.

A heated stone held near—but not against—his chest.

The System status began falling.

[WINTER BURDEN — Severity 2]

Tovan exhaled.

Ruan stood uselessly beside the wall.

The modern Tower medical guide had translated Winter Burden as cold-load exposure.

Not exactly wrong.

Not enough.

The local healer knew the treatment category.

Elar knew the tutorial-specific meaning.

Tovan knew how to recognize that the initial treatment was making things worse.

None of them alone had been sufficient.

Later, after Corren slept safely, Tovan showed Ruan the route record.

"This is why threshold medicine exists. Conditions cross boundaries badly."

"Tower translation failed."

"Partially. It told us cold. It didn't tell us stored cold."

"That's a dangerous difference."

"Yes."

"So central translation doesn't work."

Tovan's eyes narrowed.

"Don't become stupid because you're learning."

Ruan blinked.

The medic pointed at the panel.

"Without translation, I wouldn't even know Winter Burden was physiological. Could have been quest weight, inventory penalty, environmental debt. Tower got me ninety percent of the way. Local knowledge supplied the last ten."

"The last ten almost killed him."

"And the first ninety kept me from guessing in a hundred other cases."

Ruan looked at the sleeping boy.

That was more complicated than blaming the guide.

Which meant it was probably true.

Before leaving North Stave, the local healer amended the condition record.

WINTER BURDEN — local variant: stored cold displacement. Do not apply rapid external warming before release check.

Neris copied it into the expedition report.

"Will Tower keep the whole note?" Ruan asked.

"Depends where it goes. Medical archive, probably. General receiver quick guide, maybe shortened."

"To what?"

Neris looked at him.

"That's the question, isn't it?"

The road climbed higher.

Behind them, Phase Two reached ninety-six percent.

Ahead, the Great Guild City of Harthmere had sent an urgent request for route assistance.

The First Tower had begun assembling a reconciliation review.

Elar read the message and handed it back.

"I go no farther than White Fold."

Ruan said, "Why?"

"My wool train returns in four days. Winter doesn't care about your old stones."

"We could use you."

"So can my village."

That answer corrected another assumption Ruan had not known he carried.

Local experts did not exist waiting for protagonists to need them.

They had work.

Families.

Seasons.

Places they belonged.

Ruan marked the lesson without writing it down.

Elar Bredan's refusal to leave immediately created a day Ruan would later consider more useful than the pass crossing.

They waited for the wool train.

Waiting exposed the local economy.

Stone Bell's stable yard filled before dawn with pack animals carrying wool, preserved meat, medicinal moss, carved bone, and small amounts of high-country crystal. Returning trains brought grain, salt, metal tools, lamp oil, and manufactured cloth.

Maelin inspected the loads with fascination.

"You export wool and import cloth?"

A herder said, "Different cloth."

"I know. I enjoy hearing people explain comparative advantage without calling it that."

Ruan asked, "Why preserved meat downhill?"

"City pays more than winter locals. We keep enough."

"How know enough?"

The herder pointed toward the village store board.

Winter was a government before they reached the village council.

Every household's contribution and reserve obligation was tracked. Not centrally owned, but counted. A family could sell surplus only after meeting declared winter reserve unless they accepted risk personally and signed away communal replacement priority.

Maelin read the policy twice.

"Sophisticated."

The herder shrugged. "Starving teaches math."

Elar's wool train consisted of eleven mules, three herders, and one fourteen-year-old apprentice whose class had not yet resolved beyond [Trail Hand].

The apprentice knew more about mountain footing than Ruan.

This stopped being surprising and started becoming relaxing.

On the ridge route, Elar made the apprentice choose rest points.

At the first, Ruan's Safe Camp rated it poor due exposure.

Elar approved.

Ruan asked why.

"We rest twenty minutes, not sleep. Exposure gives clear sight and dry rock. Your skill answers overnight camp."

Ruan looked at Safe Camp's description.

Elar was right.

He had been using a camp-selection ability to answer a short-rest question because both involved stopping.

Same category mistake again.

Ruan recorded:

Safe Camp should not be treated as Safe Stop.

His class provided no notification.

Apparently professionals were allowed to learn without fireworks.

At the second rest, Elar inspected every mule's hooves.

"Route condition includes animals?" Ruan asked.

"If animals carry us."

One mule had a loose shoe.

They repaired it before the steep section.

A perfect road would not have saved a lame pack train.

The road's usability depended on traveler state too.

Ruan had no class term for that yet. Elar was simply refusing to lose a mule.

The official road remained visible below for much of the day.

Several wagons had stopped before the doomed bridge. Local watchers had placed red flags and physical barriers despite the Tower board lagging by nearly an hour.

"Why lag?" Ruan asked.

Elar said, "Messenger went to regional relay. Relay updates Tower. Tower updates board."

"Local board is immediate."

"Yes."

"Then why use Tower board?"

"Because traveler in Harthmere cannot see our flag."

There it was in one sentence.

Local speed.

Central reach.

Neither replaced the other.

They camped above tree line that night.

Safe Camp selected a hollow. Elar rejected it because wind would shift.

Ruan asked for evidence rather than defending the skill.

Elar pointed at feather clouds, snow plume off a distant peak, and ice texture on the western stones.

Ruan could see all three after they were named.

He simply did not know how to connect them.

"Can that be taught?"

"Some."

"Why only some?"

"Because seeing pattern after twenty winters is not same as reading rule."

"Then how do you pass it on?"

"Take apprentices into winters."

Slow expertise.

Expensive.

Hard to standardize.

Civilization needed both handbooks and people who had lived through enough exceptions to know when the handbook ended.

Around the fire, Ysolde asked Elar what he thought of Class-Houses.

"Far away."

"That's all?"

"House trained healer saved my brother's arm. House recruiter tried to take my niece for guardian training when she wanted goats."

Ysolde smiled. "Did they force her?"

"No. Her mother nearly did."

"What happened?"

"Niece is Level 19 [Herd Warden]. Very good goats."

Ruan looked around the fire.

Every institution became less simple when somebody told a specific story.

The next day, at North Stave, Tovan's treatment of Corren depended on exactly that kind of specificity.

Afterward, the local healer and Tovan spent two hours comparing condition vocabulary.

They discovered three other terms where Tower translation was broadly correct but operationally incomplete.

Not all were dangerous.

One simply caused unnecessary rest days.

Another made outsiders think a seasonal debuff was a disease.

They submitted corrections.

The healer said, "Will Tower use them?"

Tovan answered, "Someone will review."

"That isn't yes."

"No. It's true."

The healer nodded.

Ruan noticed again that professionals who dealt with life and death often valued honest uncertainty more than reassurance.

* * *

The wool shed lesson would have been annoying enough on its own. Elar made it worse by arranging for Ruan to be useful first.

A messenger arrived from a ridge settlement with a cracked ankle and a bag of medicine that had to reach the next valley before dark. The direct trail was marked seasonally restricted. The longer wagon road added three hours.

Ruan inspected the direct trail. Snow had melted off most of it. The switchbacks were firm. Measure Grade returned an excellent result for foot travel.

Elar said, "Use it."

Ruan looked at him suspiciously. "You're agreeing?"

"Sometimes road is road."

They split the load. Shared Bearings kept the small group aligned when the trail dropped into fog. Ruan placed two Hazard Marks where thaw had loosened the outer edge. A local courier placed three cloth knots farther on.

Ruan asked what they meant.

"Wind pocket," she said. "Then goat crossing. Then place where city people stop to admire view and fall."

"That's a formal category?"

"It is now."

The medicine arrived with twenty-three minutes to spare.

The healer receiving it cared less about their route theory than the fact that one bottle was still cold enough.

"Good crossing?" she asked.

Ruan started to say yes.

Elar watched him.

"Good for four people on foot under current thaw," Ruan said. "Not enough information for carts or tomorrow."

The healer nodded as if that were a normal answer.

Maybe here it was.

Later they ate in a house whose owner had [Smoke Keeper] at Level 16. Her class controlled chimney draft, preserved meat, and reduced winter fuel loss. Perran asked whether she had ever considered an adventuring class.

She laughed so hard she had to put down her spoon.

"Why?"

"No reason," Perran said.

"I keep three households warm on half the wood they used before my second advancement. My husband fights when fighting is needed. I make sure he doesn't freeze afterward."

Ruan watched the smoke draw cleanly through a chimney that should have backdrafted in the crosswind.

A class shaped a life because a life gave the class something meaningful to do.

The High Country made that impossible to miss.

On the way back to the guesthouse, Neris asked, "What did you learn?"

"That Smoke Keeper is a better class than Road Surveyor."

"For chimneys."

"Exactly."

She smiled. "Progress."

Elar left at White Fold two days later.

Before he did, he gave Ruan one final task.

"Survey road to wool shed."

Ruan inspected it.

Short.

Flat.

Good surface.

"Open."

Elar pointed at the shed.

The door was locked.

Ruan stared.

Elar smiled.

"Destination matters."

Then he walked away before Ruan could insult him.


Chapter 13

Safe Pass

White Fold was named for a snowfield that had not existed in thirty years.

Elar told Ruan this while pointing at green pasture.

"Why keep the name?"

"Because names aren't weather reports."

Ruan had learned enough not to argue.

The village sat where three mountain routes met. Its buildings leaned into the slope behind stone wind walls. Every roof carried hooks for winter ropes. A public board listed pass conditions in handwriting from five different people.

Ruan spent the morning comparing those notes to official route records.

They did not contradict as often as he expected.

The Tower board said OPEN.

Local notes usually said things like OPEN — first thaw drainage unstable after midday or OPEN — pack traffic only above twenty head.

The official status was useful for someone deciding whether the region was reachable.

The local status was useful for someone actually traveling it.

Different resolutions of the same truth.

Then Ruan certified a pass wrong.

Not catastrophically.

That almost made it worse.

The expedition needed to cross a narrow saddle west of White Fold. Elar was busy arranging his return wool train and told Ruan the pass was probably fine until evening.

Probably.

Ruan surveyed it.

Dry footing.

Stable slope.

No active ice.

Low rockfall risk.

Wind moderate.

He applied Conditional Route.

[WHITE FOLD WEST SADDLE]

[Physical passage: open]

[Pack traffic: suitable]

[Verified through 6th bell]

Elar read the marker.

"Take off the sixth bell."

Ruan frowned. "Why?"

"You don't know sixth bell."

"Weather is stable through evening."

"Weather here."

"What condition am I missing?"

Elar pointed south.

Nothing obvious lay there except ridgeline.

"Goat herds move through lower shelf after midday."

Ruan stared. "Goats close the pass?"

"Three hundred goats make narrow road different road."

Maelin said, "I want that on a contract."

Ruan removed the time certification and replaced it with:

[Condition: verify livestock movement after midday]

The herd arrived at fifth bell.

Three hundred and eighteen goats occupied the saddle with the confidence of a military force.

Ruan stood beside the road while they flowed around him.

Ysolde watched from a boulder.

"Your class didn't detect goats."

"No."

"Broken."

"I can mark you as a hazard."

"Do it. House Merrow will appeal."

They laughed.

Ruan noticed he had become more comfortable laughing when his tools were incomplete.

That was probably progress.

The serious correction came two hours later.

A messenger reached White Fold from the lower valley reporting that the bridge Elar predicted would fail had shifted exactly where he said.

No deaths.

One wagon damaged.

Regional officials requested Ruan's route report because his expedition had chosen an alternative before the closure.

Ruan wrote the obvious version first:

Official pass status failed to account for downstream snowmelt hazard. Local guide correctly advised alternate route.

Neris read it.

"Wrong."

Ruan looked up.

"What part?"

"Official pass status was accurate."

"The route wasn't usable."

"You wrote pass status."

Ruan swore softly.

He revised:

Official pass status accurately described physical pass condition but was insufficient for through-route planning because downstream crossing conditions were outside its scope. Local guide incorporated linked-route snowmelt behavior and correctly advised alternate route.

Neris nodded.

Longer.

Less satisfying.

More accurate.

"Now imagine," she said, "this goes into a thousand-page regional archive."

"Keep it."

"I will. Now imagine it goes onto a travel board with space for twelve words."

Ruan stared at the report.

"Pass open; downstream crossing locally restricted."

"Better. What gets lost?"

"Why."

"And?"

"Confidence. Timing. Who verified it."

"And?"

Ruan sighed. "Everything."

"Not everything. Enough to travel safely, perhaps."

That was the uncomfortable part.

A summary was not corruption.

It was a tool.

Tools had edges.

At evening, Elar prepared to leave.

Perran offered him an expedition extension at professional guide rates.

Elar refused.

"You'd earn more in three weeks than the wool run pays all season," Maelin said.

"Yes."

"Then why?"

Elar looked at her as though she had asked why water went downhill.

"Because twenty-seven families are waiting on wool money."

Maelin closed her mouth.

Elar shook Perran's hand, nodded to Ysolde, tolerated Tovan checking an old knee injury, and finally stopped in front of Ruan.

"You listen better than when you arrived."

"That's a low standard."

"Standards should begin achievable."

Ruan smiled.

Elar held out his wrist cord.

The braid carried six colored knots.

"What is it?"

"Season record. White means first snow. Blue river freeze. Brown goat migration. Red avalanche week."

"You're giving it to me?"

"No. Look."

Ruan looked.

"Maps tell place," Elar said. "This tells when place becomes another place."

Then he retied the cord and left.

Ruan stood in the road after him.

The System pressure gathered softly.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 15.]

[Conditional Route I improved.]

[You may now bind verified temporal or operational conditions to route state with confidence window.]

He read the new wording twice.

Not because the skill was dramatic.

Because the word temporal had not been there before.

His class was learning that roads changed with time.

He had required a mountain guide to teach it.

That seemed correct.

White Fold kept three route boards because one board had killed a man.

Elar told the story without drama.

Years earlier, the village had used a single public sign copied from regional status. A pass remained technically open while a local bridge crew closed the downstream crossing for repair. A trader saw OPEN, did not ask, and reached the broken crossing after dark. He tried to turn his wagon on ice and went over the edge.

Afterward, White Fold separated:

Pass surface.

Through-route.

Local work closures.

Ruan stood before the three boards.

"That's cumbersome."

"Yes."

"People read all three?"

"Travelers going through do. Locals know which matters."

"Why not combine?"

Elar shrugged. "We did."

The answer was the dead man.

A board could be too simple because people used convenience as permission to stop asking.

It could also be too complicated and become ignored.

White Fold had chosen complexity because their local users could handle it.

That did not mean Harthmere should copy the format.

Ruan spent the morning with the Pass Keeper learning how closure authority actually worked.

The keeper could close local passes for weather, livestock, structural risk, or rescue operations.

The regional council could close larger corridors.

The Tower could flag cross-regional hazards but rarely issued direct local closures without request.

Guild contracts could impose stricter professional limits than public law.

Insurers could refuse coverage without closing anything.

A traveler could still choose to walk a legally open route their insurer disliked.

"So open means almost nothing," Ruan said.

The keeper frowned. "Open means nobody with authority has closed it and known conditions permit general use. That's not nothing."

Ruan corrected himself.

Useful did not mean complete.

That afternoon, he joined a livestock movement to understand the goat condition Elar had mocked him with.

Three hundred animals changed a pass in ways no static load rating captured.

They blocked sight lines.

Loosened stones.

Created dust.

Panicked around unfamiliar carts.

A road that could physically carry ten wagons could not safely carry them against a herd.

The [Herd Warden] controlling movement used whistles, dogs, and a System ability that helped maintain group direction.

Ruan asked whether the ability ever failed.

"Of course."

"Then what?"

"Dogs."

"And if dogs fail?"

"People."

"And if people fail?"

The warden looked at him. "Then goats win."

Ruan laughed.

Redundancy again.

No one serious designed around a single perfect tool.

The pass incident report reached White Fold by evening. The damaged wagon driver had survived with both legs intact, though one ankle was crushed.

The regional review asked whether Elar's closure advice should become mandatory warm-wind protocol across all High Country routes.

Ruan expected Elar to approve.

He refused.

"Why?" Ruan asked.

"Warm wind means different water on different faces. Some bridges built for it. Some routes no downstream crossing. Rule would close safe roads."

"Then what should become standard?"

Elar thought.

"When warm wind follows deep snow, ask local water condition before through-route certification."

Not close.

Ask.

The standard became a trigger for checking expertise rather than a universal outcome.

Ruan thought that was excellent.

Neris wrote it exactly.

At dinner, Perran asked Ruan to review his own pass report aloud.

Ruan did.

When he reached his initial broad certification, embarrassment tightened his throat.

Perran stopped him.

"Why are you reading that differently?"

"Because it was wrong."

"It was incomplete."

"That nearly matters less."

"It matters professionally. Wrong measurement means one fix. Incomplete scope means another."

Ruan looked at the report.

If he labeled every harmful result simply wrong, future surveyors might focus on measurement accuracy instead of asking whether they had measured the entire relevant route.

His old apprentice accident returned again.

South Turn road.

Correct noon measurements.

Morning fog outside checklist.

He had spent years trying to measure better when the deeper failure was asking too narrow a question.

That night he amended the old personal case in his field notes, using a structure he wished his class could preserve automatically.

South Turn: certification measurements accurate within midday inspection. Operational use included dawn fog condition not assessed. Injury followed. Review cleared measurements; scope deficiency remained personally unresolved.

He had never written it that way.

The sentence did not absolve him.

It finally described what happened.

White Fold's pass board was not one board.

It was three.

The first stood beside the stable and listed routes for outsiders in plain language.

North Shelf — open to foot / light pack.

West Spur — local traffic only after fourth bell.

East Drop — closed, bridge repair.

The second board hung inside the guide office and looked incomprehensible to Ruan.

Colored cords.

Notches.

Small stones fixed to hooks.

A red strip of cloth with two black knots.

"Weather?" he asked.

Elar said, "Some."

"Some?"

"Snow shelf. Goat movement. River sound. Wind. Guide availability."

"Which is which?"

"You want lesson?"

"Yes."

"Pay guide fee."

Ruan stared at him.

Elar did not smile.

Maelin quietly asked the fee.

It was reasonable.

She paid it from expedition funds.

"Traitor," Ruan said.

"Professional education."

The third board was inside the council shed.

It contained the actual authority record.

Who had opened what.

Who had closed it.

When.

Based on which local observation.

When the decision should be reviewed.

That board fascinated Neris.

"You keep decision source separate from public notice."

The Pass Keeper nodded. "Public needs current answer. We need remember who said and why."

Ruan nearly laughed.

Apparently every region had independently invented a version of source context because forgetting reasons was dangerous everywhere.

White Fold's economy depended on the pass but not in the way outsiders assumed.

Wool traveled down.

Salt and grain traveled up.

Medicinal moss moved both directions depending on season.

Children from smaller settlements came through White Fold to attend winter school when isolated hamlets consolidated classes.

Families timed marriages around pass access because guests could not simply arrive whenever they pleased.

The local shrine maintained a traveler-debt fund for people stranded by closures.

"Debt?" Ruan asked.

"Food and bed if closure traps you," the shrine keeper said. "Repay later if able."

"What if not?"

"Then don't."

Maelin looked physically uncomfortable.

"No contract?"

"With winter?"

"With the person."

"If they survive, maybe they buy someone else's supper in ten years."

Maelin wrote nothing.

Ruan suspected she was experiencing religion.

At midday, a wool merchant demanded the pass reopen early because the Tower weather relay showed improving conditions.

The local Pass Keeper refused.

"Road is clear," the merchant said.

"Bridge below isn't."

"Bridge isn't part of the pass."

"Part of your trip."

Ruan felt the lesson before anyone looked at him.

Physical segment.

Through-route consequence.

The old Ruan would have certified the segment and considered his job complete.

Now he asked, "When will you review?"

The Pass Keeper pointed at the red cloth with two knots.

"When second knot comes off."

"What removes it?"

"Bridge watcher sends bell."

Not weather.

Not an abstract safety score.

A named person at the downstream dependency.

Ruan wrote that down.

Later, Elar took him above the village to a ridge where the road looked flawless.

Hard-packed gravel.

Good drainage.

No ice.

Measure Grade loved it.

"Safe?" Elar asked.

Ruan had learned the shape of this trap.

"For what?"

Elar nodded once.

"Better."

"Foot traffic under current surface conditions, probably. Through travel depends on downstream bridge and shelf."

"Better."

Ruan hated how pleased one word made him feel.

* * *

White Fold's pass review became a public event because nothing stayed private in a village with forty-three permanent households.

By midmorning, three herders, a schoolteacher, two wool buyers, and one retired [Avalanche Warden] had gathered near the notice board to watch Ruan revise a line nobody had cared about the week before.

The old notice read:

WHITE FOLD PASS — SAFE / SEASONAL

Ruan stared at it.

"Safe for what?" the teacher asked.

Elar had apparently infected the entire village.

"Foot traffic under current conditions," Ruan said. "Pack goats too, according to local records. Cart traffic not assessed. Through travel depends on downstream bridge and melt shelf."

The retired warden grunted. "Too long."

"I know."

"Short version lies."

"I know."

"Then you've got work."

Ruan liked him immediately.

They spent an hour testing symbols. A boot for foot traffic. A hoof for pack animals. A wagon wheel crossed out until later inspection. A clock mark for seasonal timing. The teacher objected that visitors might not know the symbols. The wool buyer objected that writing all the explanations made the sign useless from horseback.

Nobody was wrong.

Neris stood beside the board recording the argument.

"You're enjoying this," Ruan accused.

"Very much. This is what standards look like before someone writes them as though they were obvious."

The final version used three symbols and one line of text.

It was less complete than Ruan wanted and more useful than his first draft.

Perran tested it by bringing over a caravan guard who had arrived that morning and asking what the sign meant.

The guard studied it. "I can walk it. Don't take a wagon. Something farther on changes with time. Ask locally before through travel."

Ruan felt absurdly satisfied.

Then the guard added, "Or I could just ask the innkeeper."

Elar laughed for almost a minute.

Later, the retired warden showed Ruan a cabinet of old pass notices. Some were carved wood. Some painted slate. One used six colored cords tied through a metal ring.

"Why keep them?" Ruan asked.

"Because every generation believes its notation will be the last one."

Ruan opened a notice from fifty years earlier. It warned of a snow shelf that no longer existed because the river had changed course.

Useless now.

Except it explained why an abandoned shelter stood where it did and why an old road bent toward empty ground.

History was not always guidance. Sometimes it was the explanation for why present geography looked irrational.

They stood in silence while wind moved over the grass where White Fold's namesake snowfield had once been.

The landscape changed.

The name remained.

The routes changed.

The people adapted.

A map that treated history as error would misunderstand why half the current systems existed.

Elar left the next morning.

Before going, he told Ruan, "You don't need to know every mountain."

"That's fortunate."

"Need to know when mountain knows more than you."

Ruan sighed. "That sounds like something people will quote."

"Then don't tell registrar."

Neris, standing six feet away, wrote it down.

Elar swore and left.

* * *

The wool buyers taught Ruan another definition of route quality.

They cared about predictability more than speed. A pass that took six hours every day was worth more than one that took four hours on good mornings and twelve when meltwater shifted the lower trail.

"Why not wait for the faster window?" Ruan asked.

The buyer looked offended. "Because looms have workers. Workers have hours. Warehouses have contracts. Sheep continue growing wool while surveyors admire weather."

Maelin applauded.

The buyer continued. "I can price six hours. I cannot price maybe four."

Ruan added another note to his route ledger:

Reliability has economic value independent of speed.

Elar read it.

"Also survival value."

Ruan added that too.


Chapter 14

Winter Is a Government

High Country Travel Saying

Never ask whether the pass is safe. Ask safe for whom, carrying what, before which weather, and who will still be there when you arrive.

The High Country did not have less government than Millcross.

It had government that looked like storage sheds.

Ruan understood this at a village called Bell Snow, where the expedition stopped for one day to wait on a relay from Harthmere.

The local council met in a barn because the actual council room had been converted to grain storage for winter.

Nobody considered this unusual.

Five officials sat around a worktable covered with route slates, ration counts, livestock tallies, and medical notices.

The village reeve was a Level 18 [Store Warden].

The road authority was Level 17 [Pass Keeper].

The person with the most practical power that week was a Level 23 [Weather Reader] who did not hold elected office at all.

Ruan asked why.

The reeve shrugged. "Storm week."

"Does authority transfer formally?"

"For closures, yes. For grain, me. For sickhouse, healer. For militia, watch captain. Why would I decide weather?"

Perran nodded approvingly.

Ruan thought of expedition specialist authority.

Same principle.

Different scale.

The village winter plan fascinated Maelin.

It was not simply food storage.

Bell Snow tracked:

- grain weeks by household size;

- preserved meat;

- lamp oil;

- roof timber;

- healer stock;

- mule capacity;

- open guest beds;

- snow-clearing labor;

- households with elderly or disabled residents;

- pass closure probability.

"This is a supply projection system," Maelin said.

The reeve said, "This is not freezing."

"Same thing with worse branding."

Ruan spent the afternoon with the Pass Keeper updating road conditions.

He noticed every local status included a responsible person.

Not merely open or closed.

Someone's name.

"Why?"

The keeper looked surprised. "So travelers know who to ask."

"Tower boards don't usually list local verifier."

"Tower boards don't live here."

Ruan had heard variations of that sentence for days.

He no longer treated it as hostility.

At sunset, the Harthmere relay arrived.

The Great Guild City was experiencing its own reconciliation problems.

Two managed-dungeon access routes had changed status without physical changes. One Class-House credentialing hall briefly stopped recognizing qualifications issued in River March. A monster migration advisory had been sent to the wrong quarter because an old district boundary reappeared in the route registry.

More importantly, Phase Two was at ninety-nine percent.

The First Tower requested all regional survey teams report current findings immediately.

Neris began transmitting their notes.

The process revealed something Ruan had never seen from the receiving side.

Compression.

Their full report occupied ninety-seven pages.

The Tower relay form allowed twenty-four primary entries.

"That's impossible," Ruan said.

Neris did not look up. "No. It's unpleasant."

"The West Mill route alone needs six pages."

"Then choose what the Tower needs to know first."

"Everything."

"Tessel."

He walked away before she could educate him with patience.

When he returned, Neris had built a summary structure.

Observed phenomenon

Verified condition

Known local consequence

Uncertainty

Source record location

Ruan read it.

"You kept links to the full context."

"Of course."

"Is that standard?"

"Not everywhere. Some relays strip source location because archive systems differ."

"Why?"

"Because compatibility is expensive."

He looked at her.

Neris tapped the relay crystal.

"Every extra field has to be readable by every receiving office. Someone has to define it, translate it, store it, train staff on it, maintain it. Complexity costs labor."

"So we shorten because it's cheaper."

"We shorten because people need to use records before retirement. Cost is part of that."

Again, no villain.

Only pressure.

The relay finished at midnight.

Phase Two reached one hundred percent before dawn.

Nothing happened.

Ruan slept for three hours.

Then every route marker in Bell Snow rang once.

Not loudly.

A clean metallic note.

He ran outside barefoot.

The village's modern roadstone glowed white.

[LEGACY NETWORK RECONCILIATION]

[PHASE TWO: INTERREGIONAL COMPARISON]

[Active route comparisons: 1,842]

[Conflicts requiring review: 438]

[Automatic reconciliation confidence: insufficient]

[Regional review requested]

Ruan stared at the number.

Four hundred thirty-eight conflicts.

The Pass Keeper came out beside him wearing a blanket.

"Bad?"

"I don't know."

The keeper yawned.

"Good answer."

By breakfast, Harthmere had requested the expedition proceed directly to the city.

Bell Snow reopened its council room by moving grain into the barn.

The Weather Reader closed one minor pass due to incoming snow.

People went to work.

The world did not stop because 438 route descriptions disagreed.

That was perhaps the most useful thing Ruan learned in the High Country.

Civilization was not one system working.

It was thousands of people continuing while systems argued.

Bell Snow's winter council let Ruan attend a ration dispute because everyone in the village already knew about it.

A household wanted permission to sell two barrels of preserved meat to a lowland buyer offering triple normal price.

The family had technically met its minimum reserve requirement.

The Store Warden still objected.

"Minimum assumes average winter."

The household head said, "Forecast is mild."

Weather Reader said, "Forecast is mild so far."

"My family owns the meat."

"Yes."

"Then council cannot stop sale."

The reeve nodded. "Correct. We can only change your replacement priority. If you sell reserve margin, communal stores won't replace it ahead of households that retained theirs."

The family head thought.

"Put that in writing."

They did.

Sale approved.

Ruan watched a government handle freedom, shared risk, and resource scarcity without turning any of them into absolute slogans.

Maelin leaned close. "This is risk pricing without money."

"Everything is commerce to you."

"Everything is allocation. Commerce admits it."

The winter board contained another category Ruan found interesting:

guest debt.

Travelers sheltered during closure did not owe money if unable to pay. The village recorded labor, goods, or later repayment options instead.

"Why not charge inns normally?" Ruan asked.

"Because closure is local decision," the reeve said. "If we tell traveler they cannot leave, we share responsibility for keeping them."

Authority creating obligation.

Ruan wrote it down.

The same logic appeared in route rescue.

If the village opened a pass under official guidance and stranded travelers due a later closure, local teams prioritized them.

If travelers ignored a marked closure, rescue still happened but cost recovery rules changed.

Not because disobedient people deserved death.

Because incentives mattered after survival.

Perran spent an entire afternoon comparing these rules to expedition command.

"If I order you into a hazard," he told Ruan, "I own more responsibility than if you independently enter after I warn you."

"But you still rescue me."

"Of course. Then I yell at you when medically appropriate."

Tovan said, "I control when yelling becomes medically appropriate."

"Specialist authority."

Ruan was beginning to suspect the expedition existed mostly to prove Perran's worldview.

Bell Snow also showed them how seasonal governance changed class progression.

The Store Warden leveled more during bad winters.

The Weather Reader during unstable seasons.

A [Roof Keeper] might gain nothing for months, then progress rapidly during heavy snow because meaningful application increased.

A teenage apprentice complained that good weather was slowing her class.

Her mother said, "May you remain Level 4 forever."

Everyone laughed.

Progression could create perverse desires if people forgot the work behind it.

The village did not worship leveling.

They wanted competence and survival. Levels were evidence of repeated meaningful work, not a reason to manufacture disasters.

That perspective differed from Harthmere adventurers who actively sought harder contracts for advancement.

Neither was wrong.

Different professions produced different relationships to risk.

Ruan added a cultural note:

High Country prestige favors reliability across seasons more than rapid level gain.

Neris asked, "Evidence?"

"Interviews."

"How many?"

"Seven."

"Then write observed in Bell Snow, not High Country."

Ruan corrected it.

Generalization tried to enter records through laziness even when the recorder meant well.

At night, Phase Two reached one hundred percent and the route bells rang.

The village responded by checking doors, not panicking.

Ruan asked why.

The reeve said, "Bell means route system changed. It doesn't mean roof is on fire."

"People elsewhere may panic."

"Then they need better bell training."

Bell Snow's council spent more time on winter fuel than law.

That initially confused Ruan.

Then the chairwoman explained that if the village failed to allocate fuel correctly, law would become a spring concern for whoever survived.

The council's route table was also a ration table.

Every pass closure changed food assumptions.

Every delayed caravan changed lamp oil.

Every household leaving for lower country changed how much stored grain remained for everyone else.

The village maintained a winter census not for taxes but for calories.

"People can leave?" Ruan asked.

"Of course."

"Then why register?"

"So we don't plan supper for ghosts."

The chairwoman's class was [Winter Steward], Level 24.

Her abilities tracked stores, expected consumption, shelter readiness, and how many days the settlement could operate under different route states.

No combat.

Ruan would have trusted her judgment over a Level 40 swordsman regarding whether the village could survive a six-day closure.

That distinction had become obvious enough to feel embarrassing.

Bell Snow's authority shifted seasonally.

In summer, the ordinary council handled roads.

After first hard freeze, pass authority moved to the winter committee.

During active storm, individual guide leaders could close segments without waiting for council vote.

Every emergency decision expired automatically unless reaffirmed.

Perran liked that.

"Temporary authority with a clock."

The chairwoman said, "Permanent storm authority makes bad neighbors."

Ruan stored the phrase.

The school operated on the same seasonal logic.

In autumn, children learned storage math, rope signals, frost injury, and how to recognize when an adult guide's colored cord meant do not follow even if you think you know the path.

In spring, lessons shifted to meltwater, unstable banks, and livestock movement.

A visiting Tower curriculum inspector had once suggested standardizing more of the schedule.

The teacher had agreed on System literacy and wound care.

Rejected the rest.

"Did that cause problems?" Ruan asked.

"No. Inspector from River March was sensible. She said our children should probably learn snow before ferry signaling."

Again, central oversight did not require universal content to be useful.

The village maintained one Tower relay station because outside connection mattered enormously in winter.

It was housed beside the grain shed and powered by a small crystal allotment everyone complained about paying for until the day it was needed.

Ruan watched the relay clerk request medicine from Harthmere for a woman whose pregnancy had become complicated.

The pass was closed.

A normal wagon could not reach them.

A licensed High Country rescue team used a narrow winter route ordinary travel did not permit.

The Tower relay verified the medication and coordinated a handoff at the lower boundary.

Local route knowledge.

Outside medicine.

Professional rescue standard.

One patient.

No part worked alone.

The medicine arrived after dark.

Ruan did not learn the woman's name because Tovan told him it was none of his business.

He accepted that.

Bell Snow's council also published its winter ration ledger on the barn door.

Ruan expected numbers. He found names.

Households with infants. Elderly residents. Two people recovering from injury. The family responsible for keeping the upper cistern ice-free. The shepherds scheduled to stay outside the village during the first snow month.

"Why names?" he asked the steward.

"Because grain does not feed categories."

The ledger still had totals. Maelin approved of the totals. But distribution depended on people whose needs were different for reasons no continental supply form needed to know.

Ruan copied the structure into his notebook: aggregate for planning, names for delivery.

The next morning, the council added the reconciliation lesson to school because children had begun hearing adults talk about Beforemarks.

Ten minutes.

What the old stones were.

What they were not known to be.

What to do if one changed.

Do not touch.

Tell an adult.

Do not invent theories and scare your younger siblings.

The last rule had apparently become necessary overnight.

Local adaptation moved faster than Tower curriculum because Bell Snow knew exactly which rumor its children were repeating at breakfast.

The Tower could never match that speed everywhere.

Bell Snow could never maintain the Tower's archives, medical translation, or interregional relays.

Ruan was beginning to stop framing those facts as a contest.

* * *

Bell Snow's government became even more visible when a supply sled arrived three weeks early.

The driver expected praise.

The quartermaster looked horrified.

"Where am I supposed to put this?"

The sled carried lamp oil, dried beans, salt, and replacement stove fittings. All useful. All already accounted for.

"Storage's full until the wool shipment leaves," the quartermaster said. "You brought winter stock before autumn stock cleared."

The driver held up a freight order. "Road office said pass conditions were favorable."

"They are. That doesn't make my storeroom larger."

Ruan closed his eyes.

Maelin smiled with the satisfaction of a person whose favorite problem had found them.

For the next two hours the village converted a meeting shed into temporary storage, shifted preserved meat into a colder cellar, and negotiated which merchant would accept early delivery without destroying local prices.

No one treated the problem as a route failure.

The route had performed exactly as advertised.

The schedule had failed.

Bell Snow's council chair, a Level 21 [Winter Steward], showed Ruan the village's seasonal authority ledger afterward.

It listed powers that existed only during specific periods.

During winter closure, the steward could redirect private storage for emergency food. During open season, she could not. During avalanche watch, the Pass Keeper could suspend travel without council vote. During ordinary weather, the same person had no such authority.

"Your government changes by season," Ruan said.

"Our problems change by season."

"Harthmere would call that inconsistent."

"Harthmere has sewers under stone roads and food arriving every day. They may enjoy consistency."

There was no resentment in her voice. Just description.

Ruan thought about all the forms he had seen that asked for one answer where Bell Snow had six depending on time.

"How does the Tower record this?"

The steward opened a drawer and pulled out a regional registration sheet.

LOCAL EMERGENCY AUTHORITY — CONDITIONAL

Below it, an attached page described seasons and triggers.

"They record it fine," she said. "Problem comes when somebody reads only first page."

There it was again.

The information existed.

Use decided whether it survived.

That evening, Ruan helped the schoolteacher explain the reconciliation notice to children. One boy asked whether the Beforemarks were angry. A girl asked whether they were gods. Another wanted to know if one could make her tutorial easier.

Ruan answered every question with some version of "we don't know" until the teacher rescued him.

"Then what do we do when adults don't know?" she asked the class.

A dozen hands rose.

"Check!"

"Ask somebody local!"

"Don't touch mysterious stones!"

"Tell my brother he's lying!"

The teacher nodded. "Mostly excellent."

Ruan left feeling better about civilization.

The next morning, Bell Snow's school added a ten-minute lesson on reconciliation notices.

No waiting for national curriculum revision.

Local adaptation happened immediately.

Neris transmitted the lesson outline to the Tower as a useful example.

Maybe it would become regional guidance.

Maybe not.

Either way, children in Bell Snow knew by lunch what the bell meant.

That immediacy was something central systems could never fully replace.

* * *

Bell Snow also maintained a public board for favors owed.

Not money. Work.

One household had hauled firewood for another during illness. A shepherd had repaired a roof before a storm. The school owed two afternoons of labor to the mill after borrowing storage space.

Ruan asked whether the board was enforceable.

"Not by law," the steward said. "By memory."

"What happens if someone refuses?"

"People remember that too."

The system would have looked primitive in a Tower ledger and worked perfectly at village scale. Ruan did not write it down as a model to export.

That was progress too.


Chapter 15

The Wrong Receiver

They found Corren's medical record waiting at the next Tower relay.

Not the boy.

The correction.

Tovan opened it while the expedition descended from the High Country.

WINTER BURDEN — NORTH STAVE VARIANT

Category: transition-linked thermal storage condition

Do not apply rapid external warming before release-method verification.

Source: North Stave seasonal receiver / field confirmation Tovan Sill

Tovan nodded.

"Good."

Ruan looked over his shoulder. "They kept the source."

"Medical network usually does. People sue us."

"That's why?"

"Fear is an underrated archival practice."

Neris objected from the wagon. "Professional review predates modern liability law."

Tovan said, "Fear has older forms."

The argument lasted two miles.

Then they reached a lowland receiver where fear became practical.

The station sat at the foot of the mountain route, a small stone building designed mainly for hikers, seasonal workers, and occasional tutorial completions from two local zones.

A bell rang as they approached.

One arrival.

A young woman stepped through the arch carrying a broken spear.

She took two breaths.

Then collapsed.

Tovan was first to her.

The receiver aide read the condition panel aloud.

[ASH LUNG — Severity 2]

"Cinderwake?" Ysolde asked.

The aide shook his head. "Origin is Dry Hollow 5-3."

Tovan looked up sharply.

"Ash Lung means what there?"

Nobody knew.

The modern translation supplied:

[ASH LUNG]

[Respiratory contamination / particulate exposure]

[Recommended response: clean air, hydration, respiratory support]

The receiver aide reached for a steam mask.

Tovan caught his wrist.

"Wait."

"She's not breathing well."

"Exactly."

He listened to the woman's chest.

Ruan saw his expression change.

"No fluid rattle," Tovan said. "Airflow restricted high, not low."

Ysolde had already opened the woman's inventory pouch with permission from the receiver chief. She found a gray packet marked with the same tutorial symbol as the broken spear.

Neris read the tag.

"Ash filter."

Tovan said, "Open it."

Inside was charcoal powder and a strip of bitter-smelling cloth.

The woman woke enough to whisper, "Burn... out."

The local aide frowned. "Burn what?"

Ysolde recognized it first.

"Dry Hollow ash moths. Their dust binds in the throat when damp."

Tovan swore.

The recommended hydration could worsen it.

They used dry charcoal filtration and a low heat breath treatment from Ysolde's House training instead.

The woman's breathing eased within minutes.

Ruan stared at the translation panel.

Respiratory contamination.

Correct.

Particulate exposure.

Correct.

Hydration.

Dangerously wrong for this variant.

"Why is Dry Hollow routing here?" he asked.

The receiver chief checked the registry.

"It isn't."

Legacy reconciliation had changed the destination ten minutes earlier.

The station was medically compatible under broad criteria.

It was not locally experienced with Dry Hollow's ash ecology.

Again, compatible.

Again, wrong enough to matter.

Ruan opened Conditional Route and added a temporary note:

[Dry Hollow 5-3 arrivals: destination transfer suspended pending condition-translation verification]

The legacy network accepted the condition but did not reverse the route.

[Local restriction recognized]

That was encouraging.

The First Tower relay responded within an hour with an Ash Lung correction from Cinderwake's industrial medical archive.

House Merrow had treated similar monster dust for decades.

The central network saved the next patient.

Ruan watched the correction arrive and understood Tovan's earlier rebuke more fully.

The problem was not central knowledge.

Without Cinderwake's archived experience, every little receiver would have to rediscover ash moth treatment through injuries.

The problem was knowing when a translated category carried enough detail to act safely.

Neris drafted the incident record.

Ruan stopped her before she sent it.

"Put the failed recommendation in."

"I did."

"Explicitly. Not just corrected treatment."

She showed him the line.

Initial generalized hydration recommendation contraindicated in Dry Hollow variant; retained in record to prevent recurrence.

Ruan nodded.

"Good."

Neris looked amused. "You're becoming one of us."

"No."

"Denial is a filing category."

By evening, Dry Hollow's assigned destination had been restored to its normal receiver until the reconciliation system could incorporate the local condition distinction.

The young woman recovered enough to sit up.

Her name was Valea Trin, Level 7, and she wanted to know who had her spear tip.

Ysolde gave it back.

"You saved me?"

"Several people did."

Valea looked at Ruan. "You?"

"I mostly watched."

"Then why are you here?"

Ruan glanced at the route arch.

"Increasingly unclear."

Valea laughed and immediately regretted it because her throat hurt.

Tovan glared at Ruan.

They departed next morning.

As the mountains receded behind them, Ruan's System stirred.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 16.]

[Safe Camp I → Safe Camp II]

[Safe Camp may now incorporate verified local environmental or arrival-state constraints supplied by recognized sources.]

Ruan read the wording carefully.

His class was not giving him more answers.

It was giving him more ways to accept answers from other people.

He found that unexpectedly satisfying.

Valea Trin's recovery took two days, and she spent most of them furious that everyone called her condition Ash Lung.

"It wasn't ash," she rasped.

Tovan said, "The tutorial calls it Ash Lung."

"Moth dust."

"Yes."

"Then call it moth dust."

The receiver aide said, "Regional records need recognized condition name."

Valea pointed at her throat. "My throat recognizes moths."

Ruan liked her.

The argument produced a useful compromise:

ASH LUNG — Dry Hollow moth-dust variant.

Common category retained for cross-regional recognition.

Local mechanism preserved.

Tovan showed Ruan why this mattered by pulling three records from different regions.

Ash Lung could refer to mineral dust, monster particulate, or System-mediated heat residue. Shared symptoms justified a common category for triage. Treatment diverged.

"Category gets me to respiratory problem fast," Tovan said. "Variant tells me not to be stupid next."

"Why not make three separate conditions?"

"Because before mechanism is known, we may only see breathing difficulty and ash exposure. Common category helps uncertain cases."

Again, classification was useful specifically because it was broader than reality.

The danger came when broad category pretended to be full diagnosis.

Valea's family arrived on the second morning from a dryland settlement farther south.

Her mother carried a jar of local throat resin that Tovan checked before allowing.

The resin worked.

Tower medical archive had no entry for it.

Tovan documented composition, dosage, and observed effect.

"Will this become medicine everywhere?" Valea's mother asked.

"No. One observed case and local practice. We'll send it for review."

"We've used it for years."

"Then your local evidence is stronger than mine. My record helps outsiders know to ask you."

The mother accepted that.

Ruan saw another pattern: outside professionals did not need to seize local knowledge and transform it into universal protocol for it to become useful. Sometimes the right shared record was local method exists; consult source.

The receiver itself was embarrassed by the wrong destination assignment.

The chief wanted the legacy route permanently blocked.

Ruan resisted.

"We don't know whether the route is harmful under all conditions."

"It nearly hurt someone."

"Because medical translation and local experience mismatched. If we close every compatible transfer with one bad variant, we may remove useful redundancy."

Perran asked, "Alternative?"

Tovan proposed a narrower condition.

Dry Hollow arrivals remained locally restricted until either the receiver staff completed variant training or the Tower route restored normal destination preference.

The precursor network accepted the restriction.

Weeks later the receiver might become a perfectly good backup for Dry Hollow precisely because this incident taught it what was missing.

A failure could increase future capacity if recorded well.

The young woman herself had an opinion.

"Don't close it forever," Valea said. "My village receiver floods some years. Another place knowing our conditions would be useful."

Ruan looked at her.

"You almost died here."

"And now they know."

People who experienced harm did not always want the same policy outsiders imagined on their behalf.

That lesson belonged somewhere important.

Neris put it in the record as testimony, not conclusion.

On departure morning, Valea's father paid the receiver kitchen for three days of family meals even though emergency policy did not require it.

Maelin watched the transaction.

"Why?"

He shrugged. "They fed us."

"You could keep the money."

"Yes."

Maelin nodded as though studying an unfamiliar but valid market behavior.

The road toward Harthmere carried them out of mountain shadow and into increasingly dense trade country.

Ruan looked back once.

Corren survived because three people distrusted different parts of the same explanation.

Tovan distrusted the Tower clinic's initial condition mapping.

A North Stave woman named Hela Dorr distrusted the way Corren's skin felt under her hand.

Corren's older sister distrusted everyone because he had never shivered like that at home.

All three were useful.

The clinic's translated panel showed a thermal-storage condition with ordinary hypothermic signs.

The standard treatment would have warmed him aggressively.

Hela stopped the warming blankets.

"Wrong cold," she said.

The clinic healer bristled.

"His core temperature is low."

"Yes. Body holding tutorial cold. Heat too fast pushes it inward."

"Based on?"

Hela held up a resin packet.

"North Stave children get this sometimes."

That was not enough evidence for the healer.

Correctly.

Tovan asked for local records instead of choosing sides.

The North Stave receiver sent three cases.

Same condition name.

Same delayed shiver.

Same warning against rapid external heat.

The Tower translation archive contained the regional variant but had mapped it under a broader thermal category because the local name had never been flagged as treatment-changing.

That was the failure.

Not no record.

Not no expertise.

The meaningful distinction had not made it into the operational layer.

The clinic adjusted treatment.

Resin under the tongue.

Slow warming.

Monitored movement.

Corren's temperature rose gradually.

He complained within an hour that everyone was staring at him.

Tovan considered this medically encouraging.

Ruan watched the translation correction being written before the boy had even left the bed.

WINTER BURDEN — NORTH STAVE VARIANT

Do not map to generic cold-state treatment without regional qualifier.

Rapid external warming may worsen retained transition load.

Local resin response documented. Verify ingredients before substitution.

The clinic also added a question to its intake:

Region / tutorial environment relevant to condition interpretation?

One additional line.

Potentially life-saving.

Potentially annoying for every patient whose answer was no.

That was how safety accumulated.

Corren's sister asked whether the Tower would now know this forever.

Tovan said, "The record will. People still have to use it."

She did not like that answer.

Neither did Ruan.

It was honest.

Hela Dorr refused payment for the resin.

The clinic insisted on recording its composition anyway so future staff would not substitute a visually similar local gum.

Hela objected to one ingredient name.

"That's not what we call it."

The clerk said, "Tower term."

"Then write both."

The clerk did.

Regional name beside common translation.

Another tiny bridge between systems.

* * *

Corren's case did not end when the boy could breathe without assistance.

The clinic held a review the next morning. Ruan expected blame. Tovan expected questions. Hela Dorr expected coffee and complained when none appeared.

The healer who had first interpreted Winter Burden stood at the front of the room.

"My initial treatment was compatible with the Tower category and dangerous for the North Stave variant," she said. "We stopped before full administration because the patient's response contradicted the expected pattern. The local resin stabilized him. We need to know which part of this becomes general guidance."

That phrasing surprised Ruan.

Not who was at fault.

What should travel.

Tovan listed the stable observations. Core temperature low. Breathing pattern irregular. Tutorial exit within two hours. Condition label translated as Winter Burden.

Hela listed the local specifics. North Stave children with the variant often presented cold while internally overcycling heat. Warming too quickly worsened the load. Bitterpine resin reduced the cycling but caused dangerous reactions in people with two common river conditions.

The clinic clerk frowned. "So I cannot put 'use bitterpine' in the general guide."

"Please don't," Hela said.

"Then what do I put?"

Ruan knew better than to answer a medical question.

Tovan did.

"If Winter Burden presents with contradictory temperature and respiration after transition, pause generic warming protocol and request regional variant review before escalation unless patient instability requires immediate intervention."

The healer considered. "That's useful."

Hela said, "And tell them North Stave has a local treatment note."

The clerk added it.

The final correction was less satisfying than a cure.

It did not tell every healer exactly what to do.

It told them when the shared instruction had reached its limit and where to look next.

Ruan copied that structure into his notebook.

Later, Corren's mother arrived with a basket of flatbread for the clinic. She gave one piece to everyone except Ruan.

He waited.

She looked at him. "You didn't do anything."

"Correct."

She handed him one anyway. "Good. More people should know when that's true."

Tovan nearly choked laughing.

Ruan decided he liked North Stave considerably less than Grain Country.

When Corren was discharged, his sister hugged Tovan, Hela, and finally the clinic healer who had nearly used the wrong treatment.

The healer looked surprised.

"You listened," the sister said.

That mattered.

The mistake had not become a morality play about local knowledge defeating professional medicine.

Professional medicine survived because it had procedures for stopping, checking, and updating when evidence contradicted the first interpretation.

Ruan trusted it more afterward, not less.

Before leaving, Tovan asked the clinic to run a second exercise using Corren's case with the names removed.

Three junior healers read the generic Tower category and proposed ordinary warming. Two stopped when the simulated respiration contradicted expectation. One continued because the treatment guide still allowed it.

The senior healer paused the drill.

"What changed?"

The junior looked miserable. "Nothing in the guide."

"Correct. What changed in the patient?"

That was the lesson.

Procedure was not obedience to paper. Procedure included noticing when reality stopped matching the paper.

The small receiver had gained one correction, one local resin record, and one restricted route condition.

No grand reform.

Enough to make the next similar arrival safer.

Civilization improved in increments small enough to be invisible from maps.

* * *

Corren stayed one extra day because the clinic wanted to know whether the corrected treatment produced delayed effects.

His mother disliked this until Tovan explained that discharge was itself a transition.

"He is stable here," Tovan said. "I want to know he remains stable when he walks, eats, sleeps, and leaves our monitoring."

Corren, who was fourteen and therefore professionally opposed to being observed, said, "I can walk now."

"Excellent. Walk to the end of the hall."

He did.

Halfway back, his breathing changed. Barely. Hela Dorr noticed before the Tower monitors did because she knew how North Stave children carried fatigue after Winter Burden.

They extended observation another four hours.

Nothing dramatic happened.

That was the point.

Tovan showed Ruan the discharge form later. It included medical stability, transition stability, and onward-route fitness as separate lines.

"You people already separate everything," Ruan said.

"Because combining them killed patients."

The answer was so simple that he stopped talking.

When Corren finally left, he carried a written North Stave condition note, the Tower translation, and Hela's local resin instructions. Three records for one body. None redundant.


Chapter 16

Six Beginnings

Harthmere's western gate kept six tutorial manuals in the inspection office because travelers stole them.

Not intentionally, usually.

The manuals were free.

People picked one up while waiting, tucked it into a bag, and accidentally carried it across half the continent.

The gate clerk had stopped caring until the reconciliation review asked every regional office to submit beginner-training standards.

Neris found the six manuals on a shelf and put them on a table.

Grain Country.

River March.

High Country.

Ash Hills.

Drylands.

Harthmere municipal starter preparation.

All six had nearly the same title.

Basic Survival for Beginner Participants.

Ruan opened the first.

Grain Country emphasized water, shelter, low-threat monster identification, inventory, wound care, and food safety.

River March devoted thirty pages to moving water and two paragraphs to fire building.

High Country treated fire as essential and spent almost no time on swimming.

Ash Hills taught smoke, structural collapse, heat burns, and mineral hazards.

Drylands taught shade, water rationing, venom, and direction by stars.

Harthmere taught urban ruins, group coordination, public System markers, and avoiding unknown doors.

Ruan made a comparison grid.

Only four subjects appeared in all six:

System notification literacy.

Basic wound response.

Water verification.

Recognizing when to stop and reassess.

Even those varied wildly.

Perran joined them.

"What are you proving?"

Ruan said, "That nobody agrees on basic survival."

"Do they need to?"

"If the Framework calls them all beginner zones—"

"The Framework calls you and a Level 9 duelist the same level. Does that make you interchangeable?"

Ruan looked at him.

Perran took the High Country manual.

"Why does this region teach snow cave ventilation?"

"Because people died without it."

"Why does River March teach current escape?"

"People died."

"Ash smoke?"

"Same."

Perran set the manuals down.

"Then perhaps they agree perfectly."

Ruan frowned.

"On what?"

"Teach beginners what kills beginners where they live."

The sentence sat between the six books.

Neris wrote it down.

Ruan said, "Don't quote him too proudly."

"Too late."

They spent the day at Harthmere's western receiving complex because the city had requested a regional comparison workshop.

Representatives from seven tutorial regions attended.

The meeting was not philosophical.

It was angry.

A Drylands instructor wanted the common beginner manual to include venom-response tables.

A River March instructor said that would displace flood signaling from the quick-reference pages.

A Harthmere official argued that no manual used across seven regions could contain every local hazard.

A High Country teacher said, "Then stop calling it a survival manual. Call it an index."

That silenced the room for almost ten seconds.

Ruan watched Neris work.

She was not trying to decide which curriculum was correct.

She was separating layers.

Common concepts.

Regional modules.

Local exceptions.

Unknown transfer risks.

He recognized the structure from her relay summary.

"You've done this before," he said quietly.

"Every registrar has."

"Why isn't every record already like this?"

"Because every office has different needs."

"That answer is becoming annoying."

"Reality resists branding."

At lunch, Ruan found a wall memorial listing tutorial-related deaths in Harthmere over the previous fifty years.

There were fewer than he expected for a city this size.

The notes beside them were more revealing.

Fire shelter guidance revised.

Unknown-door protocol revised.

Receiver crowd barrier added.

Starter hound grouping assumption removed.

Each death had changed training.

Not perfectly.

But visibly.

Civilization learned.

That mattered.

Ysolde joined him.

"House memorials look similar."

"Training deaths?"

"Some. Field deaths. Bad class advice. Equipment failure."

"Bad class advice gets memorialized?"

"If it killed someone."

Ruan looked at her.

Ysolde's jaw tightened.

"You think Houses don't know we've made mistakes."

"I didn't say that."

"You think it often enough."

Fair.

She pointed at the memorial.

"Institutions can remember failures and still repeat new versions of them. Memory isn't magic."

Ruan glanced toward the six beginner manuals.

"Neither are standards."

"No. But I'd rather enter a tutorial after fifty years of people writing down what killed them than before."

That was also fair.

The workshop ended with no universal curriculum.

Instead, the Harthmere office proposed a layered guide:

Common System literacy core.

Regional hazard modules.

Local receiver notices.

Explicit warning that beginner content varies by environment.

Nobody was entirely satisfied.

Everyone signed.

Ruan had begun to suspect that functioning civilization was built largely from agreements nobody loved enough to worship.

As they left the receiver complex, every public route panel in Harthmere flashed white.

[LEGACY NETWORK RECONCILIATION]

[PHASE TWO REVIEW INCOMPLETE]

[Cross-regional conflicts remain: 438]

[Urban route interactions detected]

[Priority survey requested]

Then another notice appeared.

[FIRST TOWER REVIEW CONVOCATION — BEGINNER ROAD]

[Regional expedition teams report to central archive within 12 days.]

Perran read it.

"Twelve days."

Maelin said, "Harthmere wants us for at least three."

"Then we have nine."

Ruan looked through the gate at the Great Guild City.

Towers rose over crowded roofs. Monster-market cranes moved beyond the walls. Guild banners hung across streets wide enough for six wagons abreast.

He had spent most of his life on roads between places.

For the next several days, he would have to understand what the roads were carrying people into.

Harthmere smelled like smoke, bread, horse manure, alchemy, hot metal, and money.

Maelin breathed deeply.

"Civilization."

Tovan coughed.

"You need better civilization."

They entered the city.

Harthmere Adventurers' Guild, Public Licensing Notice:

Level demonstrates progression. License demonstrates that someone else is willing to trust you near civilians.

The Harthmere curriculum workshop lasted nine hours because everyone cared about children and therefore nobody could agree.

The Drylands instructor began by placing a venom kit on the table.

"This belongs in every beginner pack."

River March replied, "Half our zones have no venomous species."

"Until a migration occurs."

"Then every child should also carry flotation rope."

"In desert?"

"Until flood."

The argument deteriorated efficiently.

Ruan sat with Perran in the back.

"Shouldn't someone stop them?"

"They are doing the work."

"They are yelling."

"Work can be loud."

The breakthrough came from the Harthmere instructor who asked each region to name the last three tutorial deaths that changed their curriculum.

The room quieted.

River March: drowning, rope entanglement, waterborne parasite.

High Country: bad snow shelter ventilation, rapid warming after Winter Burden, route exposure.

Grain Country: contaminated well, unmanaged wasp nest, novice chasing low-level monster into sinkhole.

Ash Hills: smoke inhalation, structural collapse, heat blister misclassified as ordinary burn.

Drylands: dehydration, night-cold shock, venom.

Harthmere: unstable urban floor, group separation, unknown-door trap.

The manuals stopped looking contradictory.

They looked like memorials written forward.

The common curriculum became smaller after that.

System literacy.

Stop-and-reassess habits.

Basic wound response.

Water verification.

How to use local modules.

How to recognize when a tutorial environment did not match preparation.

Everything else stayed regional.

A Tower observer objected that too much regional variation made transfer students difficult to prepare.

The Grain Country instructor answered, "Then teach them that transfer changes assumptions."

Simple.

Ruan wrote it down.

During a break, Ysolde met a House Merrow recruiter working Harthmere intake programs.

The recruiter wanted common combat-readiness metrics across regional tutorial schools.

Ysolde asked why.

"Assessment efficiency."

"For House selection?"

"Yes."

"Then call it House assessment readiness, not beginner survival."

The recruiter frowned.

Ysolde did not back down.

Ruan watched institutional incentives try to attach themselves to public education through language rather than conspiracy.

The recruiter was not malicious. A common metric would genuinely make House evaluations easier.

That did not mean children needed to organize their entire preparation around House convenience.

Afterward, Ruan said, "You argued against your own House."

"I argued about scope. Merrow wants useful candidates. That doesn't make our needs universal education policy."

"Master Corven would approve?"

"He'd correct my phrasing and then approve."

The workshop also exposed class-cultural differences.

In Harthmere, families discussed starter-zone performance partly as future career signal.

In Bell Snow, people cared more about whether children demonstrated reliable seasonal judgment.

In River March, swimming competence was socially assumed to the point Ruan's failure remained a joke.

In Grain Country, tutorial loot was often less important than whether a returning teenager had discovered an affinity useful to family work.

Same Framework.

Different cultures built around it.

Ruan realized the System did not flatten civilization automatically.

People interpreted progression through local needs and values.

The First Tower's challenge was making those interpretations communicate without declaring one the correct form of adulthood.

At the end, the layered curriculum proposal passed with amendments.

Neris kept the rejected drafts too.

"Why?" Ruan asked.

"Because future reviewers should know what we considered and why it failed."

"Do archives keep all rejected policy drafts?"

"No. We'd need a second civilization to store the first one's indecision."

"Then how decide?"

"Significant alternatives, evidence, dissent."

Again: selection.

Even preservation required judgment.

Before leaving the workshop, Ruan visited the tutorial death memorial again.

A name from thirty-nine years earlier had a note:

Unknown-door protocol adopted.

He found the modern manual section.

It was three paragraphs.

The six manuals became a public workshop by accident.

Ruan, Neris, and Tovan had spread them across a table in Harthmere's western gate office when three waiting travelers began arguing over which one was correct.

A Grain Country woman laughed at River March's emphasis on swimming.

A River March boatman laughed at Grain Country's section on low-visibility forest movement.

A High Country drover read both and said, "You all forgot cold."

Within twenty minutes, the gate clerk had moved them to a larger room because people kept joining.

Ruan should have hated the disorder.

Instead, he listened.

The manuals had common headings.

Water.

Shelter.

Monster awareness.

System notifications.

Tools.

Exit behavior.

Under the headings, the content diverged wildly.

Grain Country taught children not to chase harmless low-level creatures simply because the System recognized them as monsters.

River March taught never to turn your back on moving water while treating an injury.

High Country taught that shelter location could matter more than shelter quality if wind direction changed.

Ash Hills emphasized heat, structural instability, and distinguishing managed dungeon fauna from uncontrolled threats.

Harthmere's urban preparation guide included contract literacy and how to recognize licensed officials after tutorial exit.

A coastal guide Neris found in the archive devoted four pages to tides and none to fire-making.

"Basic survival," Ruan said.

The room laughed.

Tovan asked each traveler why their region taught one rule outsiders found excessive.

The answers were almost always deaths.

A River March school added double-rope practice after six children were swept from a service ferry two generations earlier.

High Country added a rule against sleeping under cliff overhangs after a thaw collapse killed a tutorial cohort.

Cinderwake's first rule for unfamiliar red stone—do not pocket it until someone identifies it—came from a boy carrying reactive crystal into a receiver hall.

The Grain Country monster-ecology lesson followed years of novice parties wiping out useful slime populations near tutorial boundaries.

Some stories were named.

Some had become numbers.

Some were too old for anyone in the room to know the people involved.

The protections remained.

Ruan understood why institutions simplified.

A child preparing for a tutorial could not absorb two centuries of casualty reports.

They needed rules.

The danger was forgetting that the rules came from particular worlds.

The workshop built a new Harthmere gate handout.

Not a universal survival manual.

A traveler's comparison page.

Core skills commonly useful across beginner environments:

System literacy.

Basic wound care.

Safe-water verification.

Knowing when to avoid a fight.

Recognizing exit / receiver instructions.

Then:

Local beginner hazards vary. Use regional preparation guidance.

Below that, six region contacts.

* * *

The six manuals became a workshop because Harthmere officials could not resist putting chairs around a disagreement.

Representatives from three guild schools, two Houses, the city receiver office, and a rural education cooperative filled a room designed for twenty people with thirty-four.

Ruan stood at the front beside six stacks of paper.

"These all say Basic Survival," he began.

A guild instructor said, "Yes."

"They disagree about almost everything."

"Also yes."

The River March manual devoted twelve pages to water and none to building a fire in dry woodland. The High Country version assumed every child could identify dangerous wind signs. Grain Country spent two pages on slime behavior because killing the wrong slime near irrigation channels could get an apprentice fined by three different authorities.

One House instructor tapped the table. "We can identify shared competencies. Threat recognition. Resource assessment. Basic wound care. System literacy."

"Good," said the rural teacher. "Then what do you teach under threat recognition?"

The room stalled.

Because that was the problem.

One region meant wolf tracks. Another meant flood color. Another meant whether the local dungeon bells had changed cadence.

They spent an hour trying to build a universal curriculum and produced a page of abstractions so vague that no child could use them.

Perran read it once. "This will not keep anyone alive."

The House instructor bristled. "It establishes common principles."

"Children do not get stabbed by principles."

Ysolde, who had been quiet, took the page and folded it in half.

"What if the shared document isn't the lesson?" she asked.

Everyone looked at her.

"What if it tells instructors what must be covered locally and how to identify when a traveler needs another region's guidance? House training already works like that for advanced specializations. We don't teach every branch. We teach foundations and referral."

Ruan looked at her.

She shrugged. "Sometimes Houses are useful."

They built a new handout.

Not a survival manual.

A map of where survival manuals differed.

It listed shared categories, then told users to consult regional guidance for implementation.

The workshop's hardest argument came from a parent representative who disliked the idea of teaching children that regional guidance might contradict what they already knew.

"They need confidence," she said. "Not thirty warnings that another valley does things differently."

Perran surprised Ruan by agreeing.

"Confidence matters," he said. "So does knowing the boundary of it. My recruits are most dangerous when competence in one task convinces them they are competent in the next."

Ysolde added a line to the draft:

Know what you were trained to do. Know when you are outside it.

The parent read it.

"That I can teach."

The city receiver representative wanted one more addition.

"Put expected unfamiliarity. Kids think not knowing means failure. Adults too."

So the handout gained a line:

A competent beginner from one region may be untrained in another region's ordinary hazards. Treat unfamiliarity as a training gap, not evidence of incompetence.

Ruan read it twice.

That sentence would have saved him considerable embarrassment in River March.

He approved.

The handout was shorter than any manual.

It did less.

That was why it worked.

It did not pretend to replace local preparation.

It told travelers where shared assumptions ended.

The gate clerk printed fifty copies.

Twenty were gone by evening.

One traveler asked whether the Tower would standardize it.

Neris said, "Maybe."

Ruan added, "And if they do, somebody should review it when the seventh region arrives."

The traveler looked confused.

Neris smiled.

"He means yes, but not forever."

A child's death had become three paragraphs generations later.

Most readers would never know the name.

The protection still remained.

Forgetting a person and preserving a lesson were not the same thing, though Ruan suspected institutions could confuse them.

He copied the name into his private book.

Not because every traveler needed it.

Because he did.

* * *

The workshop tested the new handout on six teenagers waiting at Harthmere's west gate.

Ruan asked each what they thought the page meant.

One said, "Don't assume my training works everywhere."

Another said, "Ask for the local book."

A third said, "The Tower doesn't know everything."

The House instructor winced.

Ruan asked, "Does the handout say that?"

The teenager shrugged. "Kind of."

They revised the wording.

The second test produced a different misunderstanding: two readers thought regional guidance overrode emergency instructions automatically.

Another revision.

By sunset the page had changed six times.

Neris kept every version.

"Why?" a clerk asked.

"Because tomorrow someone will insist the final wording was obvious."

Ruan looked at the stack of discarded versions.

She was right.


Chapter 17

Guild City

Harthmere Guild Board Notice

Level is evidence of progression, not a substitute for certification. Applicants for expedition work must meet role requirements regardless of combat level. A Level 40 cook remains a poor bridge inspector unless separately qualified.

Harthmere had too many roads to deserve one map.

Ruan reached that conclusion before they crossed the second district.

The official city map showed seven major avenues, twelve secondary routes, three guild roads, two river quays, and a ring road around the old wall.

The actual city contained alleys used exclusively by porters, roof walks licensed to messengers, underground freight passages, market lanes that existed only before noon, shrine routes closed on festival days, and at least one stairway the map insisted was a street.

"You look happy," Ysolde said.

"I'm overwhelmed."

"Same face."

Perran had booked expedition lodging at the White Nail, an inn that advertised reinforced floors for armored guests and charged extra for stable space capable of containing bonded monsters.

Maelin approved the rate only after learning breakfast was included.

The innkeeper asked for the party's classes at registration.

Ruan stiffened.

"Required?"

"Only functional category. We place volatile crafting classes away from dry storage and heavy armor above reinforced joists."

Maelin said, "Write 'commercial.'"

"That's not a structural category."

"It is emotionally."

The innkeeper did not laugh.

Ruan liked her.

Their rooms overlooked the west market.

At dawn the next morning, Harthmere explained itself through noise.

Auction bells.

Wagon horns.

Training-yard calls.

Street vendors.

Guild runners.

A man on the corner shouting prices for troll sinew by length.

Ruan followed Maelin into the monster market because she claimed no serious route survey could ignore what routes carried.

The market occupied three covered streets divided by hazard class.

Green awnings: food-safe and ordinary crafting materials.

Yellow: irritants, low toxins, unstable glands.

Red: licensed handling only.

The first stall sold cured hornrabbit leather beside starter-hare meat.

The second sold glassback beetle shell ground into abrasive powder.

A third displayed preserved river-serpent organs in blue jars.

Ruan stopped at a butcher hanging cuts from something called a hill tusker.

"People eat dungeon monsters?"

The butcher looked offended. "People eat pigs. Have you met pigs?"

Maelin bought a strip of smoked tusker and handed it to him.

Ruan chewed.

"Tastes like beef."

"Everything expensive tastes like beef after enough salt."

At the end of the street, a salvage auction began.

Three adventuring parties sold claims from managed dungeons rather than individual loot.

A guild appraiser called quantities.

Twenty-three red crystal clusters, Grade C.

Six crawler carapaces, intact.

One verified core fragment, non-regenerative.

Buyers represented smiths, alchemists, builders, House workshops, and two municipal offices.

Ruan said, "City buys monster parts?"

Maelin pointed at the municipal bidder. "Waterworks. Crystal pressure valves."

A woman beside them overheard.

"And street lamps. Red crystal holds heat."

She wore the public badge of a Level 24 [Lampwright].

Ruan had never considered that monster drops might determine municipal utility budgets.

He wrote it down.

Maelin looked at the notebook. "You're going to need another book."

"I have three."

"Another life, then."

The Adventurers' Guild occupied an entire block around an old fortress courtyard.

Ruan expected trophies.

There were trophies.

He did not expect the insurance desk.

Three clerks sat beneath signs reading:

Equipment Loss

Disability / Dependent Support

Contract Liability

A young delver argued about whether a cracked shield counted as ordinary wear.

Across the hall, another line formed beneath:

Missing Party Claims

Ruan slowed.

A clerk was explaining to an elderly man that the guild would fund three more days of search before reclassifying his daughter's team.

The old man nodded without looking convinced.

Harthmere's fantasy of adventuring had paperwork underneath it.

That made it more real.

Perran introduced the expedition to Guild Survey Master Aves Pell.

Aves was Level 34 [Route Marshal], one of the people coordinating Harthmere's reconciliation response.

She spread a city map over a table.

White marks covered it.

"Legacy nodes active here, here, and here. Two managed-dungeon approaches. One old receiver lane. Four district boundaries. We're also getting route claims from buildings that no longer exist."

Ruan pointed. "This alley?"

"Used to be a canal."

"And now?"

"Bakery row."

Maelin said, "Good bakery?"

Aves stared.

"Relevant to route function," Maelin said.

"Excellent bakery."

"Thank you."

The Guild's main concern was not monsters.

It was contracts.

A registered road status affected whether licensed parties could be dispatched, whether insurers covered travel, and whether city guards could legally require a route closure.

One old node had changed a district route from PUBLIC ACCESS to LICENSED INDUSTRIAL TRANSIT for nine minutes.

"What happened?" Ruan asked.

"Forty-two residents received trespass warnings while walking home."

"Any penalties?"

"We suspended enforcement immediately."

Again, people had acted before the larger system resolved.

Ruan increasingly saw civilization as layers of emergency brakes.

After the briefing, Aves took them through the guild hall.

Job boards filled one wall.

Not quests.

Contracts.

Bridge inspection escort — Level recommendation 12+ — surveyor required.

Marsh crawler relocation — capture preferred.

Dungeon floor mapping — cartographer / trap specialist.

Missing apprentice — urban search.

Receiver reinforcement — three-day rotation.

Monster nest cull — agricultural boundary; local handler mandatory.

Ruan smiled at the last one.

"Someone learned about farm slimes."

Aves said, "After a guild team killed thirty-two managed mudlings outside South Fen and bought the village a new fertilizer contract."

Ysolde looked sympathetic. "Expensive lesson."

"That is why it's now a line on the board."

There it was again.

Failure becoming procedure.

They spent the afternoon at a class-training cooperative near the guild district.

Unlike Class-Houses, the cooperative sold short courses to anyone who could pay.

A Level 28 [Cook] taught recovery meals to inn staff.

A Level 19 [Mason] ran structural-sense drills for apprentices.

A Level 31 [Ratcatcher] lectured municipal workers on plague vermin.

Ruan watched the Ratcatcher demonstrate a skill that made every hidden rat in a practice wall scratch simultaneously.

He looked at Ysolde.

"Level 31."

"Do not duel him in a cellar."

"I wasn't planning to."

"That's why you're improving."

The city's class economy made levels visible without making them simple.

High levels meant experience and developed abilities.

They did not answer the question experience doing what?

The guild district had its own morning rhythm, and Ruan made Perran let him spend one full day following it before they touched another legacy node.

"We are not tourists," Perran said.

"Route load changed twice yesterday because of shift bells. If I don't know what the shifts are, I'm surveying decorative stone."

Perran considered that for three seconds.

"Fine. One day. If you buy a souvenir, I leave you here."

Maelin immediately bought a folded city price sheet and called it professional equipment.

They started before dawn at the east freight gate.

Night wagons were still arriving from the farms while daytime carts queued to leave for the river. Gate clerks did not merely count wheels. They checked cargo declarations, animal condition, axle width, route licenses, and whether anything in a wagon could react badly to the city's warded paving.

One cart carried six crates of dormant sparkmoths.

The clerk made it wait under a stone awning until a licensed handler arrived.

"Why?" Ruan asked.

"Heat wards wake them," the clerk said. "Then they eat canvas."

The driver said, "And hair."

"Once."

"Once was enough."

Ruan added ward-sensitive live cargo to his notes.

At the next gate, a Level 23 [Gate Assessor] rejected a heavily reinforced wagon that looked safer than anything else in line.

"Too heavy?" Ruan asked.

"Not for the road. For South Arch. Repairs last month reduced the verified load until the mortar settles."

The driver groaned. "Detour adds an hour."

"Better than adding your wagon to the arch."

No combat. No dungeon. One professional class keeping masonry from becoming a funeral.

At breakfast they ate in a workers' canteen near the south wall. Prices were posted beside nutritional tags supplied by a Level 26 [Provision Cook].

Porter breakfast — high endurance recovery.

Delver breakfast — salt / protein / anti-nausea.

Clerk breakfast — ordinary food, despite persistent rumors.

Ruan ordered the clerk breakfast.

Maelin looked at him. "Coward."

The cook overheard. "You want the delver meal, I can make it."

"What's the difference?"

"Two eggs and regret."

Ysolde laughed into her tea.

They followed a municipal repair crew after breakfast. The crew's highest-level member was a Level 27 [Street Mason] named Jolla Prent, who could detect hollow sections beneath paving by tapping the surface once with a short iron rod.

The lowest-level member was a Level 6 apprentice who carried chalk and did most of the digging.

"Does your skill tell you where it will collapse?" Ruan asked Jolla.

"It tells me where the stone isn't carrying what it should. Collapse is a different question."

Ruan stared at her.

Jolla raised an eyebrow. "You all right?"

"Everyone in this city keeps answering me like my class is following me around hiring tutors."

"Sounds expensive."

By noon, his notebook held the names of thirty-one professions that materially changed route function without being considered route professions at all.

[Lampwright] crews determined whether night travel remained safe.

[Waste Runner] schedules determined whether alleys stayed passable.

[Bellkeeper] signals controlled drawbridge cycles.

[Market Steward] authority could close a road for crowd pressure even when the paving remained perfect.

A Level 14 [Stable Hand] explained that the western coach lane was avoided after sunset because one public light reflected from a brass sign at horse-eye height.

"Why hasn't someone moved the sign?" Ruan asked.

"Merchant owns the wall."

"Why hasn't the city ordered him?"

"Merchant's brother sits on the district council."

There it was.

Politics, in one badly placed piece of brass.

Neris recorded the issue with brutal satisfaction.

"Do not write that exactly," Ruan said.

"Why?"

"Because I don't want to be summoned by a councilman."

"Then stop identifying reportable facts."

They passed a public advancement board outside a civic hall. It did not list people's levels. It listed available courses and the professions the city currently lacked.

Two licensed `[Water Inspectors]` needed. Training subsidy available.

Receiver assistants — night differential.

Apprentice bridge crew — House or guild credential accepted.

Ruan stopped.

"The city subsidizes classes?"

A clerk at the desk said, "Training. We cannot choose someone's class. We can make useful practice easier to afford."

"Does it work?"

"Sometimes. People still become what they become."

That sentence belonged in every class manual he had ever read.

In the afternoon, Perran took them to a party-registration hall.

Teams formed and dissolved there all day.

Not all parties were five people.

Not all were combat groups.

A four-person ruin survey registered a [Cartographer], [Stone Listener], [Ward Clerk], and [Escort Spear].

A seven-person marsh team included two boat specialists because their contract required divided craft.

A three-person courier group had no dedicated healer but carried a guild-approved emergency kit and operated entirely inside city-supported routes.

The registrar asked each team the same questions.

Purpose.

Expected route.

Known hazards.

Return window.

Emergency contact.

What support they expected someone else to provide.

That last line impressed Ruan.

"Most people forget it," the registrar said. "They list what they're bringing. Not what they're assuming."

Ruan wrote it down.

Perran saw.

"Keep that one."

Toward evening they watched a low-level adventuring party come back from a sewer-clearing contract.

They were filthy, tired, and furious because their bounty had been reduced after they killed several harmless drainage crawlers along with the actual bite-rats.

"They were monsters," one of the young men protested.

The contract clerk pointed to the job sheet.

"Target species listed. Protected drainage species listed. You signed both."

"They attacked us."

"Did they damage you?"

Silence.

"Did you step on their nesting shelf?"

More silence.

The clerk adjusted the payment.

Ruan remembered the blue slimes.

Civilization had apparently spent generations teaching adventurers that experience was not permission.

It still had to keep teaching them.

At sunset they returned to the registry tower, where the whole city became lines again.

But after the day below, Ruan could no longer see the lines as empty geometry.

He saw the canteen cook timing recovery meals to labor shifts.

Jolla tapping stone.

A gate assessor redirecting an overloaded wagon.

A registrar asking people to name the support they assumed would exist.

A badly placed brass sign changing horse traffic because a councilman's brother owned a wall.

The city did not sit on its roads.

The city happened through them.

Harthmere changed again after dark.

Ruan had assumed a city simply became quieter.

Instead, different professions took possession of it.

Day freight thinned. Night couriers appeared. Street-cleaning crews rolled carts from district sheds. Lampwrights checked public crystals. Guild patrols changed shift. Bakers started the work that would feed everyone else at dawn.

A Level 22 [Night Porter] explained that half the city's deliveries happened after markets closed because daytime congestion made heavy movement too slow.

"Your route map says South Market closes at eighth bell," Ruan said.

"To customers."

"But freight enters?"

"Service gate."

Ruan opened the public map.

No service gate.

The porter pointed to a wall that looked solid.

At ninth bell, two panels folded inward.

A freight lane appeared.

"Why hide it?"

"Because if shoppers know, they use it. Then wagons can't."

A route could be intentionally absent from a public map because visibility would destroy its function.

Ruan disliked that on principle.

Then watched three flour wagons pass through in six minutes and disliked his principle instead.

Neris joined him with a cup of something bitter.

"You found another true road that shouldn't be on every map?"

"I hate this city."

"You look delighted."

The night porter also showed them an alley reserved for corpse wagons between midnight and second bell.

Ruan stopped smiling.

"Hospital route?"

"Hospitals, homes, guild claims. Keeps them out of morning crowds."

Death had logistics too.

At the next intersection, a Level 18 [Quiet Watch] prevented a drunk adventurer from entering a sleeping district by doing almost nothing visible. One hand on the man's shoulder. A few words. The adventurer's posture changed.

Skill use, probably.

Professional restraint, definitely.

The city was full of classes whose highest expression was preventing anyone from noticing a problem had almost occurred.

Ruan understood why adventure stories missed them.

He began to understand why civilization couldn't.

Before they left the guild district, Maelin insisted on showing Ruan the contract floor.

"You keep looking at adventurers as if the guild is a place where people acquire monsters," she said. "It is a place where people acquire obligations."

The floor occupied an old exchange hall with three walls covered in slate. Contracts were sorted first by purpose, not threat.

Escort.

Recovery.

Survey.

Containment.

Harvest.

Receiver Support.

Civil Works.

Only after that came level ranges, certification requirements, estimated duration, pay, insurance terms, and known hazards.

A Level 28 [Spear Marshal] was being rejected from a river escort because his guild record lacked water certification.

"I'm Level twenty-eight," he told the dispatcher.

"The river remains wet," she said.

At the next desk, a Level 19 [Marsh Runner] accepted the contract.

Ruan stared after her.

"You expected the higher number to win," Maelin said.

"I expected it to matter more."

"It matters. It just doesn't answer the whole question."

A civil-works board fascinated him even more.

One posting requested two Level 12+ combat-capable workers, one licensed [Stone Brace], and a person with any verified ability capable of locating voids beneath pavement.

Another requested no combat classes at all because the work involved removing a monster nest beneath an unstable archive floor and the contractor did not want anyone tempted to use impact skills.

A third offered excellent pay to a Level 21 [Ratcatcher].

Ruan read the amount twice.

"That's more than the survey stipend."

"Glass mites," the dispatcher said. "He has [Vermin Boundary]. They eat insulation around route crystals. Last year one district hired two adventurers instead."

"What happened?"

"They killed the mites. Also broke fourteen route relays."

"And the Ratcatcher?"

"Kills the mites. Leaves the walls. Specialization is cheaper than enthusiasm."

The guild also maintained a failure board.

Not heroic deaths.

Administrative failures.

A quarry escort that arrived on time with the wrong cart clearance.

A recovery team whose healing contract did not include poison treatment.

A monster relocation completed safely but deposited the animals inside another municipality's grazing lease.

Perran stood in front of that one for a long moment.

"Good guild," he said.

"Because they make mistakes?" Ruan asked.

"Because they know mistakes become training only after someone writes them where the next idiot can see them."

Neris looked pleased enough to be dangerous.

The contract floor fed an entire layer of city life Ruan had never considered. Inns advertised secure equipment rooms because parties often arrived between contracts. Laundries charged more for dungeon contamination. Cobbler shops sold replacement soles by terrain category. A public bath posted separate cleaning fees for ordinary mud, alchemical residue, and "anything that moves after removal."

At a corner kitchen, a Level 18 [Stew Cook] served discounted meals to licensed search parties because the guild reimbursed recovery food under municipal contract.

"Why does the city pay?" Ruan asked.

The cook looked at him as if roads had finally made him stupid.

"Because hungry rescuers rescue worse."

That answer belonged in no route manual and every one of them.

Later, Ruan followed a municipal porter route beneath three market blocks. The passage was too low for wagons and absent from ordinary city maps. Hundreds of workers used it to move food, laundry, refuse, and small freight without crossing the pedestrian streets above.

A Level 26 [Underway Keeper] maintained it.

"If this closes?" Ruan asked.

"Market still opens," the Keeper said. "For about four hours. Then everything expensive starts arriving late."

"Why isn't it on the public map?"

"Because tourists don't need to know where fish guts move."

Ruan ran Measure Grade through the tunnel and found something his old understanding of roads would never have counted: the route's operational load was higher than one of Harthmere's celebrated avenues.

No carts.

No banners.

No heroic importance.

Just thousands of small deliveries keeping the visible city from smelling like the invisible one beneath it.

When they emerged behind the market, Ruan looked at the grand avenues differently.

The city had too many roads for one map because it had too many purposes for one map.

At sunset, Ruan and Neris climbed a registry tower overlooking Harthmere.

From above, the city looked almost map-like.

Roads formed lines.

Districts formed shapes.

Movement became patterns.

Ruan understood why planners loved this view.

Details disappeared beautifully.

"I could survey this for ten years," he said.

Neris leaned on the rail. "And the city would change while you did."

"Encouraging."

A white pulse traveled through three streets below.

Legacy reconciliation.

People barely noticed.

A route board changed.

A clerk corrected it.

A shopkeeper dragged a sign aside.

Life continued.

The pressure behind Ruan's eyes grew.

Not from the node.

From his class.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 17.]

[Measure Grade IV improved.]

[Measure Grade may now estimate operational load across verified route infrastructure, not terrain alone.]

Ruan looked down at Harthmere.

For the first time, a road appeared to him not merely as stone and slope but as bridges, gates, staffing, queues, freight, and points where too many people could turn a usable path into an unusable one.

He had wanted a broader class.

Now he suspected broader mostly meant more ways to be wrong.


Chapter 18

What a Level Costs

Apprentice Lending Disclosure, Plain-Language Summary

Training may increase earning potential. It may also create debt before earnings exist. Equipment loans remain loans if your class changes. Ask what happens if the path you planned is no longer the path you want.

Ysolde took Ruan shopping for advancement.

He did not know that was what they were doing until she stopped in front of a training hall with prices posted outside.

Focused Sense Development — six sessions — 9 silver.

Movement Under Load — four sessions — 7 silver.

System Notification Discipline — advanced — 12 silver.

Ruan stared.

"Twelve?"

"Good instructor."

"For six hours?"

"Eight."

"That's almost a month's apprentice wage."

"Yes."

"People pay this?"

"Yes."

She took him inside.

The lobby contained students from every obvious class family. A smith practiced breathing exercises beside a courier. Two young adventurers argued over whether a movement clinic was worth the fee. A middle-aged woman in merchant clothes filled out a loan form.

Ruan said, "Loan?"

Ysolde nodded. "Training credit."

"For skills?"

"For better odds of developing them well. The System rewards meaningful practice. Good instruction makes meaningful practice safer and faster."

"House members don't pay this."

"House members pay differently."

Service years.

Obligations.

Reputation.

Connections.

He knew the list now.

Ysolde paid for one hour of route-observation coaching with an instructor she knew.

Ruan objected.

"I'm not taking your money."

"House field budget."

"I'm not taking House money."

"Then spend the hour arguing in the street. We've already paid."

The instructor was Level 29 [Watch Officer] and spent fifty-seven minutes teaching Ruan how badly professionals looked when they were trying to notice everything.

"You scan," she said. "Scanning feels thorough. It isn't. Pick questions."

"What questions?"

"Depends what you're protecting."

She placed him on a balcony overlooking a freight square.

"Find hazards."

Ruan looked.

Loose cargo strap.

Wet paving.

Crowded turn.

Horse spooked by chimney noise.

He named eight.

The instructor said, "Fine. Now find things that will delay a medical wagon."

Different hazards appeared.

Street vendor blocking curb.

Guild queue extending into crossing.

Narrow arch.

Guard inspection point.

"Now find things that increase fire spread."

Again, different city.

Same view.

The lesson irritated him profoundly.

Ysolde was delighted.

"Worth nine silver?"

"I hate you."

"House-sponsored professional development."

That afternoon Maelin showed him the other side of progression cost.

Harthmere's guild licensing office maintained recommended equipment schedules by class and contract category.

A novice road escort could work with twenty silver of gear.

A licensed dungeon defender might carry two years of labor value on their body.

Repair costs mattered.

Potion costs mattered.

Training access mattered.

Controlled dungeon floors mattered.

"This is why people join Houses," Maelin said.

"I know."

"Do you? You keep treating patronage like a moral category. It's also financing."

Ruan frowned.

"Financing can be coercive."

"Of course. So can hunger."

She opened a ledger showing House Merrow's public scholarship terms.

"A poor student gets four years of training worth more than their household earns in six. In exchange, three service years and repayment if they quit early. You can argue terms. You cannot argue the offer is meaningless."

Ruan thought of Mara Kern.

House saved us. House keeps every favor written down.

Both true.

Harthmere made the scale visible.

Class-House recruiters occupied polished offices near the training district.

Families scheduled consultations.

Some wanted combat careers.

Others wanted healing, logistics, crafting, administration.

House Rellin specialized in civic and record classes. House Vaun sponsored high-level artificers. Merrow maintained expedition and protective tracks.

Not one monolithic House system.

Competing institutions with different reputations.

Ruan asked Ysolde which House was best.

She said, "Merrow."

"Objectively?"

"Obviously."

He laughed.

Then she added, "For me."

That answer mattered more.

A letter from home reached Ruan on the third day in Harthmere.

His mother had forwarded it without comment.

The handwriting belonged to the carter injured during Ruan's apprenticeship survey.

Ruan recognized it before reading the name at the bottom.

For several minutes he left the envelope closed.

Then opened it in the White Nail's back room while everyone else was out.

The carter had heard through Millcross gossip that Ruan was working the Beginner Road resurvey.

The note was short.

Your mother says you're checking roads that don't agree with maps. Sounds familiar.

Ruan winced.

The next line hurt more.

I hope you're not still trying to measure fog.

Years ago, after the accident, Ruan had visited the man twice. The second visit had been worse because the review had cleared him. Every measurement correct. Every required field complete. No professional violation.

Ruan had wanted forgiveness for a failure the formal system said was not his.

The carter had refused to provide either blame or absolution.

Road met standard. Turn still stayed wet. Both were true. Stop asking me which one should win.

Ruan had spent years answering that by becoming more precise.

Now, in Harthmere, he finally understood what the man had been telling him.

The letter ended:

My leg still aches in rain. I still use surveyed roads. Don't make either fact into a lesson bigger than it is. Do better work.

Ruan sat with the page until Ysolde found him.

She read his face, not the letter.

"Bad news?"

"Old news."

He told her enough.

She did not say it wasn't his fault.

He appreciated that.

Instead she asked, "What would you change now?"

"I'd interview local carriers before certifying recurring weather conditions. I'd mark the road conditional during morning fog until I had enough seasonal observations. I'd separate structural rating from operating condition."

"So your answer is more work."

"Apparently."

"Sounds like you."

Ruan folded the letter carefully and put it inside his personal notebook.

Not as punishment.

Not as inspiration.

As source context.

At the city class registry, Ruan saw how social expectations formed around progression.

Employers requested minimum levels for some work.

Guilds required demonstrated competencies for others.

A Level 25 [Bridgekeeper] could qualify to manage a major crossing without possessing a single combat skill.

A Level 30 fighter could not.

"People still judge by level," Neris said.

"Why?"

"Because numbers are fast."

"And wrong."

"Sometimes. Also useful. A Level 30 [Bridgekeeper] has probably seen more bridges than a Level 8 one."

"Probably."

"You dislike probably because it doesn't fit on a stone."

"It fits. I just don't like engraving it."

The price of advancement followed them beyond the training hall.

Ysolde brought Ruan to House Merrow's Harthmere branch that afternoon, partly because she wanted him to stop treating House sponsorship as an abstract argument and partly, he suspected, because she enjoyed forcing him into buildings with polished floors.

The branch occupied three connected townhouses rather than a fortress.

The front room looked like a school office.

Families waited with folders.

A boy of perhaps fourteen sat beside his mother rehearsing an interview answer under his breath.

Across the hall, a young woman in work boots stared at a board listing scholarship tracks.

Expedition Support.

Protective Combat.

Field Logistics.

Medical Auxiliary.

Survey / Cartographic.

Ruan pointed at the last one.

"You recruit surveyors?"

Ysolde said, "Of course. We prefer not to walk into holes."

A House counselor recognized her and waved them over.

Ysolde introduced Ruan as a road surveyor working the reconciliation review.

The counselor's expression sharpened immediately.

"We have seventeen sponsored students whose placement travel is delayed by route uncertainty. If you want records—"

Maelin, who had somehow materialized beside them, said, "We always want records."

The counselor gave her a wary look.

They were shown the scholarship ledger.

House Merrow did not simply pay tuition.

It paid equipment deposits, room costs, licensing fees, clinic visits, and controlled-practice access.

In exchange, sponsored students owed a defined period of service after qualification.

Some contracts were generous.

Some were not.

One older agreement charged repayment interest that made Ruan wince.

Ysolde pointed to the date.

"They stopped using that version six years ago."

"Because it was bad?"

"Because too many graduates spent their first service year paying interest instead of building savings. It hurt retention."

"Moral reform by spreadsheet."

"Most reform is less cinematic than people hope."

A House legal clerk heard them.

"We also thought it was predatory."

Ysolde nodded. "That too."

Ruan liked that answer better.

A smaller set of older agreements appeared only as index entries. Their labels were dry—lineage placement, inherited advancement, restricted foundation review—and each pointed to a House annex rather than public contract terms.

Ruan tapped one entry. "Why sealed?"

Ysolde read the heading and shook her head. "Different branch. Different law. I have never signed one."

Neris leaned over his shoulder. "Missing context is not proof of wrongdoing."

"No." Ruan copied the source path into his notes. "It is still missing context."

He left it there. He had authority to review a road network, not to open House lineage archives because an index made him curious.

In the clinic wing, a Level 20 [Rehabilitation Trainer] worked with an apprentice whose right shoulder had been damaged during shield drills.

The apprentice's class wanted repetition.

His tendon did not.

So the trainer had designed meaningful practice that progressed stance control without loading the injured joint.

"The System rewards use," Ruan said.

"The body charges interest," the trainer replied.

Another sentence for the notebook.

They passed a dining hall where sponsored students ate the same meal regardless of family income.

Ysolde slowed.

"This was the first room I trusted," she said.

Ruan looked at her.

She rarely volunteered childhood memories.

"Why this one?"

"Nobody asked whether I could pay before handing me a plate."

The answer settled heavily.

Ruan had grown up counting money, but there had always been food.

He had not considered how institutional loyalty could begin with soup.

On the second floor, the House maintained advancement records.

Not secret System formulas.

Observations.

People with related classes recorded what kinds of practice had preceded skill changes, what injuries were common, what equipment reduced risk, which instructors had good outcomes, which dungeon floors provided useful but survivable pressure.

Ruan understood immediately why families wanted access.

A person could spend years discovering all of this alone.

Or enter a place where hundreds of predecessors had left notes.

"That's the real product," he said.

Ysolde nodded.

"People think Houses sell classes. The good ones sell accumulated mistakes."

"And the bad ones?"

"Access to accumulated mistakes at a price designed to make sure you never stop paying."

There it was again.

Institution, not moral category.

That evening, the expedition visited a cooperative lender that financed independent advancement.

The waiting room was less polished than House Merrow's.

The rates were posted publicly.

A Level 11 [Courier] was borrowing for endurance coaching and better boots.

A Level 16 [Potter] wanted a kiln-safety course after developing a heat-related skill she did not fully trust.

A young [Spear Initiate] had been denied credit because his requested dungeon training was too dangerous for his current insurance classification.

He was furious.

The loan officer remained patient.

"We aren't saying you cannot go. We are saying we will not finance you going."

"Same thing if you're poor."

Nobody had a good answer to that.

Ruan watched Ysolde.

She watched the young man.

Neither defended the system.

Neither pretended the lender had invented the underlying problem.

Opportunity had costs.

Those costs became power wherever someone could pay them for you.

Later, Maelin took Ruan through the city's employment registry.

She had been right about financing.

Entry-level wages clustered brutally around credentials.

A warehouse laborer might make enough to live.

A licensed [Loadmaster] could make three times as much while doing work that looked, from the street, almost identical.

The difference was not muscle.

It was responsibility.

A Loadmaster's mistakes could destroy cargo, injure workers, or collapse a floor.

The license told employers that someone else had tested the person's competence.

"Certification is another map," Ruan said.

Maelin frowned at him.

"Please do not turn wages into philosophy."

"It describes a person without containing the whole person."

"Too late. You've done it."

The scholarship interview hall made the economics less theoretical.

House Merrow allowed Ruan to observe three interviews on the condition he recorded no names.

The first applicant wanted a combat track.

He was sixteen, Level 6, broad-shouldered, and visibly rehearsed. His father worked a tannery. His mother repaired harness. They could afford basic equipment but not the controlled monster-yard fees required for safe progression beyond the city's public beginner range.

The House examiner did not ask whether he was brave.

She asked what happened when his shield arm failed.

He gave the textbook answer.

"And after that?"

He hesitated.

"Retreat?"

"How?"

His second answer was worse.

The examiner marked something.

Ruan expected rejection.

Instead she offered him a preparatory scholarship with no dungeon access for six months.

Outside, the boy looked devastated.

His father looked relieved.

"He didn't get in," Ruan said quietly.

Ysolde shook her head. "He got in slower."

The second applicant was Level 9 [Kitchen Hand] and wanted House logistics training.

Her family owned a roadside inn. She had already developed an ability that improved inventory rotation and wanted to become a [Provisioner].

Ruan asked afterward why a Class-House cared.

The examiner said, "Because every expedition that forgets food eventually becomes a rescue contract."

The applicant received a partial scholarship funded by three guilds that preferred not to retrieve starving professionals from well-mapped dungeons.

The third applicant was refused.

Not for talent.

For debt.

An older sponsorship lien from another institution made a new contract legally dangerous.

The young woman stood very still while the counselor explained alternatives: municipal training, a cooperative loan, delayed application after arbitration.

"Can the House buy out the lien?" Ruan asked when she had gone.

"Yes," the counselor said.

"Why not?"

"Because then we own more of her future than we think is healthy."

Ysolde gave Ruan a pointed look.

He understood.

Institutional restraint was also infrastructure. It had to be designed, funded, and taught.

Nothing guaranteed it would survive every administrator.

The independent advancement cooperative across town offered a different model.

Members paid monthly dues into a shared training fund. The cooperative rented practice rooms, hired instructors in bulk, maintained communal equipment, and negotiated insurance as a group.

It was cheaper than House sponsorship for people with stable incomes.

It was worse for anyone who needed housing, food, or full-time instruction.

A Level 15 [Joiner] showed Ruan the communal gear room.

"House people think we're stubborn," she said.

Ysolde replied, "Independent people think we're owned."

"Are you?"

"Contractually, for another eighteen months."

The Joiner grinned. "Honest answer."

They compared costs.

House training included expensive supervised pressure sessions the cooperative could not afford.

The cooperative allowed members to choose any instructor and leave without service debt.

Neither model won.

Both existed because different people needed different ways to buy time, expertise, and risk.

Ruan found that irritatingly consistent with the rest of the trip.

At an equipment rental yard, a clerk demonstrated another invisible progression barrier.

A basic reinforced survey harness cost two weeks of Ruan's current stipend.

A top-grade self-balancing harness cost four months.

The difference mattered on dangerous slopes.

"So wealth buys safety," he said.

The clerk shrugged. "Wealth buys better boots too."

"That's not reassuring."

"It wasn't meant to be. We subsidize rentals for licensed municipal work. Guild contracts often include equipment allowances. Houses issue gear. Cooperatives share it. People built institutions because individually buying everything is stupid."

Maelin, who had joined them halfway through, pointed at the clerk.

"I like him."

"I sell things," the clerk said.

"Exactly."

Ruan rented the expensive harness for one afternoon simply to feel the difference.

On the training wall, the harness corrected load before he consciously shifted his hips.

It was not magic enough to climb for him.

It made a competent person less likely to fail from fatigue.

That distinction followed him all day.

Good equipment.

Good instruction.

Good records.

Good institutions.

None replaced competence.

All changed how expensive competence was to acquire.

At dinner, the expedition sat beside a municipal baker named Pavel Dell, Level 33 [Breadmaster], whose ovens supplied three receiver stations and two hospital kitchens.

Ruan asked the question he had been avoiding all day.

"Do people ever resent that you're Level 33 and not an adventurer?"

Pavel stared at him.

"I own four ovens."

"That wasn't—"

"My rolls restore more endurance than your road rations, my fermentation skill keeps winter grain usable, and if I stop working for two days three thousand people eat worse. Why would I fight anything?"

"Some people treat level like strength."

"Some people are seventeen."

Ysolde choked on her drink.

Pavel pointed a knife at Ruan's plate.

"Level is evidence you have done something enough for the System to notice. If someone doesn't ask what that something was, that's their mistake."

Ruan wrote that down too.

Pavel looked offended.

"You're putting me in a report?"

"Possibly a handbook."

"Spell my name right."

He did.

That evening, the expedition attended a guild-sponsored dinner for regional survey teams.

Ruan found himself seated beside a Level 42 [Master Baker] named Del Faren.

Ruan asked what Level 42 changed in baking.

Del spoke for twenty minutes.

Fermentation control.

Nutrient retention.

Batch consistency.

Recovery-enhancing meals.

Waste reduction.

Oven heat memory.

"Can you fight?" Ruan asked finally.

Del looked offended.

"I own knives."

"Sorry."

"My apprentice is Level 12 and could probably throw me through a wall. But I feed three thousand people a day. Which contest are we having?"

Ruan laughed so hard Maelin looked over from another table.

Later, Perran said, "You needed that."

"The baker?"

"Harthmere."

"Why?"

"You work on roads. Roads exist because places are worth reaching."

Ruan looked around the crowded hall.

Guild officers.

Cooks.

Surveyors.

House adepts.

Carters.

Healers.

People whose classes would never fit into an adventuring party and whose absence could stop a city anyway.

The Beginner Road did not connect dungeons.

It connected lives built around them.


Chapter 19

Professional Adventurers

The monster alarm sounded during breakfast.

Perran put down his cup.

Ysolde was already standing.

Three short bells.

One long.

Harthmere district code for mobile hostile threat, low-to-moderate classification, civilian area.

Ruan reached for his survey bag.

Perran said, "Leave it."

"We're responding?"

"We're observing unless requested. Kern?"

Ysolde had gone still, listening to bell direction.

"South market. Guild jurisdiction."

They moved.

The south market looked nothing like a heroic battlefield.

It looked like interrupted commerce.

Stalls half-closed.

Carts abandoned in designated pull zones.

Civilians moving behind yellow line markers deployed by city watch.

A professional guild team arrived from the east at a run.

Five people.

Ruan noticed the number before he could stop himself.

Shield specialist.

Two mobile fighters.

A ranged caster.

A control/support class.

Standardized calls.

No speeches.

A juvenile stone boar had broken from a transport cage and was charging anything that moved.

Level 18.

Heavy enough to kill a person by accident.

The guild team formed in less than five seconds.

"Wall!"

Shield forward.

"Left clear!"

Mobile fighter redirected civilians.

"Leg mark!"

Ranged attack struck low.

The boar stumbled.

Support class threw a binding field across the cobbles.

The second fighter looped a restraint chain around the rear legs.

The shield specialist took one impact hard enough to slide six feet.

Nobody improvised a miracle.

Nobody discovered a new class.

The team executed practiced work.

The boar was contained alive in four minutes.

A market clerk resumed shouting prices before the guild medic finished checking the shield specialist.

Ruan stared.

Ysolde said, "Disappointed?"

"No."

"You expected chaos."

"Maybe."

"Professional response is supposed to look boring."

The guild team leader heard her.

"Thank you."

He was Level 27 [Civic Hunt Captain] and clearly took boring as praise.

Ruan introduced himself.

"Why capture instead of kill?"

"Transport company owns it."

Maelin, who had arrived somehow despite nobody inviting her, nodded. "Three hundred silver breeding value."

Ruan looked at her.

"How do you know that?"

"I asked someone useful."

The boar incident produced only two injuries.

One bruised guild defender.

One merchant who cut his hand closing a stall.

Ruan expected everyone to treat it as a success.

They did.

Then the guild held a review anyway.

Transport cage latch failure.

Market alarm response time.

Civilian lane compliance.

Team call clarity.

One support field had nearly blocked an evacuation path.

The team leader documented it.

"You won," Ruan said.

"We completed the contract."

"Same thing."

The captain shook his head. "No. Winning makes people stupid. Completing work means we still review the parts that nearly failed."

Perran looked smug.

Ruan refused to give him the satisfaction.

That afternoon, Aves Pell asked the expedition to help inspect the boar transport route.

The cage had traveled through an old industrial street whose legacy classification briefly changed during reconciliation.

The transport company's driver followed current route instructions.

A city watch closure diverted him.

The alternate route included a slope the cage latch had not been rated for.

Nothing supernatural.

Reconciliation caused a closure.

Closure caused a detour.

Detour caused mechanical stress.

Mechanical failure released monster.

Ruan wrote the causal chain.

Maelin read it.

"Good. Now add economic chain."

"Why?"

"Because the world doesn't stop at the tusks."

She dictated while he wrote.

Transport delay.

Market closure.

Three spoiled fish stalls.

Two delayed herb deliveries.

Guard overtime.

Guild capture fee.

Cage repair.

Insurance claim.

Lost sales.

"One four-minute monster event," she said, "and perhaps ninety households see money move."

"That's absurd."

"That's an economy."

Ruan looked at the street differently.

The System pressure arrived while he inspected the alternate slope.

He had been using Measure Grade not merely on surface safety but on the chain of operational loads around it.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 18.]

[Shared Bearings II improved.]

[Shared Bearings may now include designated operational nodes within surveyed work zone.]

Ruan tested it.

For the first time, he could hold the positions of the team, the cage route, closure point, alternate turn, and market containment line as one working arrangement.

Not a combat map.

A coordination map.

He smiled.

Perran said, "Useful?"

"Very."

"Then don't become the person who thinks usefulness means universal."

Ruan sighed. "Do you practice these?"

"Captain class."

"Really?"

"No."

Ysolde laughed from across the street.

The stone boar incident began with a paperwork error and ended with twenty-seven professionals doing exactly what they had trained to do.

Ruan only learned the first part afterward.

At the time, he was standing beside Perran outside the west guild hall when a horn sounded twice, paused, then sounded once.

People moved before Ruan understood why.

Street vendors pulled awnings in.

A cart driver backed into an alley.

Two guild runners sprinted in opposite directions.

Perran's hand went to his weapon.

"Containment call," he said.

"What kind?"

"Two-one means escaped contract creature, heavy."

Ysolde was already tightening the strap on her shield.

Maelin stepped behind a stone pillar without being told.

Professionalism, Ruan realized, sometimes looked like knowing when not to participate.

The stone boar came around the corner thirty seconds later.

It was the size of a draft horse and built like someone had attempted to teach a boulder anger.

Grey plates covered its shoulders.

Its tusks sparked when they scraped paving.

Behind it ran three handlers shouting contradictory things.

A guild response team entered the street from the east.

They did not charge.

The team leader raised one hand.

"Lane three. Civilian clear. Anchor left."

The words meant nothing to Ruan.

They meant everything to the team.

Two shield-bearers separated without looking at one another.

A net specialist crossed behind them.

A [Ground Binder] struck the road with a short staff and changed the boar's traction just enough that its next turn carried it wide.

The whole response was built around small predictable actions.

No one tried to be clever.

Ruan had seen clever people die.

The boar hit the first shield.

The bearer gave ground three steps exactly.

The second struck its flank—not to injure it, but to change its angle.

The animal entered the containment lane.

The net dropped.

The binder locked its rear feet.

A handler finally reached the head and drove a calming spike into a socket beneath one stone ear.

Silence came so suddenly Ruan heard a dropped apple roll across the street.

The response leader checked her people before the creature.

"Injuries."

One bruised shoulder.

One cut palm.

No civilians.

The entire event had lasted less than four minutes.

Ruan's heart still believed it was happening.

Perran exhaled.

"Textbook."

"You mean that positively."

"Of course. Textbooks are written because improvisation is expensive."

The investigation found the boar's transport cage behind a warehouse.

One latch had failed.

A second had been present but left unfastened because the route was classified as low grade and the handler expected smooth paving.

The wagon had been diverted around a legacy-node closure and sent down a steeper street.

The cage shifted.

The first latch broke.

The unused second latch became an accusation.

Ruan crouched beside the cage.

"Was the handler negligent?"

A guild assessor said, "Yes. Also the transport standard is weak."

Perran nodded.

That answer mattered.

Personal responsibility did not end system review.

System weakness did not erase personal responsibility.

The guild interviewed everyone involved.

The handler cried when she learned the bruised shield-bearer was going to recover.

She had worked live-cargo routes for eleven years without a serious incident.

"I always fasten both outside the city," she said. "Inside, the second hook rattles against the frame. Animals hate it."

"So you leave it open?" the assessor asked.

"On smooth streets. Yes. Everyone does."

"Everyone?"

The assessor's pen stopped.

That one word changed the investigation.

By evening, guild runners had checked twenty-three comparable cages.

Seventeen used the same practice.

The written standard required one verified latch for low-grade city routes.

The actual profession had adapted around animal behavior and road quality.

The adaptation worked until the route changed unexpectedly.

Ruan felt his class pressing toward some better way to preserve the conditions that made a record true.

Standard assumption: low-grade city route produces minimal cage shift.

Local practice: second latch left open to reduce animal agitation.

New condition: legacy detour introduces grade incompatible with practice.

Nobody in the chain had been irrational.

The boar had still escaped.

The revised standard discussion took three hours.

Ruan expected the guild to require both latches at all times.

The handlers objected.

"Then we increase animal panic and transport injuries," one said.

A veterinarian agreed.

So the final proposal was more annoying.

For verified smooth routes, one primary latch plus a secured non-rattling restraint.

For routes above a defined grade, two load-bearing closures.

For any detour not present in the original transport plan, handlers had to reassess the cage before movement resumed.

Perran approved immediately.

"More complicated," Ruan said.

"More accurate."

"You like complicated standards now?"

"I like standards written for the problem."

The bruised shield-bearer, a woman named Sen Arlo, joined them while her shoulder was being wrapped.

"We will simplify it in training," she said.

Ruan looked at her.

"How?"

"If the road changes, check the cage."

He laughed.

There was the relationship between professional complexity and field simplicity.

A standard could contain pages.

A practitioner might carry one sentence.

The danger came when people forgot the sentence depended on the pages.

The next morning, Perran arranged a response drill for Ruan.

"Why me?"

"Because you froze for three seconds yesterday."

"I was not assigned to containment."

"Correct. Your job was to move to the safe side of the street and tell us whether the alternate lane remained open. You did the first eventually and forgot the second."

Ruan disliked drills that began with accurate criticism.

The guild team simulated three incidents.

A loose beast.

A wagon fire.

A collapsed awning with trapped civilians.

Ruan did not fight in any of them.

He checked route continuity.

Marked closures.

Tracked team positions with Shared Bearings.

Identified where evacuation traffic would conflict with incoming responders.

By the third drill, Perran stopped correcting him.

That felt better than a level.

Afterward Sen Arlo said, "Most support specialists make the same mistake when they start around combat teams."

"Which?"

"They think if they're not hitting the problem, they're not part of solving it."

Ruan looked at the chalked street map.

"I have never wanted to hit the problem."

"Then you're ahead."

The guild made Ruan observe two more contracts after the stone boar because Perran wanted him to see professional standards under different pressures.

The first was a missing-child search.

No monster.

No dramatic terrain.

A nine-year-old had failed to return from an errand across three urban districts.

The guild search lead divided the city into information zones rather than streets.

Where the child had definitely been seen.

Where someone matching the description might have been seen.

Where transit could have carried him without witnesses.

"Why not search outward from the last point?" Ruan asked.

"Because children use destinations, not geometry. School, sweet shop, cousin, dog, home."

They found him asleep in the loft above his uncle's workshop after a family misunderstanding.

The search standard had still mattered.

The second contract involved relocating a nest of roof drakes from a warehouse district.

Killing them would have been easier.

The city prohibited it because roof drakes ate glass moths that damaged public lamps.

A specialist team used bait, nets, and a temporary nesting frame to move them beyond the river.

One juvenile escaped.

The team's response plan included that possibility.

No panic.

No improvised fireball.

Ruan watched the creature glide across a crowded street while three handlers calmly redirected it with mirrored paddles.

"Why mirrors?" he asked.

"Territorial display," the handler said. "They avoid their own reflection when stressed."

"That seems like knowledge somebody learned painfully."

"Two eyebrows and a warehouse roof."

Ruan wrote it down.

Professional standards were stored pain made reusable.

That did not make them sacred.

It made forgetting why they existed expensive.

The next morning Perran took them to the guild's after-action room.

Ruan expected senior adventurers and dramatic maps.

He found six folding tables and a wall covered in colored string.

The stone-boar team sat with the market watch, two shopkeepers, a street cleaner, the animal's owner, and a municipal structural clerk.

The boar itself was not invited.

The guild reviewer began with a rule Ruan liked immediately.

"We are not here to decide whether the response looked professional. We are here to identify what must be true for the same response to work next time."

The shield specialist described the containment line.

The watch officer confirmed civilian clearance.

A shopkeeper interrupted.

"Your yellow marker blocked my rear door."

The specialist frowned. "That door was outside hazard radius."

"It is also where my sister sleeps above the shop."

Silence.

The reviewer added a note.

Civilian clearance markers must preserve occupied-building egress where known.

No one accused the shopkeeper of interfering with experts.

No one accused the experts of incompetence.

The response had worked.

It could still improve.

The street cleaner spoke next.

His class was Level 14 [Sweep Keeper].

He had noticed grit from the broken cage latch thirty minutes before the alarm but assumed it was construction debris.

"Would you recognize it now?" the reviewer asked.

"Yes."

"Could all Sweep Keepers?"

"No. Why would they?"

Another note.

Not train all street cleaners in monster-cage metallurgy.

Instead:

Animal freight operators must report restraint damage to district maintenance channel.

The information belonged with the people who could act on it.

Ruan liked that even more.

After the meeting, Perran made the expedition run one of the guild's standard civilian-area drills.

Ruan complained until the drill began.

Then he stopped.

A bell sounded.

Perran assigned roles without discussion.

Ysolde took moving threat.

Tovan took casualties.

Ruan took route clearance.

Neris established accountability.

Maelin was responsible for civilian movement because she could project crowd pressure better than anyone else present.

The simulated monster was a padded frame pushed unpredictably by four laughing apprentices.

Ruan's first route marker sent civilians toward a narrow lane.

Maelin shouted, "No."

"It's the shortest exit."

"It feeds into fish market at second bell. Thirty carts."

Ruan changed it.

His new route was physically longer and operationally faster.

Measure Grade IV confirmed the difference only after Maelin identified the load condition.

The drill ended in nine minutes.

Perran gave them a failing score.

"Nobody died," Ruan said.

"Standard is six minutes."

"This isn't a real attack."

"Correct. Real attacks add confusion."

They ran it again.

Seven minutes.

Again.

Five forty-eight.

Ruan understood why professionals repeated boring work.

Improvisation was expensive when it consumed the first three minutes of an emergency.

The fourth drill changed one assumption.

The designated exit alley was blocked.

The team still finished in six twenty because everyone understood the roles well enough to adapt without renegotiating responsibility.

Perran nodded.

"That is what standards are for. Not so you never think. So you don't waste thought on the parts already solved."

Ruan wrote that down.

Then he added beneath it:

Provided the parts are actually the same.

Perran read over his shoulder.

"You really are becoming annoying."

"Professional development."

The drill also showed him something else about combat classes.

Ysolde's [Pathbound Guardian] abilities were impressive, but she spent most of the exercise not attacking.

She controlled angles.

Protected movement lanes.

Used presence to keep the mock threat from pursuing civilians.

Her class was combat-oriented.

Her professional value was partly the fights she prevented from becoming fights in crowded places.

That was harder to put on a level sheet.

The guild recorded it anyway.

The guild posted the stone-boar incident publicly two days later.

Not every detail.

Enough.

Cause: containment failure during unplanned grade increase.

Contributing practice: secondary restraint routinely unsecured on verified smooth routes.

Response: professional containment successful; two minor injuries.

Revision: detour requires cargo-restraint reassessment.

Below it, someone had written in chalk:

THE BOAR IS FINE. STOP ASKING.

Ruan smiled.

Civilization learned in reports.

It also learned in jokes.

The guild team returned the stone boar to its owner before sunset.

Its cage now had two latches.

The revised transport standard would require three on routes exceeding a certain grade.

Ruan approved.

Some standardization deserved applause.

Caravan Mutual Assurance, Standard Exclusions:

Coverage does not extend to losses caused by undeclared dungeon migration, deliberate route violation, civil war, divine intervention, or cargo that was alive when the policyholder claimed it was not.


Chapter 20

The Price of Failure

Maelin took Ruan to the freight exchange at fourth bell because she was tired of him thinking consequences ended when people survived.

The exchange occupied a long stone hall where contracts were bought, sold, reassigned, insured, and cursed.

Boards listed commodity prices by district.

Grain.

Salt.

Crystal.

Lamp oil.

Medicinal herbs.

Ore.

Monster leather.

Cart hire.

Guard rates.

Ruan understood perhaps half of it.

Maelin pointed at a line of numbers.

"Cinderwake red crystal."

Price had risen seventeen percent since they closed Furnace Mouth's first floors.

"They reopened."

"After two days. Smelters had already drawn reserves. Harthmere buyers started bidding against River March valve-makers."

She moved down the board.

"Lampwright contracts up. Public bath heat allotments reduced. Two glasshouses delayed expansion."

"From two days?"

"Systems are connected. That is what everyone wants until they discover connection transmits shortages too."

Ruan thought of legacy routes moving imps.

Different network.

Same principle.

At another board, Grain Country wheat remained slightly elevated after the West Mill disappearance.

"They recovered the grain."

"Yes. But three merchants delayed purchases because they didn't trust delivery time. Farmers held stock expecting higher prices. Higher expectations created higher prices."

"So nothing actually happened."

Maelin looked offended.

"Belief happened. Belief has excellent purchasing power."

She introduced him to an insurance underwriter named Pell Garren, Level 22 [Risk Assessor].

Pell's office contained maps covered with colored pins.

Ruan approved immediately.

"Route risk?"

"Claims."

Pell pointed at Grain Country.

"Missing caravan events historically low. One anomaly doesn't change premium. Three in a quarter might."

"Why three?"

"Because one is event, two is bad luck, three is a conversation with actuarial tables."

"That's arbitrary."

"All thresholds are arbitrary until enough history makes them tradition."

Ruan wrote that down.

Pell noticed. "Don't quote me in public."

"Too late," Neris said from the doorway.

The Risk Assessor explained how insurers used route classifications.

A road marked open did not mean cheap.

Premiums also considered:

- historical incident rate;

- season;

- cargo;

- guard level;

- receiver reliability;

- dungeon proximity;

- political stability;

- whether local authorities honored closures.

"Local authority?" Ruan asked.

"If a village ignores every regional closure, we price that. If a region closes roads every time someone hears thunder, we price that too."

"So you maintain your own route model."

"Everyone maintains their own route model. Yours just gets engraved more often."

That stung.

It was also true.

The reconciliation event had started exposing all these overlapping models at once.

Tower map.

Local map.

Guild risk map.

Insurance map.

House training map.

Legacy function map.

None existed for the same purpose.

Problems began when people treated them as interchangeable.

Maelin's lesson continued at the labor hall.

Cinderwake's two-day dungeon slowdown had reduced demand for long-haul ore carts.

Six Harthmere teamsters had lost scheduled runs.

One had taken a river contract instead.

That pushed another driver out.

The displaced driver was now taking short freight at lower rates.

"You can follow consequences forever," Ruan said.

"Correct."

"Then how do you decide where to stop?"

Maelin smiled.

"Now you're asking the right question."

"Which is?"

"What decision are you trying to make?"

The Watch Officer's lesson returned.

Pick questions.

Observation without purpose became an infinite list.

The same was true of records.

At midday, news arrived from River March.

Receiver Twelve had processed another synchronized arrival.

Fourteen people.

Their new capacity rule activated overflow before the thirteenth crossed.

No crisis.

Hessa Dorn sent a one-line message:

TELL YOUR SURVEYOR HIS COMPLICATED SIGN WORKED.

Ruan smiled for an embarrassing amount of time.

Neris noticed.

"Careful. Success is how procedures become arrogant."

He looked at her.

"Do you ever allow joy?"

"In appendices."

Maelin made them spend the next morning watching prices move.

Ruan protested that they had a reconciliation crisis.

"This is the reconciliation crisis," she said.

They stood on the upper gallery of Harthmere's freight exchange while clerks changed chalk numbers on boards below.

Grain.

Ore.

Medicinal moss.

Dungeon crystal.

Salt.

Animal feed.

Lamp oil.

Nothing had failed catastrophically.

That was the point.

A route delay of six hours here and twelve there had accumulated into uncertainty.

Uncertainty had a price.

"See South Fen barley?" Maelin asked.

Ruan found the line.

Up four percent.

"Why?"

"Two carriers delayed departures because their insurance riders don't cover legacy-status conflicts without local confirmation."

"The road is open."

"Probably."

He gave her a look.

She smiled. "You hate that word too."

At another board, red crystal had jumped eleven percent.

Cinderwake freight.

One managed dungeon remained accessible, but the shortest ore route crossed a node in active review.

The alternative path added a day and required different guards.

"Eleven percent for one day?"

"One day plus guard premium, wagon wear, missed furnace schedule, and buyers who think next week might be worse. Markets price fear faster than facts."

"Can your class tell you that?"

"My class can tell me expected supply pressure. Fear is free."

They went downstairs.

The exchange floor was not elegant.

People shouted.

Clerks carried slips between desks.

A Level 21 [Contract Broker] used a skill to compare six freight agreements at once, then still asked an assistant to verify the dates manually.

Ruan appreciated her immediately.

A mill representative was buying grain at a loss because three receiver houses had increased bread orders.

A healer cooperative was paying extra for North Stave moss after River March arrivals depleted local stocks.

The events of the past weeks had become other people's budgets.

At noon Maelin took him to a warehouse district where the effects were less abstract.

A smithy had cut one shift because its crystal shipment had not arrived.

Six apprentices were sent home early.

The owner was furious but not at the road survey.

"I just need to know whether to buy substitute fuel," she said. "Bad news I can price. Maybe is expensive."

Ruan wrote that down.

At a medicinal warehouse, the manager had the opposite problem.

She had overordered after Receiver Twelve's surge.

Now two crates of fresh marshleaf would spoil unless another clinic bought them.

Maelin arranged a transfer before Ruan understood what she was doing.

"Commission?" he asked afterward.

"No. Favor."

"Different currency."

"Good. You're learning commerce."

The city council held an emergency logistics hearing that afternoon.

Ruan expected officials and guild masters.

The room also included a baker, a school steward, two stable owners, a funeral supplier, an innkeeper association, and a woman from the laundries.

The laundry representative explained that receiver overflow had doubled linen demand and that soap deliveries were late.

No one laughed.

Ruan had never considered clean sheets part of route resilience.

Tovan had.

"Infection control," he said quietly.

The council's question was simple:

How much uncertainty could Harthmere absorb before ordinary services began failing?

Every profession had a different answer.

The school steward could tolerate three more days of higher food prices before cutting meat from meals.

The hospitals had five days of one reagent and twenty of another.

The city stables had enough feed for two weeks if grain remained available, eight days if not.

Funeral supplies were fine, which nobody found comforting.

The meeting produced no heroic decision.

It produced priorities.

Medicine before luxury freight.

Food before speculative cargo.

Receiver supplies before export contracts.

Essential repairs exempt from certain detour fees.

Maelin approved of the list but objected to one phrase.

"'Luxury freight' is too vague."

A councilor sighed. "Everyone knows what it means."

"Then define it."

"Do we need to?"

"If you want insurers and carriers to act on it, yes."

Ruan watched the argument with growing amusement.

Civilization's survival apparently depended on people willing to be irritating about nouns.

Neris looked pleased.

The council eventually defined categories.

Of course it did.

On the way out, Perran said, "You see why route status matters now?"

"I thought I did."

"You understood travelers."

Ruan looked back at the hearing room.

"Now I understand everyone waiting for what travelers carry."

That night Maelin showed him a simplified chain in her ledger.

Legacy review delays Cinderwake ore route.

Transport cost rises.

Crystal price rises.

Municipal lamp repairs deferred.

Night market closes one street earlier.

Three vendors lose evening sales.

"How far do you track it?" Ruan asked.

"Until it stops being useful."

"How do you know when that is?"

"Experience. And eventually the cost of tracking exceeds the value of knowing."

He stared at her ledger.

That was record compression again.

Not laziness.

Resource allocation.

Every system chose what to notice because noticing everything was impossible.

"You're doing the face," Maelin said.

"What face?"

"The one where commerce becomes philosophy."

"Everything keeps doing that."

"Terrible profession you've chosen."

The freight exchange began calming before the reconciliation crisis itself did.

That taught Ruan something else about markets.

Prices did not require problems to vanish.

They required uncertainty to become bounded.

When the Tower announced that major routes would publish hourly review windows instead of unpredictable status changes, guard premiums dropped slightly even though several conflicts remained unresolved.

A crystal merchant told Maelin, "I can plan around six hours. I can't plan around maybe any minute."

That sentence spread through the expedition.

Perran used it for watch rotations.

Tovan used it for medical staffing.

Neris used it to argue for scheduled source updates.

Ruan used it to understand that reliability did not mean permanence.

It meant knowing when the next decision would occur.

The city council created temporary relief for workers whose shifts had been cut by route disruption.

Not charity exactly.

Employers could claim partial wage support if they retained apprentices instead of dismissing them during short supply interruptions.

Ruan asked why the city paid private workshops.

Maelin answered, "Because losing trained workers makes recovery slower after freight returns."

"So they're insuring labor capacity."

"Look at you."

The policy was controversial.

Some businesses claimed it rewarded poor reserves.

Others said only large firms could survive without help.

The council limited it to two weeks and required payroll records.

Temporary authority.

Defined scope.

A problem solved without pretending the solution should become permanent law.

Ruan noticed that pattern more often now.

Good institutions were full of expiration dates people rarely celebrated.

The Tower summons arrived before midnight.

Not an order for the expedition alone.

A regional request went to survey teams, receiver specialists, guild registrars, House representatives, local road authorities, and infrastructure engineers.

Bring source records.

Do not submit summaries without source access.

Neris read the second line twice.

Then once more for pleasure.

"I may love whoever wrote this."

"Professionally?" Ruan asked.

"Do not cheapen what we have."

Maelin checked the reimbursement schedule.

"Travel covered. Lodging partially covered. Meals capped. I dislike them already."

Perran folded the notice.

"We leave at dawn."

Ruan looked across Harthmere from the inn window.

A few street lamps on the western approach remained dark because replacement crystal had not arrived.

Below them, workers still moved freight by lantern.

The city was not collapsing.

It was compensating.

People did that long before systems admitted anything had gone wrong.

Maelin's price board became real that afternoon when they visited the Southbank clinic.

The clinic had not run out of medicine.

It had run out of the cheap medicine.

A pharmacist showed them two bottles.

"Same purpose," she said. "Different route."

The ordinary fever reducer used a stabilizing salt shipped from River March. A route delay had pushed the next delivery back five days.

The substitute came from a House alchemical lab and cost four times as much.

"Patients pay?" Ruan asked.

"Some. Municipal fund covers qualifying households. Clinic absorbs part. We delay nonurgent use where medically safe."

Tovan's mouth tightened.

"Meaning people feel worse longer because a freight route changed."

"Meaning we preserve stock for people who need it more."

No one liked the sentence.

It remained true.

At the public bath, reduced heat allotments had created separate washing schedules for industrial workers because certain dungeon residues could not safely be carried home.

A bath attendant explained that the city had diverted crystal heat to hospitals first.

"People are angry?" Ruan asked.

"People are always angry about bath schedules. They are less angry than if the hospital is cold."

At a glassworks, three apprentices had been sent home because the furnace could not maintain the temperature required for their current work.

One complained that the interruption would slow his progression.

His supervisor said, "Then level slower. We are not wasting crystal so you can impress your cousin."

Progression depended on infrastructure too.

Not merely effort.

The freight exchange's numbers were translating all of this into prices, but prices hid the exact pain just as route maps hid exact conditions.

Ruan finally saw why Maelin treated them as signals rather than truth.

A seventeen-percent increase in red crystal did not say:

three apprentices lose wages.

one clinic buys expensive substitutes.

one bath changes schedule.

It said only that many people were competing harder for less supply.

Useful.

Incomplete.

At Caravan Mutual Assurance, they met the people whose business was pricing incomplete knowledge on purpose.

The chief underwriter, Level 29 [Risk Assessor], had route maps on three walls and casualty tables on the fourth.

"Insurance is a bet against surprise," she said. "Surveyors make surprise cheaper."

Ruan decided he liked her immediately.

Then she showed him the premium increase for legacy-conflict routes.

"That's enormous."

"So is not knowing whether a wagon arrives."

"Some routes are only administratively conflicted. Physical passage is fine."

"Then give me a reliable field that distinguishes those."

Ruan stopped.

That was the whole problem.

Insurers did not care about philosophical completeness.

They needed distinctions that predicted loss.

The underwriter pointed to one line.

A route marked conditional had experienced zero physical failures but three destination-capacity rejections.

The insurer had raised its freight premium because all failures appeared under one route status.

"If receiver availability were separate," Ruan said, "you could price physical freight normally and passenger transfer differently."

"Yes."

"Why hasn't anyone?"

"Because most of the time conditional is enough. And every new field costs us systems, training, audits, disputes, fraud checks, appeals." She smiled without humor. "Congratulations. You have rediscovered administration."

Ruan thought of Neris compressing ninety-seven pages into twenty-four entries.

Complexity had a price.

So did simplicity.

The difficult work was paying the correct one.

That evening Maelin made him calculate the cost of a single route closure from source to household.

He hated arithmetic more with every column.

Lost cart days.

Driver wages.

Storage fees.

Spoilage.

Insurance surcharge.

Substitute sourcing.

Retail adjustment.

Municipal relief.

Secondary labor loss.

"Enough," he said after an hour.

"No. You wanted to know what roads are."

"I know."

"You know slopes. Keep going."

By the end, the original two-day closure had produced costs in six districts and three regions.

No apocalypse.

No famine.

Just thousands of small decisions becoming slightly worse.

Ruan looked at the total.

"Most people affected never know why."

"Correct."

"Does that bother you?"

Maelin considered.

"It bothers me when nobody who does know is responsible for learning from it."

That answer followed Ruan all the way to the First Tower.

The Harthmere section ended with a public guild meeting about reconciliation impacts.

Merchants wanted route certainty.

Local district officials wanted their restrictions preserved.

Guilds wanted consistent licensing categories.

House representatives wanted class credentials recognized across regions.

Medics wanted condition translations to retain source context.

Surveyors wanted enough fields to tell the truth.

Everyone wanted simpler interfaces for everybody else.

Ruan sat in the back and listened.

A senior infrastructure administrator from the First Tower spoke through relay.

The relay identified her as Director Alis Ren, senior administrator for interregional passage.

Director Ren said, "A representation that preserves every detail is not a representation. It is another world."

The room quieted.

"Our task," she continued, "is not to place every local fact on every public board. It is to preserve enough distinction that users know when the board is insufficient."

Ruan leaned forward.

That was the most intelligent defense of centralization he had heard.

He agreed with it.

Which meant the next part mattered more.

Director Ren announced that the First Tower had completed initial comparison of the 438 conflicts.

One hundred eighty-seven could be reconciled automatically.

Ninety-four required local confirmation.

One hundred fifty-seven involved active cross-regional dependencies.

Those would be reviewed at the Tower.

Every expedition team was ordered to bring source records.

Not summaries only.

Neris smiled.

"Someone up there has sense."

Maelin said, "Can sense authorize travel reimbursements?"

Perran stood.

"We leave tomorrow."

Ruan looked once more at the exchange boards.

The numbers had changed since morning.

Road problems became prices.

Prices became choices.

Choices became consequences for people who would never know the name of the route node that started them.

He finally understood why Maelin kept asking what things cost.

Money was one of civilization's ways of recording pain at a distance.

Imperfectly.

But not meaninglessly.


Chapter 21

The Tower's Records

First Tower Records Standard, Preface

Translation exists so that one region may act on information from another. A translated category is not the source record. Where consequence is high or local contradiction exists, retrieve the underlying context.

The First Tower did not look like the center of the world from a distance.

It looked like weather.

The road crossed two days of increasingly dense settlement before the structure itself became visible through haze: a pale vertical mass beyond low hills, broad enough at the base that Ruan initially mistook it for a ridge.

Harthmere had towers.

The First Tower had neighborhoods leaning against it.

Warehouses.

Training courts.

Receiver halls.

Archive annexes.

Hostels.

Markets serving people who had traveled from regions Ruan had only seen as colored blocks on a map.

The Beginner Road widened to eight lanes near the outer receiving district.

Separate markings directed:

- ordinary freight;

- tutorial arrivals;

- medical transfer;

- licensed dungeon cargo;

- livestock;

- House delegations;

- public travelers;

- restricted System materials.

Ruan's new operational Measure Grade became nearly unusable from sheer density.

Too many loads.

Too many dependencies.

He shut it off.

Perran noticed.

"Overloaded?"

"The road is doing too much."

"That's why they built more road."

It was an obvious answer.

It was also the First Tower's central achievement in miniature.

Scale created complexity.

Infrastructure answered with more infrastructure.

The expedition reported to the Office of Interregional Passage, located not inside the Tower itself but in a six-story archive building attached to its eastern base.

Director Alis Ren met them in a room containing twelve regional maps and no decorations.

She was Level 41, class display private.

Ruan recognized her voice from the Harthmere relay.

"Captain Holt. Registrar Loom. Adept Kern. Factor Drover. Medic Sill. Surveyor Tessel."

She knew all their names without notes.

Ruan was impressed despite himself.

Ren pointed to a long table.

"Source records. Not summaries first."

Neris visibly relaxed.

They unloaded three travel cases of paper, route slates, copied System panels, witness statements, local amendments, and material samples.

Ren looked at the stack.

"Good."

Maelin said, "Would you like our expense ledger too?"

"No."

"I knew this place had flaws."

Ren almost smiled.

Before the formal review began, Ren required the expedition to spend a morning in the public-facing parts of the Tower complex.

"Why?" Ruan asked.

"Because everyone who arrives here for a crisis assumes the crisis is the building's primary function."

She gestured through an upper window.

Below them, the eastern court was filling with ordinary traffic.

"It isn't."

The first stop was a receiver scheduling office.

Not the gates themselves.

The scheduling office.

Thirty clerks coordinated arrivals that were already predictable: House apprentices returning from controlled training zones, licensed parties exiting managed dungeons, medical transfers, school groups, freight requiring System-compatible inspection, and ordinary tutorial completions whose zones had stable timing windows.

One entire wall showed expected arrival bands.

Green meant capacity available.

Amber meant high load.

Red meant discretionary transfers should wait.

Ruan pointed at a red block.

"Why not close the receiver?"

The supervisor, a Level 26 [Arrival Coordinator], said, "Because three people are already committed to it and one is a child. Capacity pressure changes what we accept next. It does not erase people already moving."

Tovan nodded approvingly.

At another desk, a clerk was rerouting a House training cohort because two recovery beds had become unavailable after an unrelated medical emergency.

"Could they still arrive here?" Ruan asked.

"Yes."

"Then why move them?"

"Because 'possible' and 'responsible' are different fields."

Ruan wrote that down.

Ren glanced at his notebook.

"You are going to leave here with tendon damage."

"Medic present."

Tovan said, "I refuse prophylactic treatment for writing too much."

The next floor handled identity and records.

Ruan expected stern registrars.

He found a waiting room full of irritated travelers.

A miner needed a regional name spelling corrected before his pay authorization would clear.

A married couple from River March were trying to convince a clerk that both of their village surnames were valid because one belonged to flood-season registration and the other to dry-season tax rolls.

A woman from High Country had no birth date in the Tower's preferred numerical format.

"I was born between third thaw and goat descent," she said.

The clerk did not laugh.

"Which valley?"

"Upper Bred."

"Good. We can map the local calendar from that year's pass record."

Ruan watched.

The Tower did not demand that she become someone else before recognizing her.

It translated.

The process took twenty-three minutes.

That was the miracle and the annoyance together.

At the class registry, public displays showed only what people had authorized for professional use.

House credentials.

Guild licenses.

Medical restrictions.

Contract qualifications.

Raw abilities were not automatically public.

"People at home talk like the Tower knows everyone's full status," Ruan said.

Ren replied, "People at home talk like the Tower has time."

Neris smiled.

"Can I quote that?"

"No."

They crossed into the archive intake hall next.

Records entered by the cartload.

Actual carts.

Local councils sent paper.

Guilds sent sealed slates.

House branches sent standardized packets.

Small villages sometimes sent one tired clerk carrying a box tied with rope.

Everything received an origin stamp before translation.

Ruan liked that more than he expected.

"Why stamp before review?"

The intake chief said, "Because a wrong record from the right source and a copied wrong record are different problems."

"How often do you get copied errors?"

The chief laughed without humor.

"Every day."

She showed him one.

A regional route handbook listed Stonehollow Ford as safe for loaded wagons through late autumn.

Three later handbooks copied the line.

The original village note had said safe for loaded wagons through late autumn in years without early mountain rain.

The shortened version had become more authoritative by being repeated.

"Did anyone get hurt?" Ruan asked.

"Two broken axles. One injured driver. Then the village sent an amendment."

"And?"

"The current handbook is correct."

"What about the old copies?"

"Archived."

Ruan stared at the shelf reference.

Not destroyed.

Not hidden.

Still capable of mischief if someone used an old copy.

The Tower's problem was not merely preserving truth.

It was making sure the version people actually touched remained connected to the reason it had changed.

At midday they ate in a public canteen built beneath the archive annex.

Ruan expected expensive capital food.

He received stew, bread, and a stamped token showing the meal had been partially subsidized for registered field personnel.

Maelin examined the token.

"This is the first Tower policy I fully support."

A table of route clerks beside them were arguing about a village bridge.

Not philosophy.

Whether the bridge's winter load should be recorded as eight tons, seven, or local confirmation required because the repair crew had used timber from two different suppliers.

One clerk wanted seven because it was safe.

Another wanted local confirmation because seven would become permanent even after repairs improved.

Ruan listened until Ysolde kicked his boot.

"Eat."

"They're discussing the whole book."

"They think they're discussing wood."

"Exactly."

After lunch Ren took them to the interregional translation desks.

A [Terms Registrar] from Cinderwake was working with a High Country clerk to translate a phrase describing a seasonal cave route.

The direct wording meant roughly open after the mountain stops breathing.

The Cinderwake registrar looked dubious.

The High Country clerk explained that the phrase referred to warm vapor from a geothermal vent that disappeared only after snow pressure stabilized.

"So 'vent inactive'?" the registrar asked.

"No. The vent remains active. The visible plume changes because outside air changes."

"Then how do I write it?"

They argued for ten minutes and finally produced:

CONDITIONAL ACCESS — local atmospheric indicator required. Contact pass authority.

Ugly.

Useful.

Ruan loved it.

He also understood why a public traveler might hate it.

On the way back to Ren's office, they crossed a gallery lined with old maps.

The oldest showed perhaps a fifth of the roads on the modern network.

The second added regional routes.

The third replaced several local names with common designations.

By the newest, the continent looked coherent.

Ruan stood between them.

"The maps are getting better."

Ren said, "Yes."

"And less like the places."

"Also yes."

No defensiveness.

No revelation.

Just the cost of scale stated by someone who spent her life paying it.

That made Ruan trust her more than a perfect answer would have.

The central archive review began with a demonstration.

A Tower clerk brought in six copies of the same route event.

River March receiver report.

Guild incident report.

Local council notice.

Medical note.

Insurance claim.

Tower route summary.

All described one bridge closure.

Ruan read them.

The receiver report cared about whether arrivals could reach medical care.

The guild report cared about licensed passage and guard deployment.

The council notice cared about local closure authority.

The medical note cared about delayed patients.

The insurance claim cared about whether the closure counted as covered disruption.

The Tower summary said:

EAST RIVER BRIDGE — CLOSED — structural displacement following snowmelt. Alternate route active.

Short.

Useful.

Incomplete.

Ren asked, "Which is correct?"

Ruan had learned enough not to answer quickly.

"All of them within purpose."

"Good. Which one should appear on a public route board?"

"Tower summary."

"Why?"

"Because most travelers need closure and alternate route, not insurance interpretation."

"Which one should a receiving hospital see?"

"Medical delay and alternate ambulance route."

"Which should an investigator see after a death?"

Ruan looked at the stack.

"All source records."

Ren nodded.

"This building exists because civilization cannot carry every source record everywhere."

She took them downstairs.

The archive translation floor occupied a hall larger than Millcross's entire receiver district.

Clerks worked at long desks under suspended System panels. Documents arrived in dozens of regional formats.

Some used standardized script.

Some used symbols.

Some had local System fields the Tower had to translate into common categories.

Ruan saw High Country pass notes being converted into regional route status.

Cinderwake dungeon labor records becoming freight forecasts.

River March medical conditions being mapped to general treatment categories.

The work was astonishing.

One clerk called over a supervisor because a local term could mean either closed by water or closed until water recedes depending on village usage.

They did not guess.

They contacted the region.

Ruan stood watching.

"I thought this would be worse."

Neris looked at him. "You thought the Tower employs fools?"

"No."

"You did."

"Some."

"Every institution has a quota."

The translation floor preserved what it could because other regions needed shared language.

A route marked goat-season closed in White Fold could not remain a purely local phrase if a Harthmere merchant needed to understand it.

The Tower mapped it to:

TEMPORARY LOCAL CLOSURE — livestock migration.

Useful.

But Ruan now knew that the exact timing depended on local observation.

The shared category was a bridge between meanings.

Not the meaning itself.

Director Ren showed them the 438 reconciliation conflicts.

They occupied a wall.

White tiles.

Each represented a route state where modern and legacy infrastructure disagreed.

One hundred eighty-seven had already resolved after source comparison.

For example:

An old ore route became a managed dungeon freight route but preserved destination function.

Accepted.

A village moved its receiver building across the river but maintained identity, medical, and arrival functions.

Accepted after local verification.

A historic military road now ran through a school.

Retired.

The system was not trying to restore the past blindly.

It was checking continuity.

"Who designed it?" Ruan asked.

Ren said, "Unknown."

"The First Tower?"

"No."

The answer came without drama.

Ruan looked at her.

"How old?"

"Older than our earliest reliable road archive. The Tower inherited many nodes already functioning. We repaired, extended, standardized interfaces, and built modern routing on top."

"And nobody knows who made the original network?"

"People have theories. Theories are not infrastructure records."

Neris looked pleased.

Ruan said, "Why isn't that common knowledge?"

Ren frowned. "It is."

"Not where I grew up."

"Most people also don't know who designed their town sewer. They care that waste goes away."

Fair.

The Tower's age made the world feel suddenly deeper.

Not mysterious in a chosen-one sense.

Layered.

Civilization had inherited systems the way towns inherited walls.

Repairing them without understanding every original intention.

The next two days were consumed by review.

Ruan contributed field observations.

Neris defended source context with the intensity of a duelist.

Tovan argued that medical translations needed stronger local-variant flags.

Maelin demanded route status changes include expected freight impact when closures affected regional essentials.

Ysolde represented House credential compatibility.

Perran mostly asked who had stop authority when experts disagreed.

Nobody laughed at that question.

The most crowded archive floor did not contain old maps.

It contained people who were still alive.

The Active Passage Registry sat beside the eastern receiver complex because route records were legal documents as often as geographic ones. A tutorial arrival who stepped through a threshold might need a current destination, an identity record, a family contact, a House sponsorship note, a guild license, and a medical handoff before anyone could decide where they were supposed to sleep that night.

Ruan watched a clerk handle a case involving a woman from River March whose local name record used household-lineage notation instead of the Tower's standard family-name field.

The woman was not confused.

The system was.

Her receiver record displayed two possible surname mappings.

The clerk did not choose the more common one.

She opened the source file, called a River March registrar, confirmed the household structure, and added a translation note that preserved the local name exactly while supplying a compatible Tower index.

"How long did that take?" Ruan asked.

"Nine minutes."

"For one name."

"Yes."

"How many arrivals today?"

"Four hundred twelve so far."

Ruan looked down the hall.

Dozens of clerks.

Hundreds of records.

Translation at scale was labor.

The next case was faster.

A Cinderwake miner arrived with a recognized guild credential and an ordinary fracture. Tower systems read both cleanly. The whole administrative handoff took less than two minutes.

"That's what standardization buys," the clerk said before Ruan could ask.

She had apparently seen his face too.

"Most people are not the difficult case. We build for the common case so we have staff left when the uncommon one arrives."

That sentence was harder to argue with than any Tower doctrine.

At midday, Tovan took Ruan through the receiver medical translation hall.

Banks of interface crystals displayed foreign conditions in local treatment language.

A patient from Ash Hills showed a heat-exposure status whose original label translated poorly into ordinary fever categories. The Tower system preserved both the normalized medical meaning and the source phrase.

Tovan pointed at the display.

"That source line is why I like this place."

"You nearly killed a boy because translation lost local context."

"Yes. And I have saved people because translation gave me information I would otherwise need hours to learn. Both facts survive the same sentence."

A Tower medic joined them.

Her class was Level 31 [Transition Physician].

"Our goal isn't perfect translation," she said. "Perfect translation between unfamiliar systems may not exist. Goal is safe enough interpretation to know what must be checked next."

Ruan thought of Director Ren's public-board argument.

A good interface did not have to contain the world.

It had to tell users when they needed more of it.

The Active Passage Registry also handled disputes.

Ruan watched a freight company challenge a route penalty because a closure notice had posted three minutes after its convoy crossed the last legal checkpoint.

The Tower clerk did not decide from memory.

She opened the time-stamped route record, local authority notice, checkpoint log, and courier relay receipt.

The company won.

At the next desk, another company lost because its driver had ignored a clearly active livestock quarantine.

Same institution.

Different record.

No grand ideology required.

"People trust this because it settles things," Ruan said.

Neris nodded. "And because it can show what it settled from."

"When source survives."

"When source survives."

The qualifier mattered.

Later, Ruan visited the correction office.

Citizens could request record amendments.

Not easily.

But visibly.

A wall listed current appeals:

route origin mislabeled after municipal boundary change

guild credential linked to retired House chapter

receiver contact deceased

local bridge load updated but not propagated

settlement uses two seasonal names; winter index missing

The volume was enormous.

Ruan asked the supervisor whether she found it discouraging.

"People point out errors," he said. "Every day."

"That is why the office exists."

"Doesn't it mean the records fail?"

"It means the world continues after records are written."

She stamped an amendment.

"If nobody corrected us, I'd worry more."

Ruan added that to his field book later.

A living record system requires visible correction paths because reality continues after entry.

Confidence: extremely high.

Source: every road he had ever touched.

The archive employed more people than Ruan had imagined possible for a profession built around shelves.

Not all were high-level registrars.

Messengers moved source cases between floors. Copy clerks verified duplicates. Maintenance workers kept storage wards stable. Translators specialized in regional terminology. A Level 12 [Index Hand] could find a forty-year-old route amendment faster than Ruan could locate his own gloves.

"How?" he asked.

She tapped her temple. "Class helps. Also the archive is organized. People always prefer the magical answer."

The archive had disaster drills.

Fire.

Flood.

Ward failure.

Record contamination.

Evacuation priority did not begin with the oldest books.

It began with active identity, medical, and route records people currently depended on.

"You'd leave ancient maps?" Ruan asked.

The archive chief said, "Copies exist. A receiver waiting on today's transfer record does not care how sentimental I am about parchment."

Preservation itself required triage.

Ruan found that almost offensive.

Then understood it was why preservation worked.

During one drill, a clerk accidentally discovered a live problem: a duplicated Harthmere route amendment had been indexed under two slightly different district names. One version showed a bridge load correction; the other did not.

No current incident had occurred because local boards were right.

The Tower fixed the index before the copied version could escape into a new handbook.

No one celebrated.

Ruan did.

Quietly.

On the third evening, Ruan was alone in the route archive when his class pressure arrived.

He had spent hours linking current road observations to the specific conditions under which each observation had been made.

Not simply pass open.

Pass open at fifth bell.

Dry surface.

Local guide verification.

Before warm wind.

Not simply receiver compatible.

Compatible at current medical staffing.

Capacity declared.

Overflow active.

The System resolved.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 19.]

[New ability acquired: CONTEXT LEDGER I]

[Verified route observations may be retained with associated conditions, source, confidence, and observed consequence.]

[Context Ledger does not determine which conditions are relevant outside the observed case.]

Ruan read the limitation first.

That made him smile.

Neris found him several minutes later.

"Level?"

"Nineteen."

"Skill?"

He showed her.

She read it and looked offended.

"The System gave you my job."

"It says nothing about handwriting."

"Then you remain inferior."

Ruan added the first entry.

White Fold West Saddle — open under surveyed physical conditions; livestock movement unobserved until local guide correction.

He included Elar Bredan as source.

Context Ledger accepted it.

The memory settled differently than Route Memory.

Not as a perfect road image.

As an observation tied to the reasons it had been true.

Ruan felt something in him loosen.

Maybe the answer to his old accident was not perfect measurement.

Maybe it was refusing to let a measurement forget when it had been made.


Chapter 22

What Gets Shortened

Ruan discovered the First Tower's most dangerous machine was a one-page form.

It was called Regional Route Quick Reference.

Nothing about it looked dangerous.

The form had twelve fields.

Route name.

Current status.

Primary hazard.

Alternate route.

Local authority contact.

Receiver effect.

Freight effect.

Expected update.

Confidence.

Source office.

Emergency note.

Archive reference.

Ruan loved it.

That was the problem.

Director Ren gave each expedition team one full source case and told them to produce a quick reference suitable for public relay.

Ruan's team received the High Country bridge failure.

Ninety-seven pages became one.

They worked for three hours.

Tovan wanted the medical-route delay noted.

Maelin wanted freight disruption.

Ysolde wanted the temporary monster-watch change caused by diverted traffic.

Neris wanted the local guide's causal explanation preserved.

Perran wanted stop authority clear.

Ruan wanted the difference between pass condition and through-route condition explicit.

All of them were right.

The form remained one page.

"This is impossible," Ruan said.

Ren, observing from the end of the table, said, "Yet travelers require something by morning."

"Then give them three pages."

"At every roadstone?"

"No."

"Every relay?"

Ruan imagined hundreds of route notices arriving daily.

"No."

"Then choose."

He hated that word.

They produced:

NORTH PASS THROUGH-ROUTE — CONDITIONAL

Pass surface open. Downstream snowmelt crossing subject to local closure. Verify at White Fold before through travel. Freight above light-pack class use alternate ridge route until bridge repair. Local closure authority: White Fold Pass Keeper / seasonal guide delegate. Archive: HC-1187.

It was excellent.

It still omitted:

Elar's warm-wind reasoning.

The exact melt timing.

The goat migration complication.

The fact that Ruan himself had initially certified the pass too broadly.

"Put my error in archive reference," he said.

Neris already had.

"Why not quick reference?"

"Because travelers don't need your emotional development."

"Future surveyors might."

"They can open the archive."

Ruan looked at the archive code.

"Will they?"

Neris did not answer.

That was the tension.

Ren's compression exercise continued for two days because she refused to let any team leave believing the first one-page form was an artificial classroom problem.

"Tomorrow," she said, "you will produce three different references from the same source case."

Ruan groaned.

"Why three?"

"Public traveler. Emergency responder. Freight dispatcher."

Maelin sat up straighter.

"Finally."

The case involved a River March route crossing a movable flood barrier.

The full file contained one hundred forty-six pages.

It included water-level measurements, maintenance logs, local council orders, receiver schedules, ferry capacity, two prior injury reports, an insurance amendment, and a page of handwritten notes from a bridge operator who used language the Tower dictionary marked nonstandard but intelligible.

The public reference needed to answer:

Can I go there?

The emergency version needed:

Can I move a patient there now, and if not, who can override the closure?

The freight version needed:

What loads can cross, at what cost, and what happens to existing contracts?

Same road.

Three useful truths.

Ruan's first attempt at the public version read:

CONDITIONALLY OPEN — barrier cycle dependent — local confirmation advised.

Ren crossed out advised.

"Why?"

"Because the source says required for loads above handcart class."

"Most public travelers are not freight."

"Then write the condition. Do not soften a requirement because the majority won't trigger it."

He revised:

OPEN TO FOOT / LIGHT CART. HEAVIER LOADS REQUIRE LOCAL CLEARANCE.

Better.

Tovan's medical version included receiver staffing.

Maelin's freight version included a note that a twelve-minute barrier opening was theoretically sufficient for one standard wagon but not for a convoy because the approach turn reduced actual throughput.

"Where is that in the file?" Ruan asked.

She tapped an attached teamster statement.

"Page eighty-seven."

"The official engineering note says six wagons per cycle."

"Under ideal spacing. Teamsters say four."

"Which do we publish?"

"Depends whether you want a capacity estimate or a promise."

Ruan rubbed his eyes.

Ren looked almost pleased.

"Good. Tired means you're noticing the problem."

Neris had a different concern.

She kept asking who would know that a quick reference had changed.

"Version number," Ren said.

"Visible where?"

"Bottom right."

"Too small."

"Standard placement."

"Standard placement can still be bad placement."

They moved it to the top.

A Tower clerk objected because thousands of forms used the existing layout.

Neris asked how many people compared versions by glancing at the bottom right.

Nobody knew.

So Ren did something Ruan had not expected.

She ordered a test.

Twenty staff members unfamiliar with the exercise were shown two forms and asked to identify which was current.

Nine missed the old version number.

Two did not notice the forms differed at all.

With the number at the top, all twenty succeeded.

The layout changed.

Not across the whole Tower immediately.

On the new reconciliation references first.

Ruan watched bureaucracy improve by experiment.

It was annoyingly satisfying.

The second day's case was harder.

A mountain settlement had three route descriptions.

Local guide:

Pass usable until goat descent unless warm west wind begins early.

Regional office:

Seasonally open through late autumn.

Tower quick reference:

OPEN — seasonal monitoring active.

All had produced safe travel for nine years.

Then one year the warm wind came eleven days early.

A caravan entered after reading the Tower reference.

Local residents stopped it before the lower bridge failed.

No injuries.

The incident report called the event a near miss caused by stale local-condition propagation.

Ruan disliked the phrase.

It was accurate.

It also made a frightened family on a wagon disappear.

He asked for the source interview.

Ren gave it to him.

The caravan leader had said:

"The sign said open. The people there said no. We thought the sign was official and they were being cautious."

That line mattered more than the route field.

Authority changed how people weighted disagreement.

Ruan's problem was not yet who should have authority in the abstract.

It was whether the representation made disagreement visible enough for someone to realize a second question existed.

Ruan proposed a new quick-reference flag:

LOCAL CONDITION ACTIVE / CONTACT REQUIRED.

A clerk said, "We already have 'seasonal monitoring active.'"

"Nobody knows what that requires them to do."

"It's defined in the handbook."

"At a roadside sign?"

Silence.

Ren said, "Keep the explicit action."

The clerk sighed.

"More words."

"Yes."

There it was.

Usability fighting compression one phrase at a time.

Ren tested the new quick-reference designs on actual travelers before approving them for pilot use.

Ruan expected trained staff.

She brought in twelve people from the public hall.

A farmer.

Two merchants.

A House apprentice.

A grandmother.

A courier.

Three ordinary travelers.

A guild porter.

A receiver assistant.

A man who admitted he had only come inside because the waiting room was warm.

Each received a route notice and a question.

Can you travel now?

What must you verify first?

Who do you contact if the condition changes?

Ruan's favorite version failed badly.

It was accurate.

Elegant.

Nine of twelve misunderstood the confidence field.

The grandmother ignored the archive code entirely.

The farmer thought local authority active meant the road was controlled by guards.

Ruan wanted to defend the form.

Neris stopped him.

"If users misunderstand it, the form is wrong for users."

They revised.

Plain-language action first.

Technical fields available beneath.

Contact name visible.

Version at top.

The second test performed better.

Good enough for pilot.

Ruan experienced the humiliation of learning that accurate information could still fail because he had written it for professionals who already understood the problem.

Worldbuilding, apparently, included typography.

On the third evening, Ruan and Neris visited the archival retention room for obsolete route references.

The room was enormous.

Shelves held superseded maps, retired standards, withdrawn advisories, and forms no current traveler would ever see.

"Why keep them?" Ruan asked.

The archivist looked offended.

"Because people acted on them."

That answer stopped him.

A retired instruction could still matter after an accident.

A withdrawn map could explain why a settlement built a warehouse in one location instead of another.

An old receiver designation could prove that a person had not been misregistered at the time even if the modern system used different categories.

History wasn't merely lore.

It was evidence.

The archivist showed them a chain of five route references for the same road across forty-two years.

The earliest contained two pages of local notes.

The second moved those notes into an appendix.

The third retained only a seasonal-contact flag.

The fourth marked the route simply open with local monitoring.

The fifth restored an explicit warm-wind condition after a near miss.

Ruan traced the sequence.

Nothing had been maliciously erased.

Every revision had solved a real usability problem.

The accumulated effect had still removed the sentence that once explained the road best.

"How do you prevent this?" he asked.

The archivist shrugged.

"You don't prevent all compression. You maintain paths back to source. You teach people when to use them. You review when reality disagrees."

"That's all?"

"Were you hoping for magic?"

"We have magic."

"Then you should know it usually needs maintenance."

Ruan laughed.

On the way out, Context Ledger activated on the five-document chain.

It did not tell him which version was best.

It stored the relationship:

Observed information loss occurred through successive purpose-specific simplification, not source destruction. Later local contradiction restored one condition to operational visibility.

Confidence high.

Consequence: near miss avoided by local intervention.

Ruan read the entry twice.

That was the lesson.

The First Tower's greatest danger was not that it forgot everything.

It was that it could preserve everything and still make the wrong part easy to see.

Director Ren turned the compression problem into an exercise.

She gave six teams the same source packet: forty-two pages describing a River March freight crossing used by ordinary carts, medical transfers, livestock, and seasonal festival traffic.

Each team had to produce a notice that fit on one public board.

Ruan's first version was unusable.

He included six conditions, four exceptions, two source references, a capacity note, and a warning about local rope staffing.

The result was accurate enough to make ordinary travelers stop reading halfway through.

A market porter tested it and said, "So can I cross with onions?"

Ruan pointed at the third paragraph.

The porter handed the notice back.

"Then it failed."

Neris tried next.

Her version was shorter.

ORDINARY FOOT / LIGHT CART: OPEN AT LOW WATER.

HEAVY FREIGHT / LIVESTOCK / MEDICAL TRANSFER: CHECK PURPOSE-SPECIFIC STATUS.

LOCAL ROPE CREW REQUIRED FOR HEAVY CROSSING.

SOURCE: RM-44-LOWBANK.

The porter read it once.

"Onions?"

"Light cart?"

"Yes."

"Open."

He nodded.

Ruan disliked losing detail.

He could not deny the improvement.

Then Tovan tested the same notice as a medic.

"Patient on litter."

Neris pointed to purpose-specific status.

"Good."

Ysolde tested it with six armored House trainees.

"Heavy foot isn't listed."

Ruan brightened despite himself.

"See?"

Neris sighed and added GROUP / HIGH LOAD: CHECK STATUS.

Ren stopped them before the notice grew back into the source packet.

"This is the discipline," she said. "You are not deciding what facts matter forever. You are deciding what distinctions users need at this interface."

"And if we choose wrong?" Ruan asked.

"We revise."

"After someone gets hurt."

"Sometimes before. Sometimes after. There is no administrative system whose first draft contains every future use."

She did not sound proud of that.

Only honest.

The second exercise was uglier.

A quarry route had been summarized for years as heavy freight approved.

That was true for stone wagons using the reinforced eastern approach.

A newer municipal form had copied the phrase onto a general district route board.

A construction crew interpreted it as approval for a mobile crane entering from the west.

The west culvert failed.

Nobody died.

Two workers broke bones.

The source archive had always distinguished approach direction.

The public board had not.

Ruan wanted to call it negligence.

The review showed something less satisfying.

The district route board had been created for ordinary wagons.

The crane permit office had assumed the board's freight status applied to oversized equipment.

The construction contractor had followed its usual city procedure.

The culvert inspection was current.

Every person had used a tool outside the exact purpose for which someone else thought it was obvious.

"Who is responsible?" Ruan asked.

Ren said, "Several people, differently."

The district added an oversized-load field.

The permit office changed its checklist.

The contractor updated training.

The injured workers received compensation.

No one abolished public boards.

The lesson became expensive enough to store.

Neris later showed Ruan the cost of keeping source links operational.

Archive identifiers had to remain resolvable across migrations, office mergers, fire recovery, and regional software changes. A link was not ink on a page. It was a promise that someone would maintain a path to the thing being referenced.

"That's why old forms lost them," she said. "Not always because people disliked context. Sometimes because the context lived in a dead archive code."

"Can we build better codes?"

"Yes."

"Permanent ones?"

"No."

"You're enjoying this."

"Very much."

The Tower's new source system used redundant regional and central identifiers plus a plain-language origin description.

Three ways back to the same record.

Redundancy again.

Ruan thought of expedition packs.

Two ropes did not guarantee safety.

They changed what happened when one rope failed.

Perhaps records needed the same humility.

A short form could be responsible if source context remained reachable.

But convenience made reaching it optional.

Optional things disappeared from practice faster than from storage.

They spent the afternoon reviewing older records where this had happened.

One River March route had once carried the note:

Safe at low water when east-bank rope crew present.

Over revisions it became:

Safe at low water.

Then:

Seasonally safe.

The rope crew still mattered.

Local people knew.

Outside travelers increasingly did not.

Nobody had deleted the original note maliciously.

Each revision had made sense in context.

One form changed because rope staffing moved to a different office.

Another because the public board had no staffing field.

Another because the phrase low water was considered sufficient locally.

Five small simplifications produced one dangerous assumption.

Ruan sat with the file for a long time.

"This is how it happens," he said.

Neris looked over.

"How what happens?"

"Nobody lies."

"That usually isn't enough to prevent being wrong."

He opened Context Ledger.

The ability showed him every condition he had associated with the current observation.

A private professional structure.

Useful.

But if he sent only seasonally safe, his class could not force the receiver to ask for more.

The problem was not memory alone.

It was interface design.

Director Ren joined them.

"You've found our oldest argument."

"Why not require archive links on every summary?"

"We do now."

"Then why are old links missing?"

"Older regions used incompatible archive identifiers. Some archives were lost. Some routes were recopied by local councils without reference fields. Some boards did not support them. Some users ignored them."

"So fix all of it."

Ren did not laugh.

That made Ruan feel worse.

"We are," she said. "For generations."

"Not fast enough."

"No."

He expected defensiveness.

Ren gave him none.

"Infrastructure work is often failing more slowly than the problem grows."

Maelin, passing behind them, said, "Put that on a budget request."

Ren actually laughed.

Later, Ruan toured the archive preservation vault.

Paper records.

Stone tablets.

System-copied slates.

House ledgers.

Guild contracts.

Regional maps.

Some were centuries old.

The Tower had not erased history.

It had saved more history than any local town possibly could.

Yet preservation did not guarantee attention.

A fact could survive perfectly and still become socially invisible.

Ruan thought of the thousands of low-risk zone records nobody had reason to open unless something changed. He could not imagine every quiet classification receiving constant human attention.

He thought instead of West Mill.

Two Forty-Ones.

One collapsed into the current map.

Old distinction still buried under soil.

The First Tower was not creating forgetting.

It was fighting forgetting with tools that could also produce new kinds of it.

That was harder to hate.

And therefore more important to understand.


Chapter 23

Beforemarks

The oldest Beforemark in the First Tower archive was not attached to a road.

It was built into a wall.

Director Ren took them three levels below the public archive, through a maintenance corridor older than the building above it.

The stone changed halfway down.

Modern Tower masonry was pale and regular.

Below it, black blocks fitted without visible mortar.

Ruan recognized the material before the symbol appeared.

Same dark stone as the road nodes.

Neris stopped walking.

"This is original?"

Ren said, "As far as we know."

A Beforemark covered half the wall.

Not the simple route symbol Ruan had seen in fields.

A complex lattice of lines, circles, and breaks.

His class reacted before he touched it.

Route Memory filled with pressure.

Context Ledger opened automatically.

Shared Bearings tried to orient toward something that was not physically nearby.

Ruan stepped back.

"What does it do?"

"We don't know completely."

"You keep saying that."

"Accuracy is repetitive."

Ren activated a modern interface plate beside the wall.

[PRECURSOR ROUTE ARCHITECTURE]

[Function categories observed: destination recognition / identity continuity / path availability / transfer compatibility]

[Original authority: unknown]

[Original terminology: partially translated]

[Do not modify without cross-system review]

Ruan read identity continuity twice.

"Routes care who travels?"

Tovan answered. "Some do. Medical transfers certainly."

Ysolde said, "House training gates too. Credentials determine access."

Ren nodded. "Modern infrastructure distinguishes many route types. The older network appears to have encoded several compatibility questions at a lower layer."

"Lower?"

"Closer to Framework behavior."

Ruan looked at the wall.

The Ascension Framework had always felt like sky to him.

Present.

Fundamental.

Not designed in any way ordinary people could touch.

The Beforemarks were evidence that someone, sometime, had built roads into that sky.

"Who?" he asked again.

Ren's patience held.

"Unknown."

They reviewed historical translations.

Early Tower scholars had called the marks First Roads.

High Country oral records called them Stone Lines.

River March archives used a term translated approximately as Returning Paths.

Cinderwake miners called them Old Ways.

No name could be proven original.

Ruan liked that.

History that disagreed with itself felt more believable now.

One old document described a settlement finding a functioning route node before the First Tower had formal authority in the region.

The residents had used it for decades without understanding why it worked.

Later Tower engineers built a modern receiver around it.

"So the Tower didn't create receiver compatibility," Tovan said.

"No," Ren said. "We made it reliable at scale."

"Mostly."

The Beforemark investigation moved below ground because every useful answer apparently required more stairs.

Director Ren assigned them a Tower maintenance engineer named Ossa Pell, Level 32 [Infrastructure Binder], and an archival historian named Theron Vell.

Theron was seventy, Level 18, and walked with a cane he used primarily to point at things other people had misunderstood.

"The phrase 'precursor network' is modern," he told them as they descended. "Earlier engineers called it buried routing. Frontier records call it old road-work. High Country sources use three different words depending on valley. Do not ask me for the true name unless you also have a time machine."

Ysolde said, "Do we have those?"

Ossa answered, "If we do, they are not in my maintenance budget."

The oldest chamber accessible without controlled authorization lay beneath the eastern route annex.

Modern Tower crystal lines ran along the walls in clean labeled channels.

Under them sat black stone.

No labels.

No visible joints.

The material looked less built than persuaded into shape.

Ruan's class did not identify it.

That unsettled him more than he expected.

Ossa placed a hand on a modern junction box.

"This is ours."

She pointed to the black structure beneath it.

"That is not."

"Does the modern system control it?" Ruan asked.

"Sometimes."

"Does it control the modern system?"

"Sometimes."

Maelin said, "Excellent design arrangement."

"Inherited infrastructure rarely asks whether the inheritors prefer clean authority diagrams."

They followed the chamber into a maintenance gallery where modern conduits terminated against precursor surfaces.

At one node, a crystal indicator showed:

DESTINATION RECOGNITION — LEGACY HANDSHAKE ACTIVE.

Tovan leaned closer.

"So a medical transfer can depend on that?"

Ossa nodded. "The modern receiver handles capacity, identity translation, and current status. The underlying continuity check at this node still uses legacy recognition."

"If it fails?"

"Route may refuse. Or misclassify. Or fall back. Depends on node."

"Comforting."

"You wanted honest."

Theron showed them copies of some of the earliest maintenance notes.

They were less sophisticated than modern records and more candid.

Stone responds when destination occupied.

Do not alter south mark. Last alteration removed two travelers from route. Restored.

Function unknown. Works. Leave alone.

Ruan laughed at the third.

"I trust that engineer."

"You should," Theron said. "She founded the eastern maintenance school."

One later note read:

Current theory: node verifies continuity rather than direction. Unconfirmed.

Another, forty years afterward:

Continuity model remains useful but incomplete. Node also responds to receiving-state variance.

Theories accumulated the same way roads did.

Layer by layer.

Useful enough to work.

Never total.

They stopped at a sealed side chamber where three modern warning plaques covered an older doorway.

AUTHORIZED MAINTENANCE ONLY.

NO ACTIVE PUBLIC ROUTE.

LEGACY RESPONSE POSSIBLE.

Ruan pointed at the last sign.

"Possible?"

Ossa said, "The door reacted to a survey team nineteen years ago and tried to register them to a settlement that had been abandoned for a century."

"Did it open?"

"No. Destination continuity failed."

"So it worked."

"Apparently."

"Why seal it?"

"Because 'apparently' is not a public transport policy."

Fair.

At a maintenance station, workers demonstrated how they tested a legacy node without fully activating it.

One worker established a modern destination reference.

Another simulated local receiver state.

A third monitored whether the precursor surface changed.

No one person interpreted the result alone.

"Redundancy?" Perran asked.

Ossa nodded. "And disciplinary bias. Route engineer sees route. Receiver engineer sees destination. Archivist sees whether we've seen this before."

Ruan smiled.

"You institutionalized disagreement."

"We call it review. Sounds less expensive."

The test produced a faint white line in the stone.

Context Ledger reacted.

Ruan accepted the observation.

Legacy node response varies with verified destination state while physical path remains unchanged.

Source: controlled maintenance test.

Confidence: high.

Scope: this node.

He appreciated the final field.

Scope.

The old Ruan would have wanted the observation to explain all Beforemarks.

The current one was relieved it did not.

Theron later took them into a historical reading room and spread maps from the Road Era across a table.

The world looked smaller.

Not because less land existed.

Because fewer relationships had been recorded.

A river valley occupied half a page of local names.

A modern continental map reduced it to one route code.

"Did people travel less?" Ruan asked.

"Much less across regions. More within them."

"When did that change?"

"Gradually. Reliable receiving. Guild licensing. Tower translation. House credentials. Better roads. Safer dungeons near settlements. All the boring things that make distance less dangerous."

"No Great Unification?"

Theron snorted.

"Historians invent eras because archives need labels. People living through them mostly notice taxes and bridge repairs."

Ruan looked at the map.

The Road Era had not ended on a date.

The Tower Era had not begun because one institution declared itself important.

Civilization had become interregional because enough systems started trusting one another.

That trust created dependency.

Dependency made failures travel farther.

Theron showed them an account from the broad reconciliation event eighty-three years earlier.

A town in the west had been cut off for six days when the old network rejected a route whose destination registry no longer matched the town's post-fire reconstruction.

Another region had seen transition deaths drop after the same event forced correction of three stale receiver identities.

Same reconciliation wave.

Isolation here.

Saved lives there.

"Was it considered a disaster?" Ruan asked.

"Depends which newspaper you read."

"Was it considered a success?"

"Same answer."

Neris wrote that with obvious delight.

The historical report ended with recommendations.

Maintain local source records.

Verify destinations after major settlement changes.

Do not assume route continuity from physical road continuity alone.

Review legacy-node changes before regional propagation.

Ruan stared at the last line.

"We knew this."

Theron looked at him.

"Someone knew it."

"That's not the same thing."

"Now you're understanding archives."

The recommendation had never vanished.

It sat exactly where it had been filed.

Referenced by later maintenance manuals.

Rarely opened because broad reconciliation had not happened in living professional memory.

A civilization could possess knowledge without actively remembering it.

That distinction frightened Ruan more than lost records ever had.

On the walk back up, he asked Ossa how many current Tower engineers had read the old report before the present event.

"Probably a few dozen."

"Out of?"

"Thousands across relevant infrastructure fields."

"Why so few?"

"Because they were busy learning the failures that happen every year."

Another reasonable answer.

The world did not have enough attention to remember every rare catastrophe equally.

That meant resilience depended on noticing when a rare old lesson had become current again.

"Mostly is what scale looks like."

They went deeper.

A maintenance chamber contained active legacy lines feeding modern route systems.

Ruan could see literal connections between black precursor stone and newer Tower crystal conduits.

Civilization layered on top of inheritance.

Not replacement.

At the central junction, Context Ledger flashed.

[Observed relation available]

Ruan accepted cautiously.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 20.]

[Context Ledger I improved.]

[Historical dependency relation may now be retained separately from current route status.]

Ruan read the last line twice.

History was not the same thing as instruction. But sometimes the present could not be understood without knowing which old dependency still carried load.

The skill recorded:

Modern route interface depends on precursor destination-recognition layer at this node.

Source: First Tower maintenance observation.

Confidence: high.

Consequence if severed: unknown.

He swallowed.

"Some modern roads depend on these."

Ren said, "Yes."

"And reconciliation is happening inside the layer you don't fully understand."

"Yes."

"That's bad."

"Potentially."

"You sound calm."

"The Tower has survived several precursor events."

"Several?"

"Localized. None this broad in our reliable records."

Neris asked, "Last broad event?"

Ren hesitated.

"Possibly eighty-three years ago. Records are incomplete because regional standards were less integrated."

"What happened?"

"A large route-correction wave. Many local roads changed registration. Some historical accounts credit it with reducing transition fatalities for decades. Others blame it for several settlement isolations."

Ruan stared.

"Both?"

"Likely."

Of course.

Theron later took Ruan to a public lecture where Tower historians argued about the Beforemarks in front of students, engineers, guild members, and several people who appeared to have attended solely because the weather was bad outside.

One historian believed the oldest network had been designed primarily for settlement continuity.

Another argued transportation.

A third thought both categories were modern projections onto infrastructure whose original purpose might have been something broader.

Nobody won.

The audience asked better questions than Ruan expected.

A student wanted to know whether calling the marks precursor implied the First Tower was their successor.

Theron answered, "Only chronologically. Inheritance is not appointment."

A guild engineer asked whether old systems should receive legal protection.

Ossa replied, "Some should receive walls around them. Protection follows known function, not age worship."

That phrase mattered.

Old did not mean sacred.

New did not mean superior.

Infrastructure earned preservation through evidence, dependency, history, and sometimes uncertainty.

Afterward, Ruan saw a souvenir seller offering carved black-stone Beforemark replicas.

"Those aren't real stone?"

"Of course not. Real stone would get me arrested."

Civilization had metabolized the mystery into merchandise within a week.

Maelin bought one.

"Professional expense?" Ruan asked.

"Absolutely not."

He respected the honesty.

Theron Vell refused to call the Beforemarks by one name until Ruan had heard six.

"Why?" Ruan asked.

"Because you are about to mistake the Tower's archive term for history."

They spent a morning in the comparative collections room.

Grain Country road ledgers called them understones.

High Country travel songs referred to first cuts.

River March receiver traditions used a phrase Theron translated as the place before the landing.

Cinderwake miners called any black precursor slab a dead foundation, even when it was demonstrably active.

An old Harthmere guild record called them common stones.

The Tower used precursor route markers because bureaucracies preferred nouns that did not imply conclusions.

"Which is correct?" Ruan asked.

"Correct for what?"

He glared.

Theron smiled.

"Good. You're learning."

The names contained different histories.

High Country first cuts appeared in songs about seasonal paths existing before settlements.

River March traditions treated old landing marks as places that recognized travelers before villages learned to build receiver houses.

Cinderwake stories said the dead foundations woke when miners connected tunnels that had not touched in generations.

None could be verified as original purpose.

All showed how people had built cultural meaning around inherited infrastructure.

"Does the Tower publish these?" Ruan asked.

"Yes. In comparative history."

"Nobody in Millcross knows them."

"Nobody in Millcross knows most comparative history."

"That sounds dismissive."

"It is descriptive. People have finite lives."

Theron pulled out a children's schoolbook.

One page explained simply:

Some roads use older structures built before current records. Do not damage unknown route stone. Report unusual activation.

"That's what most people need," he said.

Ruan hated that he agreed.

The archive kept stranger things too.

A route slate from ninety years earlier showed a settlement with three simultaneous destinations.

A margin note read:

all valid by local testimony; do not consolidate pending seasonal review

Another record described a road that changed destination during a six-week festival period because two communities shared the same market ground at different seasons.

Modern systems handled both easily now.

They had once been edge cases.

History was full of problems that later infrastructure made boring.

That realization steadied Ruan.

The current reconciliation crisis felt unprecedented because it was his crisis.

People before him had also found impossible-seeming route states, argued, built procedures, and gone home for supper.

Theron showed him a damaged field journal from the broad reconciliation eighty-three years earlier.

Most pages were unreadable.

One survived clearly:

Do not force agreement between stones until local arrival is witnessed. We lost three roads by correcting them before we knew where they led.

Ruan read it again.

"Three roads disappeared?"

"Possibly from registration. Possibly physically. The writer was imprecise."

"That's a fairly important distinction."

"Yes. We remain irritated with the dead."

Neris laughed from the next table.

The same journal later recorded successful corrections that reduced misrouting across two valleys.

The old surveyors were not sages whose wisdom modern people had foolishly abandoned.

They were professionals working with worse tools, incomplete language, and consequences they did not always understand.

Ruan felt kinship with them immediately.

At lunch, Theron said something that stayed with him.

"Every age believes it inherited a world and built a system. Mostly it inherited both."

"That's depressing."

"I find it comforting. It means your mistakes will not be the first layer."

"Or the last."

"Exactly."

They returned to the surface late.

The First Tower plaza was full of ordinary life.

Food vendors.

Students.

Families waiting on arrivals.

Messengers.

Guild teams.

Ruan looked back at the enormous structure.

People often spoke of the Tower as though it were a single will.

It was not.

It was a city-sized accumulation of people, inherited machines, offices, practices, and decisions.

That did not make it harmless.

It made responsibility harder to locate.

At dinner, Ysolde said, "You look disappointed again."

"I thought discovering ancient infrastructure would feel more dramatic."

"It made three clerks work overtime."

"Exactly."

"Reality hates genre."

Maelin said, "Reality loves invoices."

Tovan said, "Please stop helping."

Ruan laughed.

The System pressure behind his eyes did not resolve into a level.

It gathered.

Something about his class had begun approaching a boundary.

Not yet.

He was still a Road Surveyor.

But roads no longer meant what they had when he took the class.


Chapter 24

The First Tower

Ruan had spent three days inside the First Tower complex before entering the Tower itself.

That distinction mattered to everyone who worked there.

The outer offices were administration.

The Tower proper was Framework infrastructure.

Access required identity verification, route purpose, and host authorization.

Ysolde's House credential passed immediately.

Perran's expedition credential passed.

Tovan's medical license passed with additional restrictions.

Maelin's commercial role produced a yellow advisory that said she could enter public logistics levels but not controlled transfer chambers.

She looked personally insulted.

Ruan's survey authorization required Director Ren's explicit sponsorship.

"Why?" he asked.

"Because your class can interact with route infrastructure," Ren said. "We don't let every surveyor touch national nodes because they are curious."

"Reasonable."

"That disappointed you."

"A little."

The Tower's interior did not resemble a dungeon.

It resembled a hospital, courthouse, university, and train station built by people who expected all four to catch fire at once.

Wide corridors.

Redundant stairs.

Colored route lines.

Public panels in multiple regional formats.

Emergency alcoves.

Receiver gates.

Class-assessment halls.

Archive terminals.

Training rooms.

Ruan saw a River March family use a water-symbol navigation layer while a High Country traveler read season icons beside the same route.

The interface changed without changing the hallway.

That impressed him enormously.

"Translation layer," Ren said. "Modern."

"How many regional systems?"

"Depends how you count. Forty-seven primary, hundreds of local variants."

"And they all work here?"

"Most of the time."

She said it proudly.

She should.

At the central receiver gallery, people arrived from five regions within an hour.

A Cinderwake miner with heat-resistance condition.

A River March apprentice carrying wetland parasites.

A Guild City delver with a class-linked poison.

A High Country elder whose public record used seasonal names instead of numerical dates.

A farm child who had completed a starter zone and wanted her mother.

The Tower interpreted them all.

Not perfectly.

But well enough that professionals could act.

Ruan thought of Tovan's ninety percent.

Civilization-scale translation was miraculous precisely because ten percent still mattered.

Ruan's first full day inside the Tower proper began in a public transit gallery and ended in a crisis room, which seemed to summarize the institution efficiently.

Before the route meeting, Ren walked them through a class-assessment floor.

Not because it directly affected reconciliation.

Because Ruan had asked why so many people accepted Tower authority over professional credentials.

"Watch," she said.

A Level 16 [Field Healer] from a rural district sat with three assessors.

She wanted certification to work at an interregional receiver.

The Tower did not test whether she was a good person.

It tested whether her abilities translated safely across foreign condition models.

One exercise gave her a simulated River March toxin classification expressed in symbols she had never seen.

She used the translation interface correctly.

Another presented a High Country injury with a seasonal-state modifier.

She missed it.

The assessor stopped the exercise.

"Failure?" Ruan whispered.

Ren said, "Training recommendation. She can retest next month."

The healer looked disappointed but not humiliated.

An assessor showed her exactly what she had missed.

The Tower's certification had value because it meant something outside her home region.

That was power.

It was also service.

On another floor, House credentials were cross-checked against guild competencies.

House Merrow recognized a protective movement technique under one name.

Harthmere's guild used another.

The Tower maintained the mapping that let either credential satisfy the same receiver-escort requirement.

Ysolde said, "Without this, every House would have to negotiate with every guild."

Maelin went pale.

"Do not describe that world."

They passed a public dispute desk where a village was challenging a route classification that affected toll authority.

The hearing would take two weeks.

"Can the Tower overrule them?" Ruan asked.

Ren said, "On Framework compatibility, sometimes. On local toll law, no. On public-route designation, depends on charter."

"Simple."

"Civilization is famous for it."

The Tower did not govern everything.

Its influence came from occupying the intersections other institutions needed.

A village could ignore Tower advice.

A guild could reject Tower certification.

A House could maintain its own standards.

But doing so increased friction every time that village, guild, or House needed to interact with someone outside its own network.

Authority accumulated where compatibility was useful.

Ruan saw why.

He also saw why people might stop distinguishing convenience from necessity after enough years.

At midday, they crossed the central public hall during a tutorial-return ceremony.

A cohort of young people from three stable beginner zones had completed within the same week.

Families waited behind marked lines.

There were flowers.

There were arguments about baggage.

One boy emerged wearing a starter cloak two sizes too large and immediately began crying when his father hugged him.

Another girl would not stop talking about a Level 3 cave lizard she had killed.

A receiver worker confiscated the untreated claw because it carried mites.

The girl was outraged.

Her mother was grateful.

Ruan watched the ordinary return and thought of the enormous machinery beneath it.

Records.

Receivers.

Translation.

Roads.

People took the ceremony for granted because most of the time the infrastructure worked.

That was success.

A system nobody noticed when functioning.

It also explained why low-risk zones received less attention.

Attention moved toward where failure was common.

Reasonably.

The Tower's power looked most ordinary at lunch.

Regional delegates ate in the same canteen and spent half the meal negotiating problems unrelated to reconciliation.

A guild representative wanted House recognition for a new rescue credential.

A river council wanted translation funding for a local flood code.

Two nobles' agents argued over which district should pay maintenance on a bridge both territories used.

Ren solved none of it personally.

She introduced people.

Pointed them toward offices.

Clarified where Tower authority ended.

Ruan watched her say "not ours" four times in twenty minutes.

That surprised him.

"People say the Tower controls everything," he said afterward.

"People say roads belong to whoever repairs the pothole they are currently angry about."

"So what does the Tower control?"

"Some Framework-facing infrastructure. Some certification. Some interregional standards. Records we are legally entrusted to maintain. Emergency powers under specific charters. A great many things we influence without controlling."

"That's vague."

"Because seventeen regions were inconsiderate enough to develop history."

Ruan looked across the canteen at House adepts, clerks, guild officers, local delegates, and travelers.

The Tower's authority came less from ruling daily life than from becoming the place different systems met.

Every successful translation made the next interaction more likely to come through it.

Scale created trust.

Trust created dependence.

Dependence created power even without a decree.

Ruan wrote that only in his personal notebook.

The afternoon route session made that logic uncomfortable.

One of the 438 conflict tiles represented a small woodland starter catchment with a perfect recent record.

No injuries above expected range.

No receiver failures.

No route complaints.

Legacy reconciliation had flagged an old path-name mismatch that local review quickly resolved.

The room spent less than thirty seconds on it.

Correctly.

There were routes with active medical risks waiting.

Ruan did not remember the zone's number afterward.

That mattered later only because ordinary triage always left something at the bottom of the list.

The main meeting began with merchants demanding a universal status display.

Ren refused.

A regional governor wanted local legal closures to override all public status.

A medical delegate objected because emergency transfers sometimes had separate authority.

A guild representative wanted a distinction between public closure and licensed professional access.

A House delegate wanted training routes preserved even when ordinary transit closed.

No one was merely defending turf.

Their purposes differed.

Ruan began sketching columns.

Physical passage.

System continuity.

Receiving capacity.

Local restriction.

Purpose.

Time.

He did not yet know which belonged in the final model.

He only knew open could no longer carry all of them.

Then one conflict produced a practical demonstration.

A route from Ash Hills to the Tower showed:

PHYSICALLY OPEN.

DESTINATION COMPATIBLE.

LOCAL AUTHORITY OPEN.

RECEIVER CAPACITY AVAILABLE.

Yet three freight wagons failed to register onto the final transition segment.

Ruan and Ossa traced the problem.

The wagons carried dungeon crystal in containment frames recognized under a newer industrial-cargo category.

The legacy continuity layer still classified that containment shape as restricted live hazard because an older generation had used similar frames for captive monsters.

Nothing about the road was closed.

The cargo purpose was incompatible with one inherited interpretation.

Tower staff could override after inspection.

They did.

The wagons arrived safely.

But the incident added another dimension to the board.

TRAVELER / CARGO REQUIREMENT.

Maelin looked at Ruan.

"Your map is getting expensive."

"Reality keeps adding fields."

"Reality has never balanced a municipal budget."

The room laughed harder than the joke deserved.

They needed it.

By late afternoon the white conflict wall had become a layered display.

Some tiles were contradictions.

Others were different statuses answering different questions.

Ren refused the emergency simplification control because flattening them too early would hide that distinction.

That decision had costs.

Public boards continued showing REVIEW longer than merchants wanted.

Insurance premiums remained elevated.

Several discretionary transfers were delayed.

A school cohort stayed an extra night in Harthmere.

Nobody died.

People were inconvenienced by caution.

Ruan thought that deserved to remain visible too.

Uncertainty was not free.

Neither was false certainty.

They climbed to the route coordination level.

A circular chamber displayed the Beginner Road across multiple regions.

Not one thick line.

Hundreds of route segments, receiver links, local restrictions, freight channels, tutorial origins, and legacy nodes.

Ruan stopped breathing for a moment.

This was what his childhood map had hidden.

Not because anyone wanted to hide it.

Because no child needed this.

The First Tower's public tour began with water.

Ruan expected classes, route crystals, perhaps a heroic statue.

The guide pointed at a pressure manifold beneath the eastern plaza.

"Four districts share this line. Tower maintenance owns the trunk. City utilities own distribution after the boundary. The receiver quarter has emergency priority during contamination events."

A child in the tour group asked, "Why?"

"Because thirsty people become sick people and sick arrivals are already having a bad day."

The child's mother nodded as if this settled several branches of political theory.

The tour moved through a credential exchange hall where guilds and Class-Houses maintained translation desks.

A Cinderwake mining license could be recognized in Harthmere without pretending the two regions used identical training.

A River March medical credential carried additional water-treatment permissions not assumed elsewhere.

A High Country pass license expired seasonally by default.

The Tower did not issue all of them.

It made them legible to one another.

"That's most of the Tower's real power," Ysolde said quietly.

"Recognition?"

"Recognition, records, access. If your qualification isn't legible, the world gets smaller."

Ruan remembered the Class-House apprenticeship hall.

Institutional power rarely looked like a throne.

It looked like a desk where somebody else's system agreed you existed.

The tour passed a public petition chamber.

Local councils argued with Tower offices there.

Guilds appealed route interpretations.

Families challenged receiver records.

House representatives disputed credential mappings.

A farmer from Grain Country was currently demanding the Tower stop classifying a slime-management route as "minor monster exposure" because insurers kept pricing his workers like adventurers.

"He's right," Ruan said.

Maelin read the posted response.

"Tower agrees. Revision scheduled next quarter."

"Then why is he still here?"

"Because next quarter is after harvest."

Scale again.

The Tower could agree and still move too slowly for a person living inside the delay.

At the medical interface gallery, a transition emergency interrupted the tour.

A woman arrived from a southern district with a status none of the local medics recognized directly.

Tower translation identified the nearest known category: circulatory binding / post-threshold.

The source record carried a local note about treatment risk.

The receiving physician saw it.

Treatment changed.

The woman stabilized.

No dramatic rescue.

No one in the gallery even knew her name.

Ruan watched the source phrase remain beside the normalized diagnosis.

This was the institution at its best.

Translate enough to act.

Preserve enough to doubt the translation.

Later, they crossed the route arbitration floor.

A local mayor was refusing a Tower recommendation to reopen a bridge because the town had not finished inspecting flood damage.

The Tower engineer agreed the bridge was physically likely safe.

The mayor still refused.

"Can the Tower override?" Ruan asked.

Director Ren, who had joined them, said, "Not under ordinary municipal authority. We can suspend interregional recognition if we believe use is unsafe. We cannot order a town to accept traffic simply because our engineers prefer it."

"And in emergency?"

"Different statutes. Defined scope. Usually ugly."

Perran approved of that answer too.

Ruan was beginning to think everyone sensible had independently invented versions of specialist authority and bounded emergency power because the alternatives were terrible.

The Tower's magnificence became less architectural the longer he stayed.

Its real achievement was that a farmer, a guild captain, a House adept, a High Country guide, and a River March medic could all arrive with different systems behind them and still conduct business in the same city.

That did not make the Tower the owner of those systems.

It made it a junction.

Junctions became powerful because everyone needed them.

That distinction lodged beside his class pressure.

The 438 conflict tiles pulsed across the network.

Director Ren addressed representatives from seventeen regions.

"Phase Two has not failed," she said. "It has refused automatic reconciliation where confidence is insufficient. That is good behavior."

A merchant delegate said, "Good behavior has closed three of our roads."

"Local authorities closed those roads."

"Because the system raised conflicts."

"Yes."

"Then the system caused closures."

Ren did not argue semantics.

"The conflicts are real whether displayed or not."

That quieted him somewhat.

The meeting worked through examples.

Some were simple.

Historic route retired.

Modern destination moved.

Local verification sufficient.

Others were ugly.

One route was physically open, System-compatible, receiver-capable, but legally closed because the destination town had quarantined incoming livestock.

Another was locally open but insurance-invalid due to unresolved dungeon migration.

A third had two active destination records for the same settlement because the town moved after a flood thirty years ago.

Ruan watched the room repeatedly ask one question in different language:

Which status is the real one?

The answer was often:

What are you trying to do?

Freight needed one status.

Medical transfer another.

Ordinary travelers another.

Local authority another.

Ruan's class pressure increased until he rubbed his forehead.

Perran noticed.

"Problem?"

"Too many routes."

"Stop trying to carry all of them."

"I'm not."

"You're making the face."

Ruan breathed.

Shared Bearings showed designated operational nodes.

Context Ledger showed conditions.

Conditional Route showed applicability.

His abilities were beginning to fit together around something larger.

Not a new level yet.

A new question.

Director Ren ended the session with an announcement.

"Reconciliation has begun testing dependency consistency. We expect temporary route-state propagation across linked regions."

Aves Pell from Harthmere said, "Meaning?"

"A legacy node may compare not only its local route but the destination's current compatibility."

Tovan said, "Medical states?"

"Potentially."

Maelin said, "Freight?"

"Potentially."

Perran said, "Monster paths?"

Ren paused.

"Potentially."

Nobody liked that one.

The first propagation event began eleven minutes later.

The central display changed.

Grain Country route statuses flickered.

River March receivers shifted.

High Country seasonal paths appeared beside Tower roads.

Cinderwake dungeon access nodes lit white.

Harthmere district routes redrew.

For one strange minute, the Beginner Road displayed multiple historical and current networks simultaneously.

Ruan saw the truth of it.

There had never been one road.

There had been generations of local paths connected until people gave the whole arrangement one name.

Then the System panels began issuing contradictions.

[ROUTE OPEN]

[ROUTE CLOSED]

[ROUTE CONDITIONALLY AVAILABLE]

[DESTINATION COMPATIBLE]

[DESTINATION CAPACITY UNKNOWN]

[LOCAL AUTHORITY RESTRICTION]

[LEGACY CONTINUITY CONFIRMED]

[MODERN CONTINUITY CONFLICT]

A merchant delegate swore.

Ren said, very quietly, "Nobody collapse statuses yet."

Ruan looked at her.

She understood the danger immediately.

A clerk reached for the emergency simplification control.

Ren stopped him.

"No. We need to know whether these contradictions are actual contradictions or separate dimensions."

Ruan's class reacted hard enough to make him grab the table.

[Road Surveyor — evolution pressure detected]

[Current class model insufficient for observed route structure.]

[No evolution available yet.]

He laughed once despite the room.

Ysolde said, "What?"

"My class says I'm not ready."

"Finally, a System message I trust."

Outside the Tower, route bells began ringing across the capital district.

Not alarm.

Review.

The reconciliation event had stopped being a buried-road mystery.

It had become a civilization problem.

And every institution that depended on the Beginner Road wanted one answer before the road itself had finished asking its questions.


Chapter 25

No Single Road

Emergency Route Bulletin

During reconciliation events, status fields may diverge. Do not treat physical passage, System compatibility, receiving capacity, local authority, or temporal condition as synonyms. If your purpose is not answered, request clarification.

The first thing the First Tower did when the Beginner Road began displaying six statuses at once was close the public gallery.

Not the roads.

The gallery.

Ruan approved.

People panicked less when they could not watch infrastructure think.

Director Ren moved the regional teams into the coordination hall and divided the 438 conflicts by consequence.

"Not by cause," she said. "We don't know causes well enough."

The wall reorganized.

Medical dependency.

Freight dependency.

Tutorial arrival.

Dungeon containment.

Local transit.

Identity/credential.

Unknown.

Ruan noticed how much easier the problem became once the question changed from what is wrong? to what can hurt someone first?

Perran noticed him noticing.

"Operational triage," he said.

"I know."

"You didn't two months ago."

"I liked you more before this expedition."

"You didn't know me."

"Exactly."

The coordination hall developed its own emergency culture by the second night.

People slept under desks in twenty-minute stretches. Someone labeled the kettle MEDICAL PRIORITY after Tovan confiscated it from a merchant delegation. Neris created a wall titled THINGS WE KNOW WE DO NOT KNOW, which made several administrators visibly uncomfortable and Perran visibly happy.

The board filled quickly.

Unknown number of legacy nodes not tied to modern routes.

Unknown behavior when local authority contradicts precursor continuity.

Unknown effect of active dungeon migrations on historic path recognition.

Unknown how many apparently resolved conflicts depended on stale source data.

Ruan added one:

Unknown whether current conflict categories are complete.

Ren read it.

"Annoying. Keep it."

The Tower also opened a public inquiry desk rather than letting every citizen call the coordination hall.

Most questions were practical.

Can my daughter's tutorial still deliver here?

Can I ship medicine to White Fold?

Will my House credential work tomorrow?

Is East Ditch actually closed or just slow?

One man asked whether the Beforemarks could change his class.

The clerk said there was no evidence.

He asked whether that meant they could.

The clerk said no evidence meant no evidence.

Ruan admired her patience from a safe distance.

The public desk became another source stream. A traveler reported a route sign showing two town names. A farmer reported a roadstone warming every morning. Most reports were harmless. Three identified active conflicts before formal systems did.

People were not merely users of infrastructure.

They were sensors.

Good systems gave them somewhere to report what did not fit.

The first major conflict came from Grain Country.

A grain convoy of twenty wagons was scheduled to cross the East Ditch route before summer heat made spoilage likely.

Modern status:

[OPEN]

Legacy status:

[ROUTE FUNCTION CONFLICT]

Local status:

[OPEN — FARM TRAFFIC PRIORITY]

Freight guild status:

[DELAY EXPECTED]

The Tower's emergency simplification engine wanted to mark the route CONDITIONAL.

Maelin objected.

"Conditional tells me nothing."

A route engineer said, "It tells you not fully open."

"So does a locked door, a goat herd, a tax inspection, and a bridge made of soup. Which one?"

Ruan opened Context Ledger.

The old route function had once prioritized seasonal farm traffic because the road doubled as a harvest lane. Modern freight use had grown around it.

Legacy reconciliation was not closing the road.

It was recognizing the old priority.

The local council confirmed that harvest carts still held right-of-way during specific hours.

Ruan built a layered status:

Physical passage: open.

System compatibility: open.

Local authority: open with harvest priority.

Freight condition: delay 2–4 hours during farm movement.

Legacy continuity: valid.

The grain convoy departed.

No crisis.

The second conflict was uglier.

River March Receiver Fourteen showed:

[DESTINATION COMPATIBLE]

[RECEIVER CAPACITY ACTIVE]

[LOCAL ACCEPTANCE OPEN]

[ROUTE PATH UNSTABLE]

Three tutorial completions were expected within six hours.

Ruan asked, "What does path unstable mean?"

Nobody knew.

That was enough.

Perran said, "Hold arrivals if possible."

The Tower technician said, "We cannot stop tutorial completion."

"Can we redirect?"

"Yes, but that may trigger the same legacy behavior we saw at Receiver Twelve."

Tovan took over.

"What nearby receivers can interpret all expected conditions?"

Two.

One had capacity.

One did not.

They redirected only after the receiving chief explicitly accepted.

The original path failed forty minutes later when a river-stage legacy node tried to route across a submerged historic ferry point.

No one was there.

Ruan stared at the report.

Uncertainty had prevented an injury.

The third conflict involved the High Country.

Tower status said open.

Local authority said closed.

The merchant delegation demanded override because the main pass was physically clear.

Ruan asked for the local verifier.

White Fold's Pass Keeper appeared by relay wearing the same expression people wore when interrupted during real work.

"Why closed?" Ruan asked.

"Avalanche shelf."

"Tower weather model says low probability."

"Yes."

"Local basis?"

"Three hollow sounds on east face. Goat herd refused shelf. Red dust line opened before noon."

The merchant said, "Those are not standardized indicators."

The Pass Keeper looked at him.

"Then don't standardize the avalanche."

Perran turned away to hide a smile.

The route remained locally closed.

Nothing collapsed that day.

The merchant later called the closure unnecessary.

Ruan recorded that too.

A valid decision did not require future disaster to prove it had been valid.

The fourth conflict almost killed a House apprentice.

A credential route in Harthmere briefly recognized an old training prerequisite and denied a modern healer access to a controlled lab.

The healer's patient was inside.

Ysolde used her House authority to open the physical door while Tower clerks corrected the credential mapping.

"You overrode the system," Ruan said afterward.

"I used documented emergency authority."

"Difference?"

"Scope, record, and consequences."

She signed the override report before he could ask.

The hall settled into a rhythm after the first four crises, and that was almost worse.

People became good at being alarmed.

The white tiles changed color faster than Ruan could read them. Clerks called sources. Regional relays opened and closed. Someone kept refilling a kettle in the corner. The public gallery stayed shut, but the Tower began issuing hourly route summaries to prevent rumor from outrunning fact.

The first rumor claimed the Beginner Road had collapsed entirely.

The second claimed the Tower had seized local roads.

The third claimed ancient infrastructure was choosing who could travel.

None were true.

All changed behavior.

Maelin arrived at Ruan's table carrying three market notices.

"Harthmere carriers are holding departures because they think the Tower will close everything by nightfall."

"Will it?"

"No. But the rumor is now a freight condition."

Ruan stared at her.

"Don't say it."

"Say what?"

"That belief happened."

She looked wounded. "I was going to say uncertainty is load."

"Worse."

Director Ren authorized a public statement:

NO GENERAL ROAD CLOSURE IN EFFECT. ROUTE STATUS MUST BE CHECKED BY PURPOSE AND REGION.

It calmed some traffic and confused everyone who wanted one answer.

A farmer relay from Millcross asked whether an empty wagon could cross East Ditch before harvest traffic ended.

A guild courier asked whether he could cross the same route carrying sealed medical documents.

A family asked whether their son, newly finished with a tutorial, could come home by coach.

Three travelers.

Same road.

Different questions.

Ruan's layered model returned three answers.

The empty wagon: yes after sixth bell.

The courier: yes now on foot under priority exemption.

The family coach: yes, but expected delay and no medical receiver issue.

The road had not changed between questions.

The purpose had.

Perran watched him work.

"You look less offended by reality."

"I'm exhausted. It may be temporary."

The fifth serious conflict came from a small River March town whose public bridge remained open while its flood shelter route showed closed.

A Tower clerk initially treated the mismatch as an error.

The local council objected.

Their flood shelter was across the same bridge.

During ordinary traffic, the bridge was open.

During a high-water warning, the shelter route intentionally closed because residents were supposed to use elevated neighborhood halls instead of crossing the river.

"So the same physical bridge is open and emergency route is closed," Ruan said.

The local clerk nodded by relay.

"Yes."

"That's awful."

"It's saved forty-three people in two floods."

"I meant for the map."

The clerk laughed.

Neris added purpose-specific emergency status to the source note.

Another field.

Another piece of the world refusing to fit.

At midafternoon, a tutorial arrival conflict drew Tovan back to central coordination.

A low-risk starter zone outside Harthmere had four participants expected to finish within the day.

The destination receiver showed green capacity.

The route showed valid.

The local tutorial office reported normal progression.

The legacy network marked:

[PARTICIPANT DESTINATION RELATION — STALE]

Tovan frowned.

"What does stale mean?"

The source records showed the receiver had changed legal administration three years earlier while remaining in the same building with the same staff and beds.

For modern systems, nothing important changed.

For the legacy relationship, destination authority had changed.

"Can we update continuity without affecting the people inside?" Ruan asked.

Ossa Pell, the maintenance engineer, said, "Probably."

Perran pointed at her.

"That word means no until you make it better."

They did not touch the route.

Instead, the receiver declared its current identity, the old administration provided succession records, and local staff confirmed continuous operation.

The legacy layer accepted the continuity.

The four participants arrived that evening.

One had a sprained ankle.

One had a sack full of mushrooms nobody wanted to identify after dark.

One had gained a skill that made his mother cry for reasons Ruan never learned.

One complained that the receiver stew tasted worse than tutorial rations.

Normal life resumed around a conflict that could have looked terrifying on a wall.

Ruan watched the arrival by relay.

The boy with the mushrooms argued with a receiver worker about whether they counted as loot or hazardous biological material.

Ruan smiled.

This was why the distinctions mattered.

Not because a map deserved philosophical purity.

Because somebody's ordinary return depended on the right question being asked before they crossed.

Near dusk, the High Country Pass Keeper called back voluntarily.

"Avalanche shelf released."

The merchant delegate who had complained earlier leaned forward.

"So the closure was necessary."

The Pass Keeper shrugged.

"Maybe. Shelf released after road period. Could have stayed. Could have gone."

"But it did release."

"You need mountain to apologize for uncertainty?"

The merchant did not answer.

Ruan liked the Pass Keeper more every time they spoke.

He recorded the release separately from the earlier decision.

The closure had been valid based on information available then.

The later event did not retroactively create that validity.

By seventh bell, the hall had processed eighty-six conflicts.

Thirty-three resolved.

Twenty-one split into purpose-specific statuses.

Nine required local review.

Four remained fully unresolved.

The rest were waiting on sources.

Ren ordered food brought in.

No one left.

Ruan ate bread over a route slate and realized he had begun trusting unresolved fields more than confident summaries unsupported by source.

That would have horrified the apprentice version of him.

The current version merely wanted more tea.

By afternoon, the coordination hall had learned not to ask for one status.

Each conflict required dimensions.

Physical.

System.

Destination.

Capacity.

Local authority.

Time.

Purpose.

The crisis also created failures that never reached the main wall because nobody was injured.

A tutorial school outside Millcross postponed its departure ceremony when parents heard the route network was unstable.

The tutorial zone itself was functioning normally.

The receiver was functioning normally.

The road between the school and the family's planned return inn had a legacy conflict.

Parents heard only route conflict.

Half the class stayed home.

The schoolmaster sent the Tower a furious notice.

"Our children are safe," it read. "Your language is not."

Director Ren put it on the training board.

The public office rewrote its bulletin:

STARTER ZONE OPERATIONS: NORMAL.

LOCAL RETURN TRAVEL: CHECK CURRENT ROAD STATUS.

Attendance recovered the next day.

Ruan stared at the before-and-after notices.

Same facts.

Different consequences because one version failed to separate the System the children were entering from the road they would use afterward.

At the freight desk, a similar distinction prevented a different mistake.

A medicine convoy to Bell Snow was delayed because its general route showed a local closure.

The closure applied to livestock, not sealed freight.

Maelin caught it only because she asked for the source.

"If we'd accepted the general status," she said, "the village loses two days of antibiotic stock."

"Not enough for crisis?"

"Enough for one patient to care very much."

They rerouted the medicine under local freight permission.

The livestock closure stayed.

One road.

Two purposes.

No contradiction.

The identity/credential category produced the strangest case.

A village that had moved uphill after a flood thirty-one years earlier still possessed an active old destination name in the precursor layer.

Modern residents used the same civic identity.

The legacy system treated the old and new settlements as related but distinct.

A Tower engineer proposed merging them.

The village council refused.

"Why?" Ruan asked by relay.

An elderly councilor answered, "Because we still bury people down there."

The floodplain settlement was no longer inhabited.

It remained a cemetery, shrine site, and legal origin for several family plots.

Merging the destinations would simplify route identity.

It would also make the old place harder to address separately.

Neris wrote both states:

current settlement identity continuous

historic site remains separately meaningful for local route purposes

The Tower kept both.

The engineer did not object after hearing the explanation.

Again, the conflict had existed partly because an outside system had asked a question nobody local had needed to articulate for decades.

Ruan's categories expanded.

Physical.

System.

Destination.

Capacity.

Local authority.

Time.

Purpose.

He added an eighth in his private notes:

meaning.

Then crossed it out because he had no idea how to operationalize it without making every route form impossible.

Neris saw the crossed-out word.

"Coward."

"Professional restraint."

"Put it in source notes."

He did.

Ruan wrote them across a blank slate.

Director Ren stood beside him.

"You are reinventing route architecture."

"Is that bad?"

"Usually expensive."

"Everything is expensive according to Drover."

"Drover is often correct."

Maelin, ten feet away, said, "I heard that."

Ruan looked at the seven dimensions.

"Public boards can't show all this."

"No."

"Then what do we show?"

Ren answered, "Enough to know which deeper question matters."

The sentence fit.

Not full reality.

A pointer toward the part of reality relevant to the traveler.

His class pressure tightened.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 21.]

[Context Ledger I improved.]

[Cross-source comparison available for verified route conditions.]

Ruan exhaled.

Still no evolution.

* * *

The first casualty of the six-status road was not a traveler.

It was a delivery contract.

A Harthmere apothecary refused a shipment of feverglass because the route panel displayed OPEN / RECEIVER CAPACITY UNKNOWN. The supplier interpreted that as unsafe delivery and held the cargo. The clinic interpreted the missing cargo as supplier breach and purchased emergency stock at triple price.

By the time anyone realized the route itself had been physically passable the entire time, two smaller clinics had already sold their reserve.

No one had lied.

Everyone had read the same status for a different purpose.

Maelin brought the contracts to the Tower hall and dropped them on Ruan's desk.

"Congratulations. Your road has injured commerce."

"My road?"

"You're the one staring at it professionally."

Ruan read the chain. The receiver-capacity warning referred to tutorial arrivals, not freight. The apothecary had assumed it applied to all destination load. The supplier had chosen the safest interpretation because their insurance penalized knowingly entering uncertain receivers.

"They need purpose-specific status," Ruan said.

"They need medicine."

"Also that."

The Tower opened a temporary freight clarification desk by afternoon. Three clerks, one guild factor, and a Level 14 [Route Interpreter] spent the next six hours answering questions that no one had predicted when the status panel was designed.

Ruan sat in for one hour.

A brewer asked whether LOCAL AUTHORITY CLOSED prevented barrels from entering a town whose residents had closed only passenger travel during a festival.

A funeral party asked whether PHYSICAL PASSAGE OPEN / TEMPORAL CONDITION CONFLICT meant they could cross before sunset.

A dungeon crew asked whether RECEIVER COMPATIBLE had anything to do with their equipment cache.

Each question made the same point differently.

A route was not one service.

It was infrastructure used for dozens of purposes by people who needed different truths from it.

At dusk, the funeral party returned.

They had waited for clarification. The mountain cremation window had passed. Their dead would be buried locally instead of carried home.

No one had been physically harmed.

The daughter of the dead man still cried while signing the local burial permission.

Ruan stood nearby because the route office had asked him to explain the delay.

There was nothing useful to explain.

The uncertain status had been honest. Traveling without clarification might have been dangerous. Waiting had cost something irreplaceable.

The woman wiped her face. "Was the road actually closed?"

"We didn't know enough to tell you it was open for your purpose."

"That's not the same answer."

"No."

She nodded once. "Then write that next time."

Ruan went back to the hall and added a note to the working model.

Unknown is a status. Unknown also has a cost.

He underlined the second sentence.

Still not enough.

Across the hall, one hundred fifty-seven cross-regional conflicts remained.

Then the number increased to one hundred seventy-two.

Phase Two was not merely revealing old conflicts.

Current decisions were creating new dependencies as people adapted.

Ruan looked at the wall.

A living network did not wait for the surveyor to finish drawing it.


Chapter 26

The Expedition Splits

Perran solved the problem of too many routes by making Ruan responsible for fewer of them.

Ruan objected.

"I need the whole pattern."

"No."

"My class is the one comparing—"

"Your class is Level 21 and your eyes are red."

Tovan looked over. "He's right."

"You two coordinate this?"

"We share a professional interest in you not becoming useless."

Perran divided the expedition by function.

Ysolde went to Harthmere's dungeon-route front with two House engineers and Aves Pell.

Tovan took medical and receiver conflicts with Tower clinicians.

Maelin took freight dependencies and supply priorities.

Neris stayed central, managing source records and contradiction logs.

Perran floated between emergency decisions.

Ruan got route structure.

Not outcomes.

Structure.

"You tell us what questions the routes are asking," Perran said. "You do not personally answer all of them."

"What if I can?"

"Then enjoy the surprise privately."

Ruan disliked delegation because it made other people free to produce facts without him.

That was not a flattering discovery.

The split worked immediately.

Ysolde sent a report from Cinderwake:

Dungeon access physically stable. Legacy route attempting to reassert retired ore staging destination. House/local guild agree on retirement. Recommend permanent legacy closure after dependency check.

Ruan did not need to travel there.

Tovan sent:

Receiver Nine path compatible. High-acuity capacity zero until healer relief arrives. Keep medical transfer closed; ordinary arrivals open.

Maelin sent:

Grain convoy priority exceeds lamp-crystal freight for 18-hour window due spoilage risk. Crystal reserve sufficient 3 days. Merchants angry, nobody starving.

Neris attached sources.

Ruan integrated the route dimensions.

Shared Bearings expanded across designated operational nodes.

For the first time, his expedition existed in his awareness while physically scattered across regions through Tower relay infrastructure.

Not precise bodies.

Positions in work.

Ysolde: dungeon containment front.

Tovan: receiver medical front.

Maelin: freight front.

Neris: records.

Perran: command.

Ruan: route structure.

The ability felt less like possession than trust.

Each node contained information he did not control.

That was the point.

Delegation gave Ruan enough spare attention to notice how badly everyone else looked.

Ysolde's relay image flickered into view from Cinderwake with soot across one cheek and an expression suggesting she'd already argued with three engineers.

"The old ore staging node is retired," she said. "Everyone agrees."

"Then what's the problem?"

"The House training yard inherited one of its destination markers when the property was subdivided. Legacy system thinks training traffic may be freight traffic."

"Is it?"

"Only if apprentices are ore."

Maelin, on a neighboring relay, said, "Depends on the contract."

Ysolde closed her eyes.

Ruan asked for purpose records.

House Merrow had reused the old receiving arch because it was structurally excellent and already System-compatible. Modern staff registered the training yard correctly. The legacy layer still associated the arch with ore transfer because that was the older stable function.

"Can you declare the current function without deleting the historic one?" Ruan asked.

Ysolde looked at the House engineer.

The engineer said, "Yes. If Tower interface accepts layered function."

Ruan looked at Ren.

Ren said, "It will now."

A temporary field was created.

Historic function: ore staging — retired.

Current function: training arrival — active.

Shared physical infrastructure: yes.

The legacy warning dropped without erasing the history.

Ysolde said, "That was annoyingly sensible."

"You've been spending time with me."

"I blame the House."

Tovan's front was less funny.

A receiver in the western districts had eight open beds but no healer capable of interpreting an incoming parasite-linked condition from River March.

The public capacity board showed green.

Tovan changed it to:

GENERAL CAPACITY: 8

HIGH-ACUITY COMPATIBLE CAPACITY: 0

A Tower administrator objected that the second field would confuse ordinary travelers.

Tovan replied, "Then ordinary travelers can ignore it. Sick people cannot."

The field stayed.

Two medical transfers rerouted.

One arrived three hours later than planned.

The patient survived.

The patient's husband sent a furious complaint about the delay.

Tovan read it.

"He's right."

Ruan looked at him.

"You'd make the same call again."

"Yes. He can still be right that the delay was terrible."

Another lesson Ruan wanted to keep.

A correct decision did not erase its cost.

Maelin's reports arrived in bursts.

She had built a priority board using spoilage risk, medical dependency, reserve stock, and route alternatives.

It was not a moral ranking of cargo.

It was a temporary logistics tool.

When a silk merchant accused her of declaring luxury goods unimportant, Maelin asked how many days the merchant's cargo could wait without becoming useless.

"Indefinitely, if dry."

"Then congratulations. You have resilient freight."

The merchant remained unhappy.

The grain merchant whose cargo would mold in heat thanked her.

Maelin accepted neither emotion as evidence.

Ruan watched the fronts through Shared Bearings.

The ability did not transmit thoughts.

It gave him orientation toward people doing work he had chosen not to supervise.

That distinction became strangely comforting.

When Ysolde's node moved, he knew the House team had shifted to a second access point.

When Tovan's marker paused, he knew the medical front had stopped movement.

When Maelin's marker split, she had delegated two freight teams.

Neris's remained beside him at central coordination, surrounded by so many source packets that her desk had become topography.

"How are you?" he asked.

"I have found six contradictory records that are all correct."

"Emotionally?"

"Thriving."

Perran returned every few hours to force someone to sleep.

No one appreciated this until Ruan tried to read the same route line three times and realized the letters were no longer forming useful words.

"Six hours," Perran said.

"Two."

"Six."

"The interregional test begins tomorrow."

"Which is why I want your brain present for it."

Ruan looked at Tovan.

Tovan said, "If you appeal to me, I prescribe eight."

Betrayal everywhere.

He slept six.

When he returned, Hettle Ford had vanished.

The village's absence from route lookup affected only shared systems at first.

Local roads still worked.

Then a medicine order failed to generate a recognized destination.

A visiting teacher's travel reimbursement system rejected the town code.

A grain buyer could not attach insured delivery.

The town had not disappeared physically.

It had disappeared from enough administrative relationships that the distinction began mattering within hours.

Neris led the continuity review.

Ruan made himself stay seated.

The first elder relay was a woman named Pera Hett, eighty-three, who had lived through both relocations.

"Are New Hettle and Hettle Ford the same settlement?" Neris asked.

Pera frowned.

"Same people. Different mud."

"How do you know civic continuity remained?"

"We moved the bell."

Neris paused.

"The receiver bell?"

"Town bell first. Receiver bell later. Tax chest too, but we lost that in the second flood. Nobody mourned it."

The old bell became one piece of evidence among many.

Property succession.

Council minutes.

School records.

Family addresses.

Receiver transfer.

Burial registry.

The legacy network accepted continuity only after the relationships formed a chain.

Ruan felt the confirmation through Context Ledger without doing any of the interviewing himself.

That mattered more than the technical success.

He had once believed being responsible meant personally verifying everything important.

Now he was learning that large systems required responsibility distributed among people whose competence he could evaluate without owning.

When Hettle Ford reappeared, the first successful transaction was not dramatic.

A school supply order went through.

Neris showed him.

"Civilization restored. Chalk incoming."

Ruan laughed.

The second was the medicine shipment.

He stopped laughing and watched until the destination confirmed.

That evening, Perran gathered the expedition by relay for the first time since the split.

Everyone looked worse.

Everyone's fronts were functioning.

"Report one mistake," he ordered.

Ysolde said, "We nearly retired a shared arch before checking current training dependency."

Tovan said, "I published total beds before capability by condition. Corrected."

Maelin said, "I underestimated replacement lamp crystal because I used city reserve and missed private hospital contracts."

Neris said, "I attached one copied municipal record before source verification. No consequence. Fixed."

Ruan said, "I thought I needed the whole pattern."

Perran waited.

"That's not a mistake report."

"It was today."

Perran accepted it.

Then he gave his own.

"I delayed one local closure because I wanted a second source. Local authority already had the right to close. No harm. I was wrong."

Nobody in the expedition was above the ledger.

Ruan thought that was why he trusted them.

Perran's delegation plan changed the expedition's relationships in small ways Ruan noticed only because he was suddenly not standing beside everyone.

Ysolde began sending shorter reports and better ones.

Her first relay messages had explained every argument. By the third day she sent only the decision, source, unresolved question, and when she would review it again.

"You're becoming a registrar," Ruan told her.

"Say that again and I resign."

Tovan's reports became increasingly blunt.

Route technically open. Patient transfer not accepted. Stop asking route question when medical answer is no.

Maelin attached cost estimates whether anyone requested them.

Neris standardized the expedition's contradiction log without asking Ruan first.

He objected to one field.

She changed it.

He accepted three others.

That felt suspiciously like teamwork.

Perran spent most of his time resolving conflicts of responsibility rather than routes.

Two offices both assumed the other had notified a local council.

A medical team assumed guild dispatch had transport.

Guild dispatch assumed receiver staff had arranged it.

No one was incompetent.

The handoff was missing.

Perran added a rule:

Every accepted action names the next responsible party before closure.

Maelin called it obvious.

Perran asked how many obvious rules existed because someone once failed to do them.

She stopped talking for almost a minute.

A personal record.

Ruan wrote it down.

At midday, trouble arrived from a place nobody had prioritized.

A small Grain Country village named Hettle Ford lost its public route registration entirely.

Not closed.

Missing.

Modern road still existed.

Local council still existed.

No active dungeon.

No receiver issue.

The village simply vanished from shared route lookup.

"Population?" Perran asked.

"Six hundred twelve," Neris said.

"Medical dependence?"

"One healer. Nearest hospital Millcross."

"Food?"

Maelin answered by relay. "Self-sufficient short term. Market access weekly."

Perran looked at Ruan.

"Question?"

Ruan studied the legacy record.

Hettle Ford had changed names twice.

Originally Hettle Crossing.

Then New Hettle after flood relocation.

Later Hettle Ford when settlement expanded back toward the river.

The current route pointed to the modern civic center.

The legacy node pointed to an abandoned receiver foundation two miles east.

During reconciliation, destination identity failed because the system could not prove continuity among all three names and locations.

"It isn't sure Hettle Ford is the same place," Ruan said.

Perran frowned. "People know."

"People do. Route layer doesn't."

"Fix?"

Ruan almost said he would go.

Then stopped.

"Local records. Living continuity. Ask council for name history, property succession, receiver transfer record, and residents who lived through relocation."

Neris smiled.

"I can do that."

"Yes."

He let her.

Two hours later, Neris established continuity using municipal ledgers, three surviving elders, tax records, and the old receiver bell transferred from one site to the next.

The legacy network accepted it.

[DESTINATION CONTINUITY: CONFIRMED]

Hettle Ford reappeared.

Ruan had not touched the node.

His class pressure shifted anyway.

[Verified route understanding contributed through delegated local evidence.]

No level.

A recognition.

He stared at the line.

Perran said, "Painful?"

"A little."

"Good."

The expedition remained split for three days.

Ruan learned more during those days than he had while personally inspecting every roadstone.

Ysolde's House engineers solved class-credential conflicts he barely understood.

Tovan rejected a route Ruan thought compatible because the destination's healer had been awake twenty-two hours.

Maelin delayed a profitable freight opening because a village's bridge repair needed the same wagons.

Neris caught a copied source error that had propagated through four regional summaries.

Perran revoked one emergency decision after local evidence changed.

Nobody became less competent because Ruan wasn't there.

That realization embarrassed him enough to matter.

The split exposed how much of the expedition's competence had been hiding inside habit.

Ysolde's first report came from Cinderwake.

A modern bypass and a retired training gate shared one legacy destination signature. The House engineers wanted to relabel both immediately.

Ysolde refused until the training staff explained why the old gate still mattered.

It was used twice a year for controlled class-evolution drills because its geometry produced predictable pressure.

"So obsolete for freight," Ruan said over relay.

"Active for training," Ysolde answered. "Different purpose. Same stone."

She separated the credential route from the ore route and sent both source records.

Ruan had nothing to add.

Tovan's medical front was worse.

A receiver in the lower River March accepted six transfers on paper.

Its head healer had been awake twenty-two hours after a childbirth emergency.

The beds were empty.

The medicine was stocked.

The destination was compatible.

Tovan closed high-acuity acceptance anyway.

A Tower planner objected.

"Capacity is six."

"Bed capacity is six," Tovan said. "Safe high-acuity staff capacity is zero until someone sleeps."

Ruan listened through relay and thought of Receiver Twelve.

The category had grown again.

Not beds.

People capable of using the beds.

Maelin's freight front became a war over wagons.

Two regions needed the same heavy carriers.

One route served a profitable crystal shipment.

The other carried timber for a bridge repair in a village Ruan had never heard of.

Maelin delayed the crystal.

The merchant protested.

"Our contract has priority."

"Commercial priority," Maelin said. "Bridge repair has regional essential-service override."

"That bridge carries two hundred people."

"And their food."

The merchant appealed.

Lost.

The crystal arrived one day later.

The village bridge reopened before rain.

No one wrote a song.

Neris's central work saved them from a subtler failure.

Four regional summaries quoted the same source note about an old route closure.

Every summary made it appear independently confirmed.

Neris traced all four back to one forty-year-old field report copied repeatedly.

"We have one source wearing four hats," she said.

Ruan had nearly counted it as corroboration.

Context Ledger corrected when she linked the provenance.

Independent confirmations: 1

Embarrassing.

Useful.

Perran made the same sort of correction to himself.

He had issued an emergency stop on one Harthmere corridor after a legacy alert indicated unstable continuity.

Local engineers later proved the alert applied only to an abandoned sub-route below the street.

Perran revoked his stop immediately.

"You were wrong," Ruan said.

"Yes."

"You don't seem troubled."

"I am troubled by making bad decisions. I am not troubled by changing them when evidence changes."

"Some commanders would defend the first call."

"Then some commanders are expensive."

Ruan added that to his growing collection of sentences professionals should be forced to read before receiving authority.

The split also revealed the expedition's relationships more clearly.

Ruan missed Maelin's running commentary before he admitted it.

He missed Ysolde arguing with him about House practice.

He missed Tovan asking whether he had slept.

He even missed Neris's registrar corrections when she was three tables away instead of one.

Shared Bearings gave him positions.

It did not give him companionship.

Perran found him staring at the relay wall late on the second night.

"You want to go inspect something personally."

"Several things."

"No."

"I didn't ask."

"Your shoulders did."

Ruan sat back.

"How do captains know when not being there is negligence?"

Perran considered longer than usual.

"When your absence removes something nobody else can provide. Not when your presence would merely make you feel responsible."

That distinction hurt.

It also freed him.

The third day, Ruan stopped asking whether he should travel to every front.

He asked what only he could contribute from central coordination.

Cross-source comparison.

Route-layer distinctions.

Questions nobody local needed to ask because their own context was obvious.

That was enough work.

At the end of the third day, Director Ren called them back to central coordination.

The conflict count had dropped below one hundred.

Then the precursor network displayed a new line.

[INTERREGIONAL CONTINUITY TEST]

[Initiating sampled path verification.]

Perran said, "I dislike test."

* * *

Splitting the expedition also exposed how much of Ruan's confidence had depended on being able to see everyone.

Shared Bearings reached farther after his recent levels, but not across half a continent. When Perran's team moved beyond relay range, Ruan lost the quiet positional pressure that had become normal over months of travel.

He disliked the absence immediately.

"You'll survive," Neris said.

"That is not the issue."

"It is usually the issue with you."

Reports arrived instead.

Perran sent a three-line field note from Cinderwake:

Dungeon migration contained. Local road physically intact. Old route marker still rejects modern freight classification. No casualties. Stop asking whether we need you.

Ysolde's House channel sent a forty-page compatibility packet.

Maelin sent numbers.

Tovan sent two sentences and a patient list.

The difference amused Ruan until he had to combine them.

Perran's note omitted the names of three local volunteers because the Captain considered them operationally irrelevant to route status. Ysolde's packet listed every credential but barely mentioned the warehouse workers who had moved unstable crystal by hand. Maelin's numbers captured the cost of the closure and none of the fear. Tovan's patient list captured the fear and none of the freight.

Each report was excellent inside its purpose.

Together they described something closer to reality.

Neris watched Ruan lay them side by side.

"Welcome to registration," she said.

"I apologize for everything I've ever said about your profession."

"No you don't."

"Not everything."

A relay chimed.

White Fold.

Elar's face appeared, older than Ruan remembered after only a few weeks because the man looked more natural surrounded by snow than by city relay light.

"Tower asks if pass open," Elar said.

Ruan took a breath. "What do you say?"

"For goats, yes. For foot, yes until night freeze. For carts, no. For medicine sled, maybe with chains. For strangers, ask somebody."

Neris covered a smile.

"That is not one status," Ruan said.

"Then Tower should stop asking one question."

The relay went dark.

Ruan looked at the wall where administrators wanted a continent-sized answer.

He finally understood why Perran had reduced his assignment.

Seeing the whole pattern did not require personally controlling every part of it.

It required trusting competent people to describe their own piece well enough that the pieces could meet.

That was harder than doing it himself.

Ruan looked at the legacy wall map.

"So do I."

A route in the High Country lit white.

Then a paired route in River March.

The old system was about to test whether a path existed across regions.

Not on paper.

In reality.


Chapter 27

The Road That Is Not There

The sampled path began at White Fold and ended outside River March.

That was impossible in one afternoon.

The Tower made it possible through relay observation.

Local teams stood at both ends.

White Fold's Pass Keeper at the origin.

River March receiver staff at the destination.

Ruan remained inside the Tower, connected through Shared Bearings and three route interfaces.

The legacy network displayed:

[PATH VERIFICATION SAMPLE 17]

[Origin: WHITE FOLD TRANSIT NODE]

[Destination: EAST RIVER TRANSFER NODE]

[Registered continuity: confirmed]

[Current continuity: test pending]

Ruan frowned.

"Those aren't directly connected."

Director Ren said, "Not modernly. Historically, a seasonal freight chain linked them through three intermediate nodes."

"All active?"

"Two active. One repurposed."

"Then why test?"

"Because the destination relationship remains registered in precursor layer."

The White Fold team placed a tagged empty transit crate on the route platform.

Not a person.

Ruan appreciated whoever made that decision.

The crate carried identity, origin, destination, and time stamps.

The local Pass Keeper authorized test.

River March authorized receipt.

The Tower initiated no transfer itself.

It simply allowed the legacy network to perform whatever verification it intended.

The crate vanished from White Fold.

River March reported nothing.

Ten seconds.

Twenty.

A minute.

Ruan's pulse climbed.

Then the crate reappeared at White Fold.

Its destination tag had changed.

[PATH CONTINUITY FAILED]

[Intermediate segment unavailable]

That was almost reassuring.

The system had tested and refused.

Then Neris said, "Time stamp."

Ruan looked.

The crate's internal clock showed it had been absent six minutes.

White Fold clocks showed one minute.

River March's destination sensor recorded the crate five minutes before it left White Fold.

Nobody spoke.

Ruan read the records again.

"The middle doesn't exist at the same time."

Ren's expression sharpened.

"Explain."

Ruan opened Context Ledger.

Historical freight chain.

White Fold seasonal departure windows.

River stage schedule.

The repurposed middle node.

He found the mismatch.

The old route had relied on a staging station whose transition cycle synchronized regional travel windows. That station no longer existed as a route facility. Its building had become a grain store decades ago.

The precursor network still recognized origin and destination compatibility.

But the intermediate timing relationship had vanished.

"Endpoints are compatible," Ruan said. "Path isn't."

"Physically?" Perran asked.

"Temporally. The old chain synchronized them. Modern routes bypassed it, so nobody noticed the legacy relationship was incomplete."

Director Ren ordered all sampled tests involving retired intermediate nodes suspended.

A merchant delegate objected.

"We need to know which routes work."

Perran said, "We also need not to send your body five minutes before your legs."

Objection withdrawn.

The test taught them a new route dimension.

Not merely time condition at one location.

Temporal continuity across the path.

Ruan added it to his layered model.

Physical passage.

System compatibility.

Destination capacity.

Local authority.

Temporal continuity.

Purpose.

Confidence.

The list was becoming ridiculous.

Also necessary.

Ruan felt class evolution pressure spike.

[Road Surveyor — evolution condition approaching.]

[Current deficiency: route model assumes stable relationship between observation and path.]

He laughed bitterly.

"What now?" Ysolde asked through relay.

"My class insulted my assumptions."

"Good. Saves us time."

The next sampled path involved a managed dungeon freight route in Cinderwake.

This time the legacy system recognized the old ore destination but also the new House training yard that had inherited part of its infrastructure.

Ysolde's team refused physical testing until the route destination was clarified.

The precursor network marked:

[TEST DEFERRED — LOCAL AUTHORITY]

Ruan stared.

It respected refusal.

At least in this layer.

That mattered.

Another test in Grain Country successfully moved an empty tagged crate through a route whose physical road had shifted but whose farm destination function remained stable.

Another failed because a receiver had been demolished.

Another succeeded only after local staff supplied the current settlement name.

The White Fold–River March test changed the mood of the entire Tower.

Until then, most reconciliation conflicts had involved records, permissions, capacities, and functions people could reason through while standing safely in a room.

Temporal discontinuity felt different.

The crate had been absent six local minutes, one Tower minute, and had registered at its destination five minutes before departure.

Ruan requested the raw logs.

Then the clocks.

Then the clocks' calibration records.

Neris gave him a look of professional approval.

"You think the clocks are wrong?"

"I hope the clocks are wrong."

They were not.

The Tower maintained independent time references for route events precisely because transition systems could distort perceived duration. White Fold used a local bell chain synchronized weekly. River March used water clocks and Tower relay confirmation. The tagged crate carried an internal mechanical counter.

Three systems disagreed in a pattern too structured to be random.

Ossa Pell joined the analysis.

"The old staging node may have functioned as a synchronization point."

"Meaning?" Perran asked.

"Meaning the historical route did not need the two ends to agree naturally. The middle forced agreement."

"And now the middle is a grain store."

"A very successful grain store, according to current property records."

Maelin said, "Finally, infrastructure improving with age."

Ruan wanted to see it.

Ren initially refused.

"The Tower can inspect remotely."

"The whole problem is that remote records describe different things."

"That is not permission to crawl into every old building."

"It's a registered intermediate node."

"Retired."

"Apparently not completely."

Perran intervened before Ruan could turn persistence into insubordination.

"Small field team. No activation. Observe only."

Ren considered.

"You, Holt, Tessel, Pell, local owner. No one else unless needed."

Ysolde looked offended.

"Why not me?"

"Because you have an active front in Cinderwake."

She hated delegation now that it excluded her.

Ruan enjoyed that for nearly a second.

The old staging station sat two hours outside Harthmere by fast relay road and another hour down a farm lane modern maps did not consider interregional infrastructure.

It was, indeed, a grain store.

A good one.

The owner, a Level 19 [Storehouse Keeper] named Daro Mett, had inherited the building from his aunt and resented learning that part of his west wall might be older than the kingdom charter.

"Does this affect taxes?"

Maelin had not come, so Ruan was forced to say, "I don't know."

Daro looked suspicious.

"Everyone who says that eventually brings a form."

The interior smelled of oats and dust.

Modern shelves covered most of the old stone.

Ossa found the node behind stacked sacks.

A black ring had been plastered over decades earlier.

Not destroyed.

Hidden because nobody needed it.

The local property ledger contained a note from forty-one years ago:

old transfer mark inactive; wall suitable for dry storage.

Ruan touched nothing.

Context Ledger accepted visual observation only.

The old ring's pattern matched neither White Fold nor River March exactly.

It contained a repeated break at four evenly spaced points.

Ossa said, "Cycle markers. Maybe."

"Maybe?"

"I can say 'decorative gaps' if you prefer confidence theater."

"Maybe is fine."

Daro said, "Can I keep storing grain here?"

Perran asked Ossa.

"Any current hazard?"

"None observed."

Perran looked at Daro. "Then yes under current conditions. We'll tell you if that changes."

Ruan smiled at the phrase.

Daro did not notice.

The breakthrough came from the storehouse records.

Every harvest season, Daro's aunt had complained that one corner of the building chilled at exactly the same two times each day regardless of weather.

The family had solved it by storing root vegetables there.

"What times?" Ruan asked.

Daro named them.

They matched old freight arrival windows.

The retired node was not inactive.

It was still cycling.

Without a modern route attached, the effect appeared only as temperature change.

Ossa measured the black ring during the next cycle.

A faint white line appeared.

No opening.

No transfer.

But the node's local state shifted relative to Tower time.

Ruan watched the clocks.

Six minutes of phase movement compressed into one.

"There," he said.

The old staging station had not merely been a stop.

It had reconciled time between regions.

When modern freight routes bypassed it, physical travel no longer needed the function. The legacy destination relationship still assumed it existed.

Ruan's class pressure returned.

Not a level.

A correction.

Route Memory showed the historical chain as if it were still spatially continuous.

Context Ledger showed the staging node's temporal function.

The two truths did not fit his old model because he had assumed a path was simply the sequence of places between origin and destination.

Here, one place had contributed a relationship rather than distance.

Perran watched his face.

"Useful?"

"Terribly."

The grain-store node became a local curiosity after the Tower inspection despite Daro Mett's best efforts.

By the time Ruan returned to Harthmere, three neighbors had asked Daro whether he planned to charge admission.

"I store oats," Daro said. "I am not becoming a museum."

The Tower agreed.

The node received a protective marker and a maintenance contact, not public attraction status.

That decision mattered to Ruan.

History did not automatically outrank current use.

The west wall's primary function remained keeping grain dry.

Ossa installed a passive monitor no larger than a hand and taught Daro how to report changes.

"If it glows?"

"Call us."

"If it hums?"

"Call us."

"If tourists arrive?"

"Call city watch."

Daro approved.

Ruan asked whether the Tower would purchase the property.

Ren said, "Why?"

"Infrastructure dependency."

"We can maintain an easement without displacing a functioning business."

Another assumption corrected.

Institutional interest did not need to become ownership.

The old node stayed behind sacks of oats, quietly reconciling time nobody had known it was still measuring.

They returned to the Tower with a new rule for sampled tests:

No live subject.

No test through retired intermediate function until the function's role was identified.

No assumption that endpoint compatibility proved path continuity.

The rule was cumbersome.

The merchant delegation complained.

Ren approved it anyway.

Then the legacy network performed a Grain Country sample that worked perfectly.

An empty crate moved through three nodes, arriving in correct sequence with no time distortion.

The route had shifted physically twice in fifty years.

Its functions had remained connected.

Ruan was relieved.

Not every old relationship concealed impossible geometry.

One test failed because a destination council had dissolved.

Another passed after a village supplied its current name.

One Cinderwake test remained deferred because Ysolde refused local activation until a training-yard dependency was separated from ore freight.

Sample Seventeen failed before anyone moved.

The White Fold team placed a marker on the current transit shelf.

River March placed its paired marker beside the transfer dock.

The precursor system recognized both.

Then it requested an intermediate confirmation from a node listed only as LOWER CROW REST.

No modern map contained that name.

Theron Vell found it in an eighty-year-old freight ledger.

Lower Crow Rest had been a seasonal caravan camp on the western slope.

A landslide erased it fifty-six years earlier.

Modern traffic rerouted permanently.

The old node was not destroyed.

It was buried.

"So continuity fails," one engineer said.

Ruan shook his head.

"Historic continuity fails. Current White Fold-to-River relationship may still exist through another chain."

"Legacy sample is testing the registered chain."

"Then let it fail that chain. Don't turn that into no route exists."

They marked the intermediate node unavailable.

The precursor network paused.

Then asked for an alternate relationship.

Everyone in the room leaned forward.

White Fold supplied its current west-pass transfer.

River March supplied the current northern freight relay.

The two did not share a direct modern route record.

They shared timing.

One caravan system handed freight to another at a Harthmere staging yard twice a week.

The relationship existed institutionally, not as one continuous road.

Ruan hated and loved the problem.

"Test empty," Perran said.

Ren agreed.

A relay token left White Fold under local observation.

The physical object traveled by wagon to the west-pass station.

Its route identity transferred to a Harthmere freight record.

Hours later the paired River March system recognized the same shipment identity.

The precursor layer accepted the chain until the timing window rolled over.

Then it dropped continuity entirely.

"There," Ruan said.

The route did not merely exist across places.

It existed across a schedule.

A wagon leaving White Fold after a certain bell could not make the Harthmere handoff before the next River departure.

The physical roads remained.

The usable chain did not.

Ruan wrote instead:

Path continuity depends on intermediate transfer existing at compatible time, not merely on permanent physical segments.

The system pressure behind his eyes sharpened.

Local teams repeated the sample under a valid schedule.

This time the chain held.

No magic road appeared.

No hidden tunnel.

Three ordinary services happened to align long enough to create a usable passage.

The precursor network recognized it.

[ALTERNATE CONTINUITY OBSERVED]

[Historic intermediate absent]

[Current relational path conditionally valid]

Ruan stared at relational.

"It knows the difference."

Ossa Pell said, "Or it has a category we are translating that way."

"You ruin everything."

"Infrastructure Binder."

A later sample nearly caused a real mistake.

The system found a valid historical chain through an old Cinderwake staging route.

Physical segments still existed.

Modern freight could technically pass.

But the intermediate yard had become a children's House training court.

No one had used it for freight in twenty years.

A purely physical verification would have succeeded by sending a cart through a place full of trainees.

Ysolde's local report stopped the test.

"Route present," she said. "Freight purpose refused."

The precursor layer accepted the refusal after several long seconds.

Ruan realized he had been holding his breath.

Old infrastructure was not resurrecting old roads.

It was checking relationships without understanding every modern purpose attached to them.

That sounded uncomfortably like a surveyor.

The precursor layer accepted the refusal.

That result mattered enough for Ruan to write it twice.

Old infrastructure was not behaving like an enemy.

It was testing relationships with incomplete understanding of modern purposes.

Which, Ruan thought, was uncomfortably familiar.

The network was not trying to make old roads real again.

It was asking whether registered relationships still existed.

The problem was that modern society often depended on relationships the old network had never been designed to describe.

Capacity.

Insurance.

Credentialing.

Large-scale population.

Specialized medical translation.

The world had grown around the infrastructure.

Ruan spent that evening at the precursor wall.

"What do you want?" he asked it.

Nothing answered.

Good.

He distrusted talking architecture on principle.

Instead, Context Ledger showed him observed cases.

Success where local function remained.

* * *

The first relay test failed because both ends did everything correctly.

White Fold opened the origin marker at the agreed time. River March opened the destination marker at the agreed time. Tower clocks matched to less than a second. Identity translation passed. Receiver capacity was available. Physical access at both endpoints was clear.

The route still did not exist.

For eleven seconds the old marker at White Fold displayed PRESENT while its paired stone in River March displayed HISTORICAL ONLY. Then they reversed.

Perran's voice came through the relay. "Nobody crosses."

No one argued.

Ruan replayed the readings.

The mismatch repeated every thirty-two seconds.

"Not random," Neris said.

"No."

A Tower engineer proposed clock drift. Another proposed load cycling in the old stones. A River March technician suggested tidal phase even though the endpoint sat kilometers inland.

Ruan listened.

Then Elar, patched into the origin, said, "Sun hits marker here."

Everyone paused.

"What?"

"Cloud moved. Sun hits old stone, state changes."

At River March, the local team checked. Their paired stone sat under a bridge arch. Reflected water-light reached it in pulses as barges moved through the channel.

The old route was not synchronized to clock time.

It was synchronized to environmental light states that the modern endpoints no longer experienced together.

Ruan laughed once from pure disbelief.

"Who builds a continental route on sunlight?"

The engineer beside him said, "Someone who built it when both ends were outside."

That silenced the room.

They tested the theory with mirrored lamps. When both stones received the same old light condition, the route state aligned for fourteen seconds.

No one crossed.

Fourteen seconds was not enough evidence.

But the road had existed.

The landscape around both ends had changed over generations until a formerly ordinary condition became an accidental timing gate.

Ruan stared at the result.

The map had not become wrong because someone wrote it badly.

The world had moved around a correct piece of infrastructure.

Neris added the finding to the reconciliation archive with three confidence labels and an enormous warning against generalizing from one pair.

"You're learning," Ruan said.

"I was doing this before you discovered roads had destinations."

Fair.

The next test involved a route whose destination identity had changed because the receiving town had merged with its neighboring district sixty years earlier.

The old stone recognized the vanished town.

The modern network recognized the merged city.

Both descriptions still pointed to people who lived there.

Another disagreement.

Another road that existed only if someone understood what its names used to mean.

Failure where destination identity broke.

Danger where timing broke.

Conflict where modern purposes multiplied.

He stopped trying to derive one rule.

Maybe that was the final lesson before evolution.

A frontier was not merely unknown land.

It was where old categories stopped being enough.


Chapter 28

The Cost of One Map

The unified emergency map worked beautifully for six hours.

That was long enough to become dangerous.

The pressure to create it came from outside the Tower.

Merchants needed routing.

Travelers needed decisions.

Local councils were tired of answering every inquiry individually.

The public could not use seven route dimensions without training.

Director Ren agreed to a temporary simplified map with three statuses:

OPEN

CONDITIONAL

CLOSED

Every route tile linked to deeper details.

Ruan supported it.

He helped design it.

That mattered later.

The map launched at first bell.

Traffic immediately improved.

Harthmere queues shortened.

Grain wagons departed.

Two receiver transfers resumed.

Maelin showed him freight forecasts dropping toward normal.

"Look. Simplicity. Beautiful."

Ruan smiled.

Then High Country sent an emergency closure.

A route marked CONDITIONAL on the unified map had three local conditions:

physical pass open;

local authority open until sixth bell;

temporal avalanche shelf unresolved after warm wind.

The simplified map displayed CONDITIONAL.

A caravan company interpreted that as passable with caution.

They opened the detail panel.

The detail panel showed avalanche condition.

They proceeded anyway because Tower model probability remained low.

Local closure arrived while the caravan was already committed.

No avalanche occurred.

But the caravan had to reverse on a narrow shelf.

One wagon rolled.

A driver broke both legs.

Ruan read the incident report in silence.

The map had not lied.

The detail had not been hidden.

Local authority had not yet closed when they entered.

Every step could be defended.

The outcome was still bad.

"Our category encouraged interpretation," Neris said.

Ruan looked at her.

"Conditional is too broad."

"For some uses."

"We need more statuses."

"Maybe. Or different questions."

Perran joined them.

"What did caravan need to know?"

Ruan answered, "Whether to enter."

"Then why show them a general route status?"

Ruan stopped.

The unified map answered:

What is this route overall?

The traveler needed:

Can my caravan enter now under these conditions?

Different question.

The simplification failed not because it was simple.

Because people used one summary as an answer to questions it had not been designed to answer.

The injured caravan driver was named Sel Ordan.

Ruan learned that because he went to the hospital.

Neris told him he did not have to.

Perran said nothing.

Ruan went anyway.

Sel's wagon had rolled against the shelf wall rather than over the edge. That distinction was why he had broken both legs instead of dying.

A [Bone Mender] had stabilized the fractures, but one knee was badly damaged and recovery would take months.

Sel was awake, angry, and unsurprised to see someone from the Tower.

"Here to explain the sign?" he asked.

"No."

"Good. Three people already did."

Ruan pulled a chair closer.

"I helped design the map."

That changed Sel's expression.

"Then yes. Explain the sign."

Ruan did.

He explained the three-state public model, the deeper detail panel, the low Tower avalanche probability, the local closure arriving after entry, and the assumption that conditional would prompt professional users to read conditions before deciding.

Sel listened.

"We read them."

"I know."

"Weather model said low."

"Yes."

"Pass was still legally open."

"Yes."

"So what did we do wrong?"

Ruan took too long.

Sel answered for him.

"That's the part I wanted one of you to say. We didn't do anything obviously stupid."

"No."

"And your map wasn't wrong."

"No."

"I hate that more."

Ruan understood.

A broken road was easier to blame.

A lying sign was easier to fix.

This was a chain of reasonable judgments whose combined confidence exceeded what any one of them justified.

"What would you have wanted the display to say?" Ruan asked.

Sel laughed once.

"Don't go?"

"Before the closure existed."

He thought.

"Ask local before committing to shelf."

"The detail said local avalanche condition active."

"That's not the same sentence."

There.

Action.

Not category.

Ruan wrote it down.

Sel watched him.

"Will that fix my legs?"

"No."

"Then don't put me in a speech about lessons."

Ruan closed the notebook.

"All right."

He stayed another ten minutes talking about nothing important.

Sel drove wool and preserved meat between White Fold and Harthmere. He had two children. His older daughter wanted to become a [Weather Reader] despite being terrible at sitting still. His wagon was probably salvageable.

When Ruan left, Sel said, "Fix the sign anyway."

"Yes."

Sel Ordan's incident changed training before it changed policy.

Harthmere's freight guild issued a temporary bulletin within a day:

CONDITIONAL IS NOT A GO SIGNAL. IDENTIFY REQUIRED ACTION BEFORE COMMITMENT.

Drivers mocked the wording.

Then instructors built it into route drills.

A trainee would receive a status and had to state the missing verification aloud before moving a wagon marker on the table.

Local confirmation.

Capacity declaration.

Weather review.

Credential check.

If the trainee answered only "use caution," the instructor made them start again.

Ruan observed one class.

A young driver recognized a local-verification requirement and said, "Call pass keeper before shelf entry."

The instructor nodded.

Ruan felt absurdly proud.

Then the next trainee misread a receiver-capacity condition and would have sent a simulated injured passenger into a facility with no compatible healer.

The instructor stopped her.

No shame.

Repeat the decision.

Training converted someone else's injury into safer practice without pretending the injury existed for educational value.

Ruan thought Sel might tolerate that distinction.

He did not write to ask.

The incident review became the hardest meeting of the reconciliation event.

Not because anyone denied facts.

Because different fixes would have prevented different parts of the chain.

The merchant company proposed stricter driver rules.

High Country wanted mandatory local confirmation whenever seasonal hazard indicators were active.

Tower engineers wanted clearer purpose-specific prompts.

Insurers wanted a separate high-uncertainty classification.

Perran wanted decision authority explicit at commitment points.

Neris wanted the incident attached to the map version permanently.

Maelin wanted to know whether small carriers could afford the extra communication delays.

Every fix had cost.

Ruan proposed a narrower change first:

For professional routing, the system would not merely display CONDITIONAL.

It would display the unresolved action required before commitment.

LOCAL VERIFICATION REQUIRED BEFORE SHELF ENTRY.

Or:

RECEIVER CAPACITY MUST BE DECLARED.

Or:

CARGO CREDENTIAL CHECK REQUIRED.

The summary would point toward the missing decision rather than pretending the category itself was enough.

Ren approved a pilot.

They tested it against twenty recent cases.

In sixteen, users identified the relevant next action faster.

In three, no difference.

In one, the action prompt was wrong because the source data itself was stale.

Ruan circled that case.

"Interface can't repair bad evidence."

"No," Ren said. "It can make bad evidence easier to act on."

That was worse in a useful way.

They added confidence and source age to professional displays.

More data.

More maintenance.

Small councils objected immediately.

One village registrar by relay said, "I am the source age. I update the board when something changes."

Ruan believed her.

The Tower model did not know how to represent that cheaply.

So they stopped trying to force every local authority into the same record structure.

Instead, local authorities could publish a recognized verification endpoint.

A named Pass Keeper.

A receiver board.

A guild dispatch office.

A seasonal marker plus responsible office.

Shared systems needed to know where to ask, not necessarily how local knowledge was internally stored.

The design reduced clerical burden by nearly half for smaller regions.

Maelin still called it expensive.

Everyone ignored her on principle.

Then came the unresolved mountain-to-river path.

Origin valid.

Destination valid.

Capacity available.

Local permission active.

No known cargo restriction.

Temporal continuity impossible to verify because the historical synchronization node had been dismantled and no modern equivalent existed.

Every emergency instinct wanted closure.

Closed felt safe.

Ruan hesitated.

"Is it closed?" Ren asked.

"We don't know."

"Would you route someone?"

"No."

"Then closed operationally."

"For routing, yes. But that's not the same as knowing the path does not exist."

Ren studied him.

"Why preserve the distinction?"

Because future engineers might repair it.

Because local people might know something they had not asked.

Because the old network might test it differently.

Because closed would become a fact someone else trusted.

Ruan said, "Because if I write closed, the next surveyor has to prove me wrong before they even know I was uncertain."

Neris stopped writing for half a second.

Then resumed.

Ren nodded.

"Unresolved. Routing prohibited pending verification."

The distinction fit both needs.

Do not send people.

Do not pretend certainty.

Ruan entered it himself.

The world did not collapse because one route lacked a definitive answer.

The blank remained.

That felt more professional than certainty ever had.

Director Ren suspended the three-state map for professional freight use within an hour.

Public travelers still saw it, but route applications now asked purpose before producing guidance.

Freight.

Medical.

Ordinary travel.

Tutorial receiving.

Dungeon operations.

The same route could display differently by purpose.

Ruan helped build the first prototype.

He expected political resistance.

Instead, merchants liked it because freight answers became clearer.

Medics liked it because capacity surfaced automatically.

Local councils liked it because authority restrictions appeared in relevant contexts.

The cost was maintenance.

Every route now needed more structured data.

Maelin calculated staffing.

"At current scale, eighteen percent increase in route administration."

A council delegate said, "Impossible."

Ren asked, "Compared with what?"

"Current staffing."

"No. Compared with cost of wrong routing."

Maelin smiled.

"Finally."

The Tower could afford more staff.

Small regions might not.

That became the next argument.

If the system required six specialist fields from every village, rural routes could become less visible simply because locals lacked clerks.

Ruan thought of Elar's wrist cord.

A village with perfect local knowledge and poor paperwork could look less reliable than a city with excellent forms.

"Then the shared interface has to accept different local evidence," he said.

Ren looked at him. "Such as?"

"Named guide verification. Seasonal marks. Council closure. Receiver declaration. Not everyone needs to maintain the Tower's internal format."

"Translation cost moves here instead."

"Yes."

"Which is expensive."

Maelin raised a finger. "Everything—"

Everyone said, "We know."

She looked delighted.

They tested layered input on White Fold.

The local Pass Keeper continued using the village's existing board.

Tower clerks translated only the fields needed for cross-regional routing.

No new six-page form.

Harthmere supplied richer digital-like System entries because it had staff.

Cinderwake integrated guild and House records.

River March receivers published capacity through medical networks.

Different local methods.

Shared outward questions.

Ruan's class pressure became almost painful.

The simplified map's first injury came from a route everyone had correctly labeled CONDITIONAL.

A freight driver named Harlan Prent saw the amber status, opened the detail once, and read the first line:

PASSABLE UNDER CURRENT PHYSICAL CONDITIONS.

He had used the road for twelve years.

He did not scroll to the second condition:

HEAVY LOAD REQUIRES LOWER CULVERT APPROACH UNTIL LEGACY REVIEW COMPLETE.

His wagon took the ordinary upper turn.

The road surface held.

The legacy load marker did not recognize the new axle spacing and redirected a balancing assist toward an old alignment.

The wagon tipped.

Harlan broke both legs.

The horses survived.

The cargo survived.

Ruan arrived at the hospital furious with the map because he had helped build it.

Harlan was more annoyed about missing harvest contracts.

"You read the detail?" Ruan asked.

"Some."

"Why not all?"

"Because I've driven that road since before your beard."

Ruan touched his face automatically.

Harlan sighed.

"Don't make me stupid in your report."

"I wasn't going to."

"Good. I saw amber. Amber means check. I checked enough to think I knew what changed. I was wrong. Your board made the first safe-sounding sentence easy to find and the condition easy to miss. Both can be true."

Ruan sat very still.

This was the old carter's lesson again with different bones.

Correct measurements.

Correct user.

Incorrect interaction.

The review found no single cause.

The public board had compressed a purpose-specific route into one amber state.

The detail hierarchy prioritized physical passage because most users asked that first.

Harlan had deep local familiarity, which reduced his attention to the rest.

The legacy load assist had been retained because it still helped older wagons.

Nobody had lied.

Two legs were still broken.

Director Ren suspended the three-state map for professional freight dispatch within an hour.

Not for casual travel.

Casual travelers had not experienced the same failure pattern.

That distinction mattered.

The Tower replaced professional freight display with separate fields:

physical passage

load compatibility

local restriction

timing

source detail

Carriers complained.

Then Maelin asked whether they preferred another hospital visit.

Complaints became more technical.

That was progress.

Ruan visited Harlan again after the first surgery.

"Map changed," he said.

"Good."

"We're recording your case."

"Spell my name right."

Ruan smiled despite himself.

"Apparently that's a common professional concern."

"People get everything else wrong. Name is where I start."

Harlan's wife asked whether the road would close entirely.

Ruan said no.

Then stopped.

"Under current evidence, no general closure is planned. Heavy freight is restricted until compatibility review."

She stared.

"You people talk terribly."

"Working on it."

Outside the hospital, Ruan wrote the failure into Context Ledger.

The ability preserved the conditions.

It did not absolve him.

Good.

Professional growth that erased embarrassment would be suspicious.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 22.]

[Class evolution conditions: 2 of 3 satisfied.]

[Condition met: integrate incompatible regional route descriptions without requiring identical local format.]

[Condition met: accept verified local measurement over personal model where warranted.]

[Condition remaining: preserve unresolved route truth without forcing definitive classification.]

Ruan read the last line.

"Of course."

Ysolde looked over. "What?"

"The System wants me to admit I don't know something professionally."

"You've had months of practice."

"Apparently not enough."

That evening, one route conflict resisted every category.

A mountain-to-river path with valid origin, valid destination, active local permission, available capacity, and no verifiable temporal continuity.

* * *

The unified map failed first in a way that looked like success.

A freight driver named Hobb Sennet left Harthmere with a wagon of kiln salts after the emergency overlay marked the east spur OPEN. The road was physically sound. The destination receiver accepted freight. Local authority had lifted its closure. The overlay had every reason to display green.

What it did not display was that the last two kilometers had been reopened for light traffic only while a retaining wall cured.

Hobb's wagon weighed nearly four tons.

The wall did not collapse. The road shoulder did.

The wagon rolled.

Hobb broke both legs. One draft animal had to be put down. Half the salt dissolved in runoff before salvage crews arrived.

Ruan reached the site after dark. The emergency lamps turned the muddy slope white and gold.

The local roadmaster stood beside the broken wagon with a face like stone.

"I marked light traffic," she said.

"Your local notice shows it."

"Tower overlay shows open."

"I know."

"Then whose mistake?"

Ruan looked at the road.

The local record had been correct.

The Tower overlay had been correct about physical passage in general.

The freight contract had been reasonable in trusting a continental emergency map.

Hobb's legs were still broken.

"Ours," Ruan said. "The map answered a broader question than the driver needed, and we let the symbol look like permission for his purpose."

The roadmaster's expression shifted slightly. Not forgiveness. Recognition.

Hobb woke while Tovan worked.

"Road said open," he muttered.

"It did," Ruan said.

"Was it?"

Ruan took longer than he wanted.

"For some uses. Not yours."

Hobb closed his eyes. "That's a terrible sign."

"Yes."

The next morning the emergency map gained purpose markers. Freight. Foot. Medical. Tutorial intake. Passenger.

It became harder to read.

Merchants complained.

Travelers slowed down.

The number of clarification requests doubled.

So did the number of people who stopped before assuming green meant yes to everything.

Ruan visited Hobb in the clinic three days later.

The driver would walk again. Tovan thought he would always ache in winter.

"You fix the map?" Hobb asked.

"We made it more annoying."

"Good."

Ruan laughed despite himself.

Outside, he opened the unresolved route file again.

Pressure from guilds, councils, and Tower operations all pointed toward giving it a definitive status. Closed would be safe. Open would preserve commerce. Conditional would reassure everyone while shifting the burden into fine print.

None was supported.

Ruan left it unresolved.

For the first time, that choice felt less like failure than discipline.

Every model wanted to mark it closed.

Ruan did not.

He wrote:

UNRESOLVED — do not route until path continuity verified.

No substitute.

No predicted answer.

No forced classification.

The System pressure sharpened.

Not yet.

The route remained unresolved overnight.

Nothing bad happened.

No one traveled it.

The world tolerated a blank space.

Ruan was beginning to learn how.


Chapter 29

Frontier Surveyor

The unresolved route stayed unresolved for thirty-one hours.

People hated it.

That was the test.

Merchants asked every four hours whether the Tower had an answer.

A local council wanted permission to publish closed because uncertainty frightened travelers.

A route engineer wanted conditional because that kept the option technically alive.

A guild dispatcher wanted restricted because his forms did not accept unresolved.

Ruan said no to all three.

"We don't know whether a continuous path exists," he repeated.

The guild dispatcher said, "Then it is closed."

"No. Closed means we know not to use it because some authority or condition prevents use."

"People still can't use it."

"Same consequence. Different fact."

"Travelers don't care."

"Future engineers might."

Director Ren watched the argument without intervening.

The dispatcher left unhappy.

Ruan felt no triumph.

He understood the man's problem.

Systems needed categories.

Workflows needed buttons.

Unresolved was inconvenient because it preserved a problem instead of absorbing it.

That was precisely why it mattered.

The unresolved route became a bureaucratic nuisance before it became a professional achievement.

The guild dispatch software had no field for it.

Neither did two regional toll systems.

A House travel planner could mark a path inactive, but that implied a known suspension.

An insurer could mark it unrated, which meant something entirely different.

Neris spent half a day collecting every workaround people invented to avoid the blank.

"Look," she told Ruan, spreading copies across the table. "Closed. Restricted. Suspended. Under review. Unknown. Not recommended. No service."

"All wrong."

"All usable by somebody's form."

"That's the problem."

"No. The problem is forms were built for a world where every route eventually became one of those things. You are introducing a category that preserves unfinished work."

Ruan frowned at the stack.

"That sounds much more dramatic than it is."

"Registrar privilege."

Ren authorized a temporary interregional code:

UNRESOLVED / DO NOT ROUTE / EXISTENCE NOT DISPROVEN

It was hideous.

Ruan loved it.

The category propagated badly at first.

One local system displayed DO NOT ROUTE and dropped the rest.

Another displayed EXISTENCE NOT DISPROVEN, which made a merchant think the route might be adventurous rather than unsafe to verify.

The Tower corrected both translations.

That was the part no theory made glamorous.

Even a good distinction had to survive interfaces designed before it existed.

The larger path verification began before dawn.

Unlike the earlier samples, the route crossed enough active systems that Ren required a full tabletop rehearsal first.

Every region stated its local assumptions.

Grain Country assumed wagon departure after farm priority.

River March assumed ferry height below its flood mark.

Harthmere assumed market corridor clear before seventh bell.

Cinderwake assumed the modern bypass, not the retired staging arch.

The Tower assumed destination load below evening peak.

Perran interrupted twice.

"Not what you hope. What you will stop movement for."

That changed the statements.

Grain Country added:

Stop if harvest queue exceeds twenty minutes at East Ditch.

River March:

Stop if ferry hand reports red current.

Harthmere:

Stop if guild corridor closes for emergency response.

Cinderwake:

Stop if legacy node attempts retired destination registration.

Tower:

Stop if receiver load exceeds declared capacity before final segment.

Ruan wrote every stop condition into Context Ledger.

The route began to feel real only after people named how they would interrupt it.

Maelin noticed.

"You people build confidence by listing failure."

"That's called planning."

"In commerce we call it contract language. Same disease."

They did not use live cargo for the first run.

The test crate contained nothing valuable except instruments and one brick Maelin insisted be inventoried at replacement cost.

"It's a brick," Ruan said.

"Then replacing it should be cheap. Put it in the ledger."

The crate left Millcross at third bell.

Every regional relay updated at movement points.

At East Ditch, farm traffic delayed it eleven minutes.

The route remained viable.

At River March, the ferry hand reported current within limits.

At Harthmere, a fire call briefly threatened the corridor.

Perran paused the route.

Not because the crate itself was in danger.

Because emergency wagons had priority and the planned timing window mattered downstream.

The fire was contained in seven minutes.

The route resumed.

The delay pushed the crate toward Cinderwake's closing window.

Ruan recalculated.

A faster wagon would have solved it.

The actual crate had no faster wagon.

Living systems did not care about elegant plans.

They cared about what existed now.

Ruan asked Cinderwake whether the modern bypass could remain staffed nine minutes later.

Ysolde checked locally.

"Yes. Staff consent. House pays overtime."

Maelin said, "Record the overtime."

Of course.

At Cinderwake, the legacy node flashed toward the retired staging destination exactly as Ruan feared.

The local team had already declared current freight function.

The precursor layer paused.

Then accepted the modern bypass.

Everyone in the Tower hall exhaled at once.

The final segment reached the First Tower just before the receiver load window tightened.

The crate arrived dusty, intact, and seven minutes later than the first plan.

Maelin opened it.

The brick remained a brick.

"Excellent," she said. "Asset preserved."

Ruan leaned against the table.

The route had succeeded not because every region used the same method.

It succeeded because each region declared enough about its own method for the shared passage to remain coherent.

That was the moment his class stopped resisting the direction of his work.

Ruan did not receive an evolution prompt. Not yet. He only felt the pressure gather behind his eyes and refuse to resolve.

He stepped outside because the route hall suddenly contained too many relationships to think around.

The Tower courtyard was raining, not heavily, but enough to darken the stone and send ordinary people hurrying between awnings.

Perran joined him.

"Disappointed?"

"A little."

"Why?"

"I thought getting close to an evolution would feel like knowing more."

"And?"

"It feels like noticing more reasons not to pretend I know."

Perran considered that. "Captain progression is similar. At low levels you learn to make decisions. Later you learn which decisions belong to someone else."

Ruan looked at him. "You could have told me that months ago."

"You would have written it down instead of learning it."

Probably true.

A family ran across the courtyard toward a receiver hall, one parent carrying a child's forgotten boot. Ruan watched them disappear inside. No route problem. No professional relevance. Just life.

He was relieved there were still things he did not need to survey.

Later he asked Ren, "Are there surveyor evolutions built around this kind of work?"

"Frontier Surveyors, among others."

"You could have mentioned that."

"Would it have helped?"

He considered. Probably not.

"How many?"

"Not many. Different paths into the class. Some through cartography, some expedition work, some boundary engineering."

"So it isn't special."

Ren looked almost offended. "Competence does not become less meaningful because others possess it."

At midday, the legacy network initiated another path verification.

This one was larger.

Origin: Grain Country.

Destination: First Tower heartland receiver.

Intermediate dependencies:

River ferry.

Harthmere guild corridor.

Old road node beneath Cinderwake.

Two modern freight roads.

One retired historic staging point.

The proposed path should not exist as one route.

Yet every endpoint relationship had some historical continuity.

Ruan said, "Do not test with cargo."

Ren agreed.

They used a layered verification instead.

Local teams confirmed physical segments.

Receivers confirmed destination readiness.

Guilds confirmed licensed transit.

Cinderwake confirmed retired staging node would not accept live freight.

River March confirmed ferry window.

No single map contained the whole path.

Ruan held the pieces through Shared Bearings.

Not controlling them.

Receiving them.

Grain Country reported:

physical origin open; farm priority until fourth bell.

River March:

ferry available fifth through eighth bell; receiver not involved.

Harthmere:

guild corridor available; market closure at seventh bell.

Cinderwake:

legacy staging retired; modern bypass available.

Tower:

destination compatible and accepting.

Ruan built a route not from one line but from the overlap of those declarations.

It was viable only during a narrow window.

Third bell origin departure.

River crossing after fifth.

Harthmere before seventh.

Modern Cinderwake bypass.

Tower arrival before evening load peak.

Conditional Route accepted every piece.

Context Ledger retained sources.

Shared Bearings held the operational chain.

Measure Grade checked physical loads.

Route Memory supplied known path segments.

Safe Camp identified fallback points.

For the first time, all of his abilities worked together without pretending to answer the same question.

The legacy network examined the route.

[PATH CONTINUITY: CONDITIONAL]

[TEMPORAL CONTINUITY: CONFIRMED WITHIN DECLARED WINDOW]

[LOCAL VARIANCE: ACCEPTED]

[ROUTE METHOD: NONUNIFORM]

[DESTINATION CONTINUITY: CONFIRMED]

Ruan stared at NONUNIFORM.

The word did not appear as criticism.

Only description.

Director Ren said, "We can run an empty test crate."

Ruan almost agreed.

Then Context Ledger showed the retired staging point.

The route had a modern bypass, but legacy reconciliation still associated function with the old node.

"Not yet."

A merchant delegate groaned.

Ruan ignored him.

"Cinderwake needs to explicitly declare the bypass as current function continuity. Otherwise the legacy layer may still try the retired staging node."

Ysolde handled it through House and guild authorities.

Thirty minutes later:

[CINDERWAKE FREIGHT FUNCTION: modern east bypass]

[Historic staging node: retired by local authority]

[Continuity relation: accepted]

Now Ruan authorized the crate.

It traveled.

Not instantly.

The point was not magic speed.

It moved physically where physical movement existed, crossed System-supported transitions where those existed, and remained tracked across the linked route.

Seven hours later, the crate reached the Tower.

Every region had handled it differently.

One shared journey.

No shared local method.

The System pressure hit Ruan hard enough to blur the hall.

[Road Surveyor reached Level 23.]

[Class evolution conditions satisfied.]

[Available class evolution: FRONTIER SURVEYOR]

He did not accept immediately.

The class description appeared.

[Roads connect places that agree on where the road is.]

[Frontiers begin where they do not.]

[A Frontier Surveyor measures passage across the disagreement.]

Ruan read it three times.

No legendary rarity.

No destiny language.

A professional class.

The next version of work he had already learned to do.

The unresolved category acquired a person on the second day.

Not a casualty.

A woman named Dari Fen needed to reach River March for her sister's funeral.

The fastest route was the unresolved mountain-to-river path.

The verified alternate would take two additional days.

"Can you tell me the unresolved one is dangerous?" she asked Ruan.

"No."

"Can you tell me it's safe?"

"No."

"Can you tell me it exists?"

"Not continuously under current evidence."

She closed her eyes.

"You understand why I hate that answer."

"Yes."

"Will you open it because I have a reason?"

Ruan wanted to.

Purpose mattered.

Urgency mattered.

Neither created a road.

"No."

She took the longer route.

Her sister was buried before she arrived.

Three days later Ruan received a message.

I still hate your answer. You were right not to invent a road for me.

He kept it with the apprentice carter's old letter.

Two pieces of professional evidence that did not feel like triumph.

The unresolved path eventually proved to exist only during a narrow synchronized transfer window.

Had Dari left when she asked, the intermediate relay would have closed before her arrival.

That fact did not make her missed funeral less real.

Correct decisions could still hurt people.

Ruan needed that lesson before he accepted anything grander.

On the morning Ruan finally stopped postponing the choice, the apprentice carter's second letter arrived by coincidence rather than destiny.

Short.

Heard your roads are making news. Hope you finally learned fog isn't the only thing a checklist misses. My leg still hurts. Road still useful. Both true.

Ruan laughed once in the empty records room.

Then folded the letter and put it beside Dari's message.

The class pressure had been building for weeks around exactly that shape.

Useful road.

Real harm.

Unresolved route.

Real need.

No single classification capable of carrying every consequence.

The answer was not to stop surveying.

It was to stop pretending a survey replaced judgment.

Perran said, "You planning to negotiate?"

"Maybe."

"With the System?"

"It started."

Ruan looked to Ren. "Frontier Surveyor is the class you mentioned?"

"One version of it, yes."

"And accepting it doesn't give me Tower authority?"

"No. It gives you a professional class. Authority still comes from whoever actually grants it."

That answer mattered enough to settle the last of his hesitation.

Ysolde crossed her arms. "Take the class before it changes its mind."

Ruan accepted.

The pressure became pain for perhaps two seconds.

Then the route hall changed.

Not visually.

Relationally.

He could feel when two route descriptions referred to different layers of the same passage.

Not truth.

Not solutions.

Boundaries between descriptions.

[Class evolved: FRONTIER SURVEYOR]

[New ability: LOCAL MEASURE I]

[You may temporarily interpret verified local route measures within their declared scope without translating them first into your native survey categories.]

[New ability: LIVING ROUTE I]

[You may assess whether a proposed passage has sufficient continuity among origin, path, traveler requirements, and destination to justify further verification.]

[Living Route does not certify safety, permission, capacity, or optimal route.]

Ruan smiled at the limitations.

The System was learning his preferences.

Or he was learning to appreciate warnings.

Maelin said, "Does the new class make freight cheaper?"

"No."

"Then I remain cautiously supportive."

Ruan looked at the successfully arrived crate.

A road had once meant ground beneath wheels.

Now it meant a negotiated continuity through places that did not agree on how to describe themselves.

He was still not a hero. He was a better surveyor, and that felt larger.
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The Living Road

Frontier Surveyor did not make the reconciliation problem easier.

It made some mistakes harder to make.

Ruan tested Local Measure first on High Country seasonal notation.

Before evolution, he translated Elar's red knot into his own categories:

avalanche risk.

time limitation.

local closure trigger.

Now, with a verified source, he could hold the local measure as itself:

red shelf after warm wind

He did not need to pretend the phrase mapped perfectly to one Tower variable.

The meaning remained bounded by White Fold practice.

Useful there.

Not universal.

"How does it feel?" Neris asked.

"Like understanding someone's measurement without converting inches to feet."

"Those are the same system."

"Bad example."

"Registrar quality review."

Living Route was stranger.

When Ruan considered a proposed passage, the ability did not show green or red.

It applied pressure around missing continuity.

A physical route with no receiving destination felt hollow at the end.

A compatible receiver with no stable path felt broken in the middle.

A route requiring a credential the traveler lacked felt narrow around the person.

A locally closed path remained clearly closed despite physical stability.

The skill did not overrule anyone.

It showed where more verification was required.

Exactly what a surveyor should do.

The Tower used Ruan's evolved class as one input among many while redesigning the temporary reconciliation interface.

That wording mattered to him.

One input.

Not oracle.

Director Ren proposed five public-facing route questions:

Can I physically go?

Will the route recognize this passage?

Will the destination receive me?

Is local passage permitted?

Are there time or purpose conditions I must check?

Ruan added a sixth.

How confident are we?

Maelin added:

How much will it cost?

Ren declined.

The shared interface became more layered than the three-state map but less complex than the internal Tower model.

Critically, regions could publish local evidence in their own formats.

Translation happened at the boundary.

Not by forcing White Fold to redesign its seasonal board.

Not by forcing River March receiver offices to use Harthmere freight terminology.

Not by forcing Cinderwake's dungeon guild to classify routes like public roads.

The Tower standardized the handshake.

Not the local work.

Ruan thought of it more simply: agreeing on what had to cross the boundary.

The new interface design took six days, forty-three arguments, and one abandoned chalkboard large enough to qualify as construction waste.

Ruan's new class did not speed the politics.

Nothing did.

The central argument was over how much the shared layer should require from local regions.

Tower engineers wanted standardized fields because standardized fields were cheap to validate.

Small councils wanted minimal reporting because every required field became someone's job.

Guilds wanted purpose-specific answers.

Insurers wanted confidence and incident history.

Receiver networks wanted capacity and condition compatibility.

House representatives wanted credential recognition.

Local guides wanted outside systems to stop pretending their seasonal marks were incomplete simply because they were not written in Tower language.

Everyone wanted interoperability.

Everyone wanted someone else to pay for it.

Maelin called this the first universal standard they had discovered.

Ren asked each group to state the minimum information another region genuinely needed from them.

The exercise changed the discussion.

White Fold did not need the Tower to understand red-knot tradition in full.

It needed outside travelers to know when local verification was mandatory and who held current authority.

River March did not need Harthmere to understand every medical capacity code.

It needed transfer systems to distinguish ordinary beds from condition-compatible beds.

Cinderwake did not need Grain Country to understand dungeon labor contracts.

It needed shared routes to know whether a freight destination was active, retired, or controlled.

Harthmere did not need villages to reproduce guild dispatch software.

It needed reliable route purpose, current access, and stop conditions.

Ruan used Local Measure during the meetings sparingly.

The skill could help him understand verified local measures within scope.

It could not tell him whether a region had described itself honestly or whether its chosen system was wise.

That limitation saved him from becoming unbearable faster than Perran expected.

One test involved a White Fold snow marker.

Local Measure let Ruan feel the distinction between red shelf after warm wind and the Tower's broader avalanche hazard active.

The local phrase included timing, terrain, and a professional judgment culture he could not fully reproduce.

When he dropped the skill, the meaning became harder to hold.

"So the Tower translation is lossy," he said.

Elar, appearing by relay, said, "Everything is lossy. Your job is know what spilled."

Neris underlined that line three times.

The group eventually settled on a layered interregional route reference.

Not a universal local record.

A shared interface.

At its core:

Physical passage state.

System continuity state.

Destination / receiver state where relevant.

Local authority state.

Purpose-specific conditions.

Time-sensitive conditions.

Confidence / last verification.

Source path.

The public did not see all fields by default.

Professional systems could request them.

Local authorities could provide the underlying evidence in approved forms suited to their region.

Tower translation staff absorbed some of the complexity.

That cost money.

Ren requested it anyway.

The finance office approved a pilot budget rather than full rollout.

Maelin called that sane.

Ruan asked whether she had been replaced.

The shared interface pilot created a new profession almost immediately.

Not a new System class.

A job.

Regional translation liaison.

People who already understood local route practices were hired part-time to maintain the boundary between their own systems and Tower-facing fields.

White Fold chose a retired guide who could read every seasonal mark but no longer wanted winter rescue work.

River March used receiver clerks.

Cinderwake split the work among guild and House staff depending on route purpose.

Harthmere created a small municipal team.

"You invented clerks," Ysolde told Ruan.

"Civilization's final form."

Neris looked offended. "Beginning form."

The pilot also exposed inequality.

Wealthier regions could assign specialists quickly.

Small settlements needed subsidies or shared liaisons.

Ren redirected part of the reconciliation budget to regional support.

A merchant delegate objected that Tower funds should prioritize major-volume routes.

Maelin responded before Ruan could.

"Low-volume routes often have fewer alternatives. Volume is not dependence."

The budget survived.

Ruan wrote that line in Context Ledger even though it was economics.

His class accepted it only after he tied it to route consequence.

Apparently the System had standards too.

The first thirty-route test produced twenty-four clean reconciliations.

Four remained conditional.

Two stayed unresolved.

The unresolved cases were not treated as defects in the interface.

They were defects in current knowledge.

That distinction pleased Ruan enough that he worried about himself.

Then the precursor network offered its own solution.

The statistically reconstructed continuity model was impressive.

Ruan hated how impressive.

It used decades of successful route history, current destination records, known infrastructure, and repeated cross-regional relationships to produce a network that would eliminate most unresolved conflicts.

The proposal did not look tyrannical.

It looked efficient.

On major corridors, it was often better than current practice.

One River March route still relied on a detour built after a flood seventeen years earlier despite the original bridge having been rebuilt. The precursor model restored the shorter bridge route.

Local engineers reviewed it.

They agreed.

The modern route changed.

Travel improved.

A Cinderwake ore path had accumulated two redundant staging checks after temporary repairs. The model removed one.

Guild workers tested it.

They agreed.

Freight improved.

Then the model reached White Fold.

It proposed replacing two seasonal local paths with a single historically stable corridor that had better network confidence.

The path was physically real.

It was also a poor winter choice under current settlement patterns.

Local residents refused.

The precursor model marked the refusal as variance.

Not error.

Variance.

Ruan watched the word.

He understood why later administrators might be tempted to treat lower variance as better.

At network scale, similarity was easier to maintain.

Ruan kept the immediate question narrower:

Did a high-confidence representation justify replacing a locally verified route description?

No.

Not without the local reality matching it.

Ren structured the response accordingly.

Every proposed route change went back to the authority responsible for the place.

Some accepted.

Most declined.

One village asked for a week to test.

The Tower gave it.

A merchant coalition objected to the delay.

Perran said, "If you need a faster decision, choose a different route."

That was the cost of refusing false certainty.

Not moral purity.

Delay.

Money.

Sometimes worse options.

The reconciliation network accepted partial alignment at ninety-one percent.

Forty-three dependencies remained.

Ruan used Living Route across the network model and felt dozens of edges where passage remained possible but verification incomplete.

He did not experience the forty-three as failures.

He experienced them as work.

Ren saw his expression.

"Careful. Bureaucracy starts like that."

"What?"

"Thinking unfinished work is a calling."

Ruan looked at the wall.

"Someone has to finish some of it."

"Yes."

"Not all?"

"Especially not all."

He smiled.

That was probably why she was good at her job.

The pilot results held while the larger reconciliation continued.

Then the legacy network produced its final reconciliation proposal.

[BEGINNER ROAD NETWORK]

[Modern route divergence exceeds historical tolerance.]

[Recommendation: restore highest-confidence continuity model across conflicted segments.]

The hall went silent.

Ruan felt cold.

"What model?" Ren asked.

The system displayed it.

Not one ancient road.

A statistically reconstructed network combining historically stable paths and modern high-confidence routes.

It would solve many conflicts quickly.

It would also retire local variants with weaker cross-regional records.

White Fold seasonal paths.

Small receiver routes.

Several rural detours.

A Grain Country farm lane.

Not because they were bad.

Because they were lower confidence at network scale.

Ruan said, "No."

Building the layered route model required the least heroic week of Ruan's life.

He spent twelve hours arguing about field names.

Authority confused foreign councils that used the word only for legal command.

Permission implied individual consent in two regions.

Local status was too vague.

They settled on local operating decision for the shared interface and allowed regions to label the field however they wanted internally.

The freight field created another fight.

Maelin wanted load purpose.

Guilds wanted cargo class.

Surveyors wanted operational burden.

A farmer asked why any of those were better than what are you carrying?

The interface team went back to work.

Local Measure became useful precisely because Ruan no longer had to win every terminology argument.

High Country could keep red knots.

River March could keep current colors.

Cinderwake could keep freight-arch designations.

The shared system needed only verified mappings at the boundary where outside users required them.

"You seem disturbingly calm about incompatible words," Neris said.

"Evolution damaged me."

"Finally."

The first live implementation test involved three ordinary travelers.

A wool merchant from White Fold.

A River March medic carrying temperature-sensitive supplies.

A House apprentice traveling to Harthmere.

Same broad corridor.

Different route queries.

The merchant needed load limits and seasonal pass authority.

The medic needed timing, receiver transfer, and cold-storage continuity.

The apprentice needed credential acceptance and ordinary passenger passage.

The system returned three layered answers built from the same underlying network.

None showed every field.

All offered source detail.

Ruan watched each traveler use the result.

The merchant asked a local guide one additional question.

The medic called the receiving clinic.

The apprentice complained about a detour and bought food.

No one treated the interface as a prophecy.

That felt like success.

Then one test failed.

A River March freight query translated a local yellow current status as moderate caution.

For ordinary boats, correct.

For a specific barge class, yellow current meant do not launch because its shallow steering geometry became unstable.

The shared route system had preserved the local status but mapped the purpose too broadly.

Ruan caught it during review before departure.

Local Measure had not solved the problem automatically.

It let him see the local measure without flattening it.

He still had to ask whether the barge's purpose matched the declaration.

They fixed the mapping.

Ruan added another limitation to the training notes:

Preserving local language does not remove the need to verify applicability.

Neris said, "Your handbook is becoming hostile."

"Protective."

"Hostile to confidence."

"Exactly."

The network's proposed ninety-four-percent restoration arrived during that argument.

It was elegant.

That made Ruan immediately suspicious.

Not because elegance was bad.

Because elegant models tended to make their missing six percent look like noise.

They were not noise to the people living there.

A merchant delegate said, "Wait. The proposal restores ninety-four percent continuity."

"And the other six?"

"Local adjustment after."

Neris was already checking which routes occupied the six percent.

"Mostly low-volume."

Maelin said, "Low-volume doesn't mean low-importance locally."

The merchant said, "We cannot hold continental routes hostage to every village path."

Perran asked, "Who is holding anything hostage?"

"The network is unstable."

Director Ren said, "The network is functioning with unresolved conflicts. That is not the same as unstable."

Ruan studied the proposal.

The precursor architecture was doing something rational.

It wanted a coherent road network.

Divergence made coherence harder.

Historically stable models reduced uncertainty.

The mistake was not evil.

It was treating network confidence as permission to replace local routes.

Ruan used Living Route on the proposed model.

Pressure flared at dozens of low-confidence edges.

"It would create valid cross-regional continuity by disconnecting some local origins from the way they currently reach it."

Ren nodded. "Simplify the interior to stabilize the whole."

"Can we refuse recommendation?"

"Yes. It is a proposal, not automatic at current phase."

Perran said, "Then refuse."

The merchant delegate objected.

Ren asked for vote only among authorities whose routes would be modified.

Not the whole room.

Most refused.

Two regions accepted because the proposed route genuinely improved their outdated infrastructure.

That distinction mattered.

The Tower did not reject the entire model.

* * *

Local Measure was less dramatic than its name and more dangerous than Ruan expected.

The ability did not let him become local.

It let him temporarily structure his observation using a verified local definition.

At White Fold, that meant he could evaluate passage using the High Country's own seasonal categories instead of translating everything into Harthmere road language first.

The difference appeared immediately.

A pass the Tower model listed as OPEN / CAUTION resolved under Local Measure as three separate local states: morning foot-safe, afternoon thaw-risk, night ice-closed.

Ruan nearly laughed.

"That's what Elar has been telling you for months," Neris said.

"Yes, but now my class can be professionally humiliated too."

The limitation panel was clear.

[LOCAL MEASURE I]

[Adopts a verified local measurement framework for observation.]

[Does not grant local knowledge.]

[Does not validate the framework outside its verified scope.]

[Incorrect or incomplete local definitions remain incorrect or incomplete.]

Good.

No magic tourism. No instant expertise.

They tested Living Route next.

The ability did not display a glowing path.

It highlighted whether the proposed origin, traveler, transition, and destination had enough continuity to justify further testing.

On the old light-synchronized route, it returned:

[CONTINUITY PARTIAL]

[PHYSICAL ENDPOINTS: VERIFIED]

[TEMPORAL/ENVIRONMENTAL MATCH: UNVERIFIED]

[DESTINATION PURPOSE: COMPATIBLE]

[RECOMMENDATION: TEST ONLY UNDER CONTROLLED CONDITIONS]

Ruan stared.

"That's useful," Perran said.

"It doesn't say safe."

"That's why it's useful."

The Tower engineers incorporated the same conceptual separation into the reconciliation tools without needing Ruan's class.

That mattered more than the skill itself.

If the solution required one Frontier Surveyor to personally approve every road, they would have rebuilt the same fragility in a new shape.

Neris chaired the first implementation test with six relay panes open around the table and a pot of tea nobody remembered to drink.

Local teams submitted their own route states. Tower translation preserved separate categories instead of collapsing them. The central layer was supposed to do one thing: confirm that the interfaces could understand one another.

It failed spectacularly on the third test.

A River March coordinator appeared in one pane. "Receiver available. Eight general beds, two high-acuity."

A High Country clinic answered through another. "Available here too. Six places within six hours if the snow team is recalled."

The shared layer marked the two statements equivalent.

Tovan stared at the result. "For a bleeding patient, six hours is not available."

Maelin rubbed both hands over her face. "Congratulations. Civilization has invented the same word twice."

"More than twice," Neris said. "We are only on test three."

They split the field into capacity now and capacity on call, then made activation time explicit.

Test four lasted eleven minutes before a freight office identified Perran as the owner of a sealed medicine crate because he was its declared escort.

Perran looked at the pane. "If I escort a bridge, do I own the bridge?"

"Please do not create legal doctrine during testing," Neris said.

Maelin pointed at the form. "Traveler identity and cargo ownership need separate fields."

They separated those too.

Ash Hills broke test seven. The road to a managed dungeon reported physical passage open while the guild had suspended entry because the core was cycling.

Ysolde read the local notice twice. "Open to boots. Closed to the work those boots came to do."

Ruan nodded. "Physical passage. Purpose permission."

Another distinction earned a field.

White Fold refused the next draft entirely and sent back a red cord, a weather sketch, and a message from Elar Bredan: RED SHELF AFTER WARM WIND. ASK SOMEBODY WHO LIVES HERE.

The Tower translator could not turn the red cord into a universal hazard class without destroying half its meaning.

Ruan used Local Measure only after White Fold verified what the cord meant within that pass and season. The shared record preserved the operational condition; the full local explanation remained attached at the source instead of being rewritten as continental folklore.

Neris looked at the accumulating amendments. "This is becoming ugly."

"Useful things often are," Perran said.

By midnight, the beautiful new framework looked like it had been attacked by footnotes.

Ruan loved it.

Not because complexity was virtuous.

Because every surviving distinction had earned its place by preventing a specific misunderstanding.

It applied accepted changes where locals verified benefit and preserved disputed segments elsewhere.

The legacy network responded:

[PARTIAL RECONCILIATION ACCEPTED]

[LOCAL VARIANCE RETAINED]

[NETWORK COHERENCE: 91%]

[UNRESOLVED DEPENDENCIES: 43]

Ruan exhaled.

Ninety-one percent—not perfect, but enough to continue.

Not perfect.

The road did not need to become one thing again; it needed enough shared continuity for travelers to cross differences without erasing them.

Ruan realized he was beginning to sound like a handbook.

He blamed Neris.
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Open

The Beginner Road reopened in pieces.

That was appropriate.

Grain Country went first.

Ruan watched through relay as a twenty-wagon convoy left Millcross under a route notice that now displayed harvest priority separately from freight passage.

Blue slimes crossed the road ahead of the wagons.

Nobody killed them.

Ysolde claimed credit despite being hundreds of miles away.

Cinderwake reopened the last restricted dungeon lanes after House Merrow and the guild retired two obsolete legacy destinations and confirmed modern bypass continuity.

The Furnace Mouth returned to managed output.

Maelin watched crystal prices fall and became emotional in a way she denied.

River March activated receiver-capacity publication across five major stations.

Receiver Twelve sent:

GENERAL 10 / RESERVED 2 / OVERFLOW 28 / HIGH-ACUITY 4

followed by:

YES, SURVEYOR, WE REMEMBER WHY.

Ruan laughed.

High Country remained the least standardized.

White Fold published local pass states using its own board.

Tower route interfaces translated only what outside travelers needed.

One pass stayed closed despite regional open status because the local Weather Reader disliked the snow shelf.

No disaster proved them right.

The closure remained valid anyway.

Harthmere's guild routes resumed with purpose-specific guidance.

The three-state public map remained available for casual orientation but no longer served as professional dispatch authority.

Insurance firms updated models.

Caravan factors complained about new fields.

Then used them.

The First Tower's coordination hall slowly emptied.

Conflicts dropped.

Forty-three.

Thirty-one.

Twenty.

Eleven.

Some resolved because source context was restored.

Some because local routes changed.

Some because old routes were formally retired.

Some remained unresolved.

The Tower stopped treating that as failure.

Reopening the Beginner Road did not produce a single celebratory moment.

It produced schedules.

Grain Country announced the East Ditch freight window at dawn.

River March posted receiver capacity at fifth bell.

Cinderwake reopened a dungeon freight lane at noon.

White Fold kept one pass closed and reopened another.

Harthmere reduced emergency insurance surcharges by evening.

The Tower updated shared status after each local confirmation.

Civilization resumed by increments.

Ruan traveled for the first week of reopening rather than staying in the coordination hall.

He wanted to see whether the new route references survived contact with actual travelers.

At the central east gate, a farmer carrying two cages of blue slimes asked what purpose-specific condition meant.

The public board had expanded the phrase on request:

YOUR CARGO REQUIRES AGRICULTURAL LIVE-MATERIAL HANDLING IN HARTHMERE. USE SOUTH FREIGHT GATE.

The farmer nodded.

"Why didn't it just say that?"

Ruan looked at the interface designer beside him.

The designer sighed.

They changed the wording.

At another station, a grandmother ignored the confidence field entirely.

"I don't know what seventy-eight percent means for my knees," she said.

Fair.

The route clerk translated it into action:

"Road open. Rain may delay coach. Alternate inn available if the bridge closes."

She accepted that.

Ruan recorded the lesson.

Shared data still needed human interpretation at the edges.

No interface eliminated judgment.

At Harthmere, guild dispatchers tested purpose-specific route queries during real contracts.

A monster relocation team received one path.

A medical courier received another.

An ordinary freight wagon received a third.

All crossed the same district.

The dispatchers liked the clarity and complained about extra clicks.

Both reactions went in Neris's report.

Aves Pell said, "If your system adds one more confirmation box, guild officers will start lying just to make it disappear."

Ruan looked horrified.

"Would they?"

"Humans have defeated many excellent forms."

They reduced two redundant prompts.

The system improved.

In River March, Receiver Twelve had become mildly famous among receiver administrators because of its overflow board.

Hessa Dorn hated this.

"People keep visiting to look at a sign."

"It's a good sign."

"It is numbers on wood."

"Accurate numbers on wood."

"Go away."

She fed him soup first.

The board had changed since his last visit.

Instead of one total capacity, it displayed categories in plain language.

GENERAL BEDS

HIGH-ACUITY COMPATIBLE

RESERVED TUTORIAL ARRIVALS

OVERFLOW CONFIRMED

Below them:

CURRENT STAFF LIMIT MAY REDUCE PRACTICAL CAPACITY. ASK BEFORE BULK TRANSFER.

Tovan had added the last line.

Ruan approved.

In Cinderwake, the modern bypass handled freight better than the retired staging route ever had.

House Merrow kept the historic destination mapping in archive because one training gate still inherited its geometry.

Ysolde showed Ruan a new apprentice lesson:

Do not confuse inherited structure with current purpose.

"Subtle," he said.

"House education. Very expensive subtlety."

She had not decided whether to take the promotion track.

Ruan asked once.

She said, "Stop surveying me."

He stopped.

At White Fold, Elar's replacement guide—his niece, a Level 16 [Pass Listener]—closed a route the Tower displayed as physically open.

Nobody argued.

The shared interface showed:

LOCAL PASS AUTHORITY: CLOSED — seasonal indicator.

Outside travelers could open a short explanation if they cared.

Locals did not need the Tower to tell them what their mountain was doing.

The distinction felt obvious now.

Ruan knew it had not felt obvious three months earlier.

On the return to the Tower, he rode partway beside a tutorial graduate named Fen Marr.

Fen had finished a low-threat grassland zone in three days and reached Level 4.

His new skill improved knot tension.

He was ecstatic.

"My uncle runs barges," he said. "He says if I get a rope class I can work with him."

"You want that?"

"More than fighting. Fighting hurt."

Fen showed him a starter spear he intended to sell.

Ruan thought of every professional system built around people like him.

The point of a starter zone was not to create adventurers.

It was to start people.

That sentence would have sounded obvious in Millcross.

After months around guilds and Houses, he appreciated it differently.

Back at the First Tower, the conflict count fell into single digits.

Some routes resolved because local evidence arrived.

Some changed physically.

Some were retired.

Two remained unresolved and would stay that way after the emergency ended.

The Tower created long-term review files.

No one forced closure or restoration simply to reach zero.

Ruan liked the number two more than he would have liked a dishonest zero.

The expedition held no formal farewell dinner.

Maelin arranged one anyway by claiming the White Nail owed them a pricing correction from two months earlier.

Nobody understood the accounting well enough to challenge her.

They ate in the same back room where Ruan had once read the letter from his apprentice accident.

Perran raised a cup.

"We left to resurvey one road."

Ysolde said, "Failed spectacularly."

"Correct. We surveyed many."

Tovan added, "And learned Ruan cannot swim."

"Not relevant."

Neris had already written it in the expedition's unofficial appendix.

They talked about what each person would do next.

Perran expected another assignment after leave.

Tovan wanted the receiver-translation amendments adopted.

Maelin had contracts waiting.

Ysolde was undecided about promotion.

Neris wanted access to more archives than any reasonable person should desire.

They looked at Ruan.

"Roads," he said.

Maelin groaned.

"We traveled a continent and that is your answer?"

"Frontiers, technically."

Worse.

They laughed.

The team had not become a permanent party.

That pleased Ruan.

They had been assembled for work.

The work changed them.

Then they were allowed to have lives beyond it.

The final central-east survey came after most regional teams had gone home.

Ren asked him to certify a road that had never actually failed during the crisis.

At first he thought that was ceremonial.

Then he understood.

A baseline mattered most when ordinary conditions returned.

He walked the approach.

Talked to wardens.

Talked to freight dispatch.

Talked to receiver staff.

Asked what the road did at night.

Asked what happened during festival crowds.

Asked what happened if the livestock lane closed.

Asked which conditions were temporary today.

Only then did he use his class.

The Level 24 notification arrived quietly.

No new ability.

No evolution.

Just recognition that the work itself had continued.

Ruan appreciated that more than fireworks.

On the final day, Director Ren asked Ruan to survey the central Beginner Road departure.

Not because it was broken.

Because she wanted a baseline under the new interface.

Ruan stood at the broad eastern gate where travelers left the Tower heartland toward Harthmere, River March, Grain Country, and beyond.

He used every ability.

Measure Grade.

Route Memory.

Conditional Route.

Context Ledger.

Shared Bearings.

Local Measure.

Living Route.

Then he stopped.

"What's wrong?" Ren asked.

"Nothing."

"You stopped."

"I'm asking the road authority."

The gate warden joined them.

Level 28 [Transit Warden].

Ruan asked about inspection queues, current staffing, livestock lane, festival closure, and emergency turnaround.

Then he asked the receiver office whether inbound capacity affected return traffic.

Then freight dispatch about heavy-load windows.

Then city watch about current restrictions.

Only after collecting those did he certify.

[BEGINNER ROAD — CENTRAL EAST DEPARTURE]

[Physical passage: open]

[System compatibility: open]

[Local authority: open]

[Freight: open with heavy-load scheduling]

[Ordinary travel: open]

[Receiver-return flow: active]

[Confidence: high under current declared conditions]

[Source context attached]

The System pressure rose gently.

Reopening also revealed how much repair remained after a crisis technically ended.

The first Millcross grain convoy arrived at Harthmere on time.

The second did not.

Nothing was wrong with route architecture.

A wheel bearing failed.

Maelin stared at the report for several seconds, then began laughing.

"What?" Ruan asked.

"Ordinary failure."

"That's funny?"

"Today? Deeply."

The wagon was repaired at a roadside shop by a Level 19 [Wheelwright] whose class had no interest in route reconciliation.

The convoy continued.

Ruan found the incident reassuring.

Not every delay was history asserting itself.

Sometimes a bearing wore out.

At Receiver Twelve, the new capacity publication produced one unexpected problem: outside dispatchers began treating the posted number as a reservation.

A medical group saw HIGH-ACUITY 4 and sent four patients simultaneously without calling.

Hessa Dorn was furious.

"Capacity is not assignment," she told Ruan over relay.

He wrote it down immediately.

The board gained:

CAPACITY MUST BE CONFIRMED BEFORE PLANNED BULK ARRIVAL.

Tovan added a contact channel.

The system improved because users found a new way to misunderstand it.

Harthmere's insurance firms reduced emergency premiums slowly rather than all at once.

Some merchants complained that the crisis was over.

The underwriter Ruan had met weeks earlier disagreed.

"Incidents ended. Evidence window hasn't."

"How long?" he asked.

"Long enough to know the new route model is not merely lucky."

That sounded like surveying.

In High Country, one village refused to adopt a Tower-generated digital pass board because winter storms occasionally interrupted the relay crystal.

They kept wooden local markers and let the Tower copy status outward when communication existed.

Director Ren approved.

A young administrator objected that dual systems created inconsistency risk.

Elar's niece answered:

"One system that dies in snow creates freezing risk. Pick your favorite."

They kept both.

Redundancy was not elegance.

It was survival with maintenance costs.

Cinderwake's dungeon crews reopened carefully.

The first week, House Merrow limited extraction below pre-crisis volume while old destination mappings were monitored.

Workers complained about lost bonuses.

The House paid partial stabilization wages.

Ysolde argued for it.

"You cannot ask people to carry institutional caution entirely through their rent," she told the branch manager.

The manager agreed after seeing the retention projection.

Maelin claimed victory for commerce.

Ysolde claimed victory for not being terrible.

Both signed the same policy.

Ruan spent one evening on the First Tower steps watching route notices update without alarms.

Open.

Conditional.

Locally closed.

Receiver available.

Review scheduled.

Ordinary people walked past without staring.

That was what infrastructure wanted to become.

Background.

Reliable enough to be ignored.

The danger was that ignored systems eventually became misunderstood systems.

The answer could not be making everyone study route architecture before buying bread.

It had to be preserving enough memory inside the institution that someone would know where to look when ordinary stopped being ordinary.

[Frontier Surveyor reached Level 24.]

[Living Route I improved.]

[No new ability acquired.]

Ruan smiled.

Ren said, "No skill?"

"No."

"Disappointed?"

"No."

He meant it.

The road opened.

Traffic moved.

First came a grain wagon.

Then a medical cart.

Then three Class-House apprentices arguing about breakfast.

A grandmother in River March clothes walked with two grandchildren.

A dungeon team passed carrying repaired gear.

A merchant complained about tolls.

A teenager fresh from a tutorial rode in a wagon beside her father, staring at the First Tower with exhausted wonder.

Ruan watched them all.

This was the point.

Not route architecture.

Not elegant categories.

People going somewhere.

The Beginner Road mattered because ordinary lives crossed it.

Perran came to stand beside him.

"Good survey."

Ruan looked at the road.

"Under current conditions."

Perran groaned.

"You've become unbearable."

"Professional evolution."

Ysolde joined them.

"House Merrow can probably treat it."

Maelin said, "At cost."

Tovan said, "Please stop."

Neris wrote all of it down.

Ruan laughed.

* * *

Reopening produced new mistakes faster than celebration produced speeches.

The first grain convoy reached Harthmere without incident. The second arrived twelve hours early because the improved route notices let drivers avoid a traditional overnight stop.

The freight yard had no crews scheduled.

Twenty wagons sat in the street blocking a tram route while Maelin shouted at three different guild offices.

"Efficiency," she said through clenched teeth, "is a disease when introduced without warning."

Ruan helped redirect the wagons to an old cattle yard.

A [Yard Marshal] at Level 16 reorganized the entire mess in forty minutes using chalk marks, hand signals, and an ability that let assigned teams remember temporary loading zones.

Perran watched from the gate.

"Useful class."

"You're learning," Ruan said.

"I have always respected logistics. I merely prefer mine armed."

Elsewhere, the High Country kept one pass closed despite the continental network showing restored coherence. No one overrode them. River March reopened tutorial arrival to fifteen people per hour and freight without limit. Cinderwake reopened its dungeon road only to licensed crews while the core cycle stabilized.

The first week of reopening also produced a quieter kind of success.

A young woman from River March arrived in Harthmere for a House assessment carrying a regional credential that the old system would have routed for manual review. The new translation layer recognized the credential family, preserved the regional name, and flagged only one skill-equivalence question for a human examiner.

She finished intake in twenty minutes instead of two days.

No bells rang. No one called it a historic moment.

She simply walked out of the office in time to make lunch with her aunt.

Ruan heard about it because Neris collected ordinary examples on purpose.

"This is why we did it," she said.

Ruan looked at the case.

Not the dramatic failures.

Not even the road itself.

A person got where she meant to go and still had time for lunch.

That was infrastructure working.

The Beginner Road was open.

The sentence meant less than it had at the start of the expedition and more.

At the Tower, Neris began drafting the public reconciliation report.

Ruan found her surrounded by discarded summaries.

"How many pages?" he asked.

"If I include everything, eleven thousand."

"Reasonable."

"If I include what most users need, one hundred eighty."

"Dangerous."

"Also reasonable."

He sat down.

For three hours they argued over what belonged in the main report and what could move to appendices.

A funeral-delay case stayed because it showed the cost of unresolved status. Hobb Sennet's broken legs stayed because they showed the danger of purpose-blind openness. Detailed slime ecology moved to regional references. The old sunlight synchronization went into the technical appendix with a large note saying not to generalize.

Ruan objected when Neris cut the name of the Millcross shrine mason from one historical note.

"Does the reader need it to use the road safely?" she asked.

"No."

"Then private archive."

He hated that.

He also understood it.

They compromised by preserving a citation path to the full record.

Not every name had to sit on the road sign.

Every name worth preserving needed somewhere it could still be found.

That distinction felt like another kind of infrastructure.

For the first time since the shrine outside Millcross, the road ahead looked ordinary again.

He no longer mistook ordinary for simple.


Chapter 32

Minimal Threat

Beginner Road Handbook, Ninth Revised Edition

Most users require a clear answer quickly. Specialist context remains available through linked records where operationally relevant. Simplicity is a safety feature when it preserves the distinction the user actually needs.

The official report took four months.

Ruan hated this until Neris explained that four months was fast for seventeen regions, multiple guilds, Houses, receiver networks, and the First Tower to agree on language nobody would regret immediately.

The final document was one hundred eighty-six pages.

The source archive exceeded eleven thousand.

Ruan held the printed report in both hands.

"This is shorter than our field records from one expedition."

"Yes."

"That's disturbing."

"You are welcome."

The report established several reforms.

Regional route summaries now required source archive references where infrastructure allowed.

Receiver capacity had to be published separately from destination compatibility for major interregional routes.

Professional route systems could request purpose-specific status instead of relying exclusively on general open/conditional/closed categories.

Local authorities could publish recognized route conditions without adopting full Tower record format.

Unresolved became a legitimate route status in interregional registry.

Legacy nodes would receive periodic dependency review.

Nothing revolutionary.

Mostly better bookkeeping.

Ruan was proud of it.

That surprised him.

He had once imagined meaningful work as eliminating uncertainty.

Now one of his proudest contributions was a box labeled UNRESOLVED.

The four-month report process taught Ruan that writing one hundred eighty-six pages could require more courage than crossing a dangerous pass, mostly because everyone involved knew the document might outlive their memory of why a sentence mattered.

Draft one was two hundred forty-three pages.

Draft two dropped to one hundred seventy.

Draft three climbed back above two hundred after River March objected that receiver capacity had been compressed too aggressively.

Draft four introduced a glossary nobody liked.

Draft five removed half the glossary and accidentally made three House credential terms ambiguous.

Neris threatened violence in a professional tone.

The final report was not perfect.

That fact became part of its design.

Every major recommendation carried a source path.

Every unresolved dependency had an owner or review trigger.

Every purpose-specific route field stated when it should not be used as a general answer.

Ruan fought hardest for the last part.

One Tower editor asked whether the warnings were excessive.

"People will skip them," she said.

"Some will."

"Then why include them?"

"Because the people who need to know where the model stops should not have to infer it from an accident."

The editor kept the warnings.

Maelin fought for cost language.

Not prices.

Maintenance burden.

The report explicitly noted that richer route data required staffing, local update capacity, and translation resources. Regions unable to maintain detailed fields could use recognized local verification endpoints instead.

"If you don't write the cost," Maelin said, "someone will call the policy free and then blame villages for not doing it."

Neris fought for version visibility.

Tovan fought for receiver capacity separation.

Ysolde fought for credential equivalence without requiring identical House terminology.

Perran fought for stop authority to be named in emergency procedures.

Ruan's name appeared on fewer sections than he expected.

He liked that.

The report was the expedition's work, not his doctrine.

* * *

Two years after the report, Ruan taught his first interregional survey seminar.

He disliked teaching immediately.

There were twenty-three students. Four were older than him. Three had higher levels. One was a Level 31 [Bridge Engineer] who knew more about load transfer than Ruan ever would and had enrolled because his promotion required interregional certification.

The youngest student was nineteen and had reached Level 12 [Road Surveyor] faster than Ruan had.

Ruan hated him on principle for almost six minutes.

Then the boy asked a good question.

"Why keep unresolved as a publishable status? Isn't that just admitting the survey isn't done?"

Ruan looked around the room.

Nobody answered.

He put up the case of the old light-synchronized route. Not the conclusion. Just the evidence available before they solved it.

Physical endpoints present. Historical continuity supported. Modern timing mismatch. Receiver compatible. Path continuity unverified.

"Status?" Ruan asked.

The Bridge Engineer said, "Closed until proven."

A guild surveyor said, "Conditional test only."

The nineteen-year-old said, "Unresolved."

"Why?"

"Closed claims we know passage fails. Conditional claims we know enough to state a condition. We don't."

Ruan nodded.

"And what does unresolved cost?"

Silence again.

So he told them about the funeral.

Not as a warning that unresolved was wrong.

As a warning that every status had consequences, including uncertainty.

The seminar became less comfortable after that.

Good.

On the second day he gave them Hobb Sennet's east-spur case. Most students identified the load-capacity problem. The Bridge Engineer identified it before Ruan finished speaking.

Then Ruan asked why the unified emergency map had displayed OPEN.

"Because it was open," she said.

"For what?"

The entire room groaned.

Ruan smiled.

Elar would have enjoyed that.

On the final day, he handed every student a blank route notice and asked them to write the shortest safe public guidance for a complicated crossing.

The notices ranged from one sentence to a full page.

None was best.

They tested each on messengers, merchants, tourists, and local workers who had not attended the seminar.

The most technically complete notice performed badly because nobody read past the third line.

The shortest notice performed badly because two users assumed it applied to freight.

The best-performing notice used three symbols, one sentence, and a source marker to deeper context.

Ruan gave its author full credit.

Then changed one symbol because local users interpreted it differently.

The student looked offended.

"Good," Ruan said. "Now you'll remember."

After the seminar, Neris sent him a copy of the new training handbook.

His original case studies had been shortened.

He opened a message window to complain.

Then noticed each case included a source path to the full record, a confidence note, and a line stating which lesson the abbreviated version was intended to teach.

He closed the complaint.

The handbook was better for teaching than his original report.

Different purpose. Different record.

He was beginning to resent how often the lesson remained true.

Ruan's later work taught him which reforms lasted because people found them useful and which lasted only while someone remembered to enforce them.

Receiver capacity separation lasted.

Medics refused to give it up.

Purpose-specific guild routing lasted because dispatchers liked getting clearer answers.

Version-at-top formatting spread farther than anyone expected because clerks liked it.

Some confidence fields faded from public view because ordinary travelers ignored them.

Local verification endpoints survived unevenly; places with strong guide or council traditions used them constantly, while cities often replaced them with automated updates.

The unresolved category survived in professional registries and remained rare.

Ruan considered that success.

One reform he loved failed entirely.

A proposed requirement to include a one-sentence why this condition exists note on every professional route field died after pilot users complained the interface became unreadable.

He fought for it.

Lost.

Then, reluctantly, agreed the critics were right.

The source path remained instead.

Not every good idea deserved universal deployment.

That lesson never became comfortable.

Years later, junior surveyors occasionally quoted Ruan's early reports back at him as if they were rules.

He developed a standard response.

"What were the observed conditions?"

Some knew.

Some did not.

The second group received homework.

Ruan had become exactly the sort of professional young Ruan would have found irritating.

His parents found this unsurprising.

The closing session lasted forty minutes.

Ren thanked them without pretending the crisis was solved forever.

"The next reconciliation event may not resemble this one," she said. "Our job is not to preserve today's answer as sacred. Preserve the evidence, the reasons, and the ability to notice when conditions change."

Ruan wrote that down even though it was already in the minutes.

Old habits.

His new badge felt strange in his pocket.

FRONTIER SURVEYOR — INTERREGIONAL QUALIFIED.

The credential granted access to route-review work across participating regions, not universal authority.

The second line pleased him more than the first:

Scope subject to local and institutional authorization.

Perran read it.

"Your badge has a warning label."

"Best part."

On the journey home, the expedition slowly came apart.

Tovan left first for a receiver conference in River March.

He shook Ruan's hand and then checked his pupils because apparently friendship with a medic required accepting unsolicited assessment.

"Sleep more," Tovan said.

"You are leaving."

"Instruction persists."

Maelin left at Harthmere after discovering three weeks of neglected contracts and making a sound Ruan had never heard from a human being.

"Are you all right?"

"No. Commerce continued without me."

"I thought that was good."

"Professionally insulting."

She hugged Neris, nodded at Perran, told Ysolde not to sign any House agreement without reading the penalty clauses, and handed Ruan a bill for the test brick.

He paid it.

Ysolde stayed through Cinderwake.

House Merrow's branch held a small dinner for her return. No grand hero ceremony. Apprentices asked whether the Tower was as large as rumor. Instructors wanted route notes. Mara Kern cried when she saw her daughter and then immediately asked whether she'd eaten enough.

Ruan understood House loyalty better after watching that reunion.

Ysolde walked him to the east road the next morning.

"Promotion?" he asked.

"Still deciding."

"What do you want?"

"To change the regional practice track."

"Promotion would help."

"Promotion would also make people stop telling me when I'm wrong."

Ruan nodded solemnly. "Terrifying."

She punched his shoulder.

At White Fold, Elar mocked [Frontier Surveyor] exactly as promised.

"Frontier," he said. "You spent month in city arguing with paper."

"Paper has dangerous edges."

"Mountain has more."

"Depends on paper."

Elar's niece had adopted one part of the Tower route interface and rejected two others.

The shared system accepted the local board anyway.

Ruan considered that a successful goodbye.

Receiver Twelve had a waiting list of professionals who wanted to copy its capacity practices.

Hessa Dorn complained constantly and had prepared a handout.

Lessa Vane made Ruan demonstrate swimming in the shallow training basin.

He was still bad.

She upgraded her assessment from hazard to self to unlikely to drown immediately.

Progress.

At Alder Row, the tutorial students from Departure Day had returned into different futures.

Dara Hess had gained a minor heat-control skill and wanted an alchemy apprenticeship.

Joss Venn wanted nothing to do with combat and was already working with his aunt's orchard.

The girl with the family knife, Ena Marr, had chipped the blade trying to pry open a tutorial crate.

Her brothers teased her until their mother pointed out both brothers had returned from their own tutorials missing equipment.

The knife went to a smith.

Life continued.

Millcross looked smaller when Ruan finally returned.

Not less important.

He understood the difference now.

His parents met him at the freight yard because they had always understood that roads ended in people waiting.

His mother inspected the badge.

His father inspected Ruan's boots.

"Need soles," Marek said.

"I saved interregional route continuity."

"Still need soles."

That evening the family ate at home.

No guild hall.

No Tower canteen.

His mother asked about Ysolde in a tone Ruan refused to interpret.

His father wanted to know whether Cinderwake wagons really used crystal suspension on heavy loads.

Ruan talked for two hours.

Then slept twelve.

He accepted the interregional survey post a week later because it let him remain based in Millcross while traveling.

The salary was good.

Maelin had checked.

The authority was bounded.

Perran had checked.

The reporting structure preserved source review.

Neris had checked.

Ruan suspected his friends no longer trusted him to make career decisions alone.

They were probably right.

The report's hardest section was not the technical architecture.

It was maintenance cost.

Every reform needed somebody to keep doing it after the emergency staff went home.

Publishing receiver capacity required updates.

Source links required archival resolution.

Purpose-specific status required interface support.

Local verification endpoints required trained contacts.

Legacy dependency review required people who knew enough old infrastructure to recognize when a dormant relationship mattered again.

The budget meeting lasted two days.

Ruan hated it more than monster work.

Maelin enjoyed herself.

A council representative from a small region said what everyone feared:

"We cannot afford every field the Tower can afford."

Director Ren did not answer with principle.

She asked which failures the region actually experienced.

They built a smaller implementation.

Physical passage.

Local operating decision.

Receiver capacity where applicable.

Source reference in plain language.

Everything else available through regional specialist records when needed.

Not perfect parity.

Enough for their risks and staffing.

Another wealthy region adopted the full model.

A guild consortium funded its own purpose-specific dispatch layer.

River March receiver networks standardized capacity categories more deeply than anyone else because their consequences justified the work.

High Country kept local seasonal boards and exported only a subset.

The reform itself became regional.

Ruan found that satisfying.

The Beginner Road Handbook revision committee was worse than the budget meeting because everyone cared about wording.

The old opening sentence read:

An open road may be used unless otherwise restricted.

Ruan objected.

"Too broad."

A guild editor said, "It's the first page of a public handbook."

"Then don't teach the wrong default on page one."

After three hours, they settled on:

A route status answers a specific travel question. Check the status appropriate to your purpose.

The editor hated it.

Ordinary test readers hated it too.

A Teamster from Millcross offered:

Open for what? Ask before you assume.

Everyone stared.

That became the public margin note.

Ruan learned to respect editors when they accepted a better sentence from somebody without a committee title.

The revised handbook contained examples from every major region.

Slime freight.

Managed dungeon routes.

Receiver capacity.

Seasonal pass closures.

Guild corridors.

Tutorial-return travel.

Not because those examples were universal.

Because variation itself had become part of the lesson.

Neris insisted on a final section titled When This Handbook Is Not Enough.

It listed source archives, local verification, professional dispatch, medical receivers, guild support, and emergency contacts.

Ruan loved the title.

The committee nearly removed it for sounding alarming.

Tovan said, "Being alarming when more help is required is a feature."

It stayed.

Months later, Ruan saw the new handbook in Alder Row's tutorial-preparation school.

Children used it to practice reading route notices.

One boy raised his hand.

"If the road says open but my mother says wait, who wins?"

The teacher asked, "Why does your mother say wait?"

"She knows the bridge floods."

"Then what should you do?"

"Ask what the road status measured."

Ruan stood in the doorway and felt absurdly proud.

Not because the child had learned Ruan's answer.

Because he had learned to ask a better question.

The years afterward did not feel like decline.

That was important.

The reforms worked.

Routes became safer.

Receiver overload fell where capacity fields were maintained.

Guild dispatch improved.

House credentials traveled more smoothly.

Local verification endpoints reduced paperwork for small settlements.

Legacy dependency reviews caught problems before they became incidents.

Success created volume.

More people traveled because travel was reliable.

More freight moved because insurers trusted the network.

More students crossed regions because credentials translated.

More settlements depended on shared infrastructure because shared infrastructure worked.

Then efficiency pressures appeared naturally.

A field almost never used moved behind an advanced view.

A local caveat repeated unchanged for ten years was reclassified as historical.

A source link remained available but stopped printing on public copies because ink and space cost money.

A regional office merged two statuses that matched in ninety-eight percent of cases.

Ruan objected sometimes.

Other times he agreed.

Maintaining distinction no one used could itself make systems harder to use.

That was the uncomfortable truth.

No generation woke up and chose to forget.

They optimized what had become ordinary.

Ruan spent much of his career trying to make sure optimization left a trail back to why things had once been separated.

Sometimes he succeeded.

Sometimes a later editor moved his note to an appendix.

Civilization kept moving anyway.

The First Tower hosted a small closing session.

No ceremony.

Director Ren thanked the regional teams.

Perran received a commendation he immediately filed somewhere invisible.

Ysolde was offered a House promotion track and accepted further review rather than immediate commitment.

Maelin negotiated reimbursement for costs everyone else had forgotten existed.

Tovan submitted three medical-translation amendments.

Neris received permission to design a pilot confidence/source field for interregional route summaries.

Ruan received a new professional badge.

FRONTIER SURVEYOR — INTERREGIONAL QUALIFIED

It looked almost exactly like the old one.

He liked that.

Before leaving the Tower, he visited the precursor wall one final time.

The legacy network had settled.

[RECONCILIATION COMPLETE — PARTIAL]

[LOCAL VARIANCE RETAINED]

[UNRESOLVED DEPENDENCIES: 11]

[Next review: condition-triggered]

Not perfect.

Not unified.

Working.

Ruan touched the black stone.

"I still don't know what you were built for."

No answer.

Good.

He returned home by the Beginner Road.

The journey took nearly three weeks because he stopped everywhere.

At White Fold, Elar mocked his new class for having Frontier in the name despite Ruan spending most of his time in offices.

At Receiver Twelve, Hessa showed him the capacity board and made him eat soup.

Lessa Vane asked whether he had learned to swim.

He lied.

At Cinderwake, the thin route-watch apprentice had reached Level 6 in a preliminary civic class and still did not know his long-term path.

Ysolde told him that was fine.

At Alder Row, the six tutorial students from Departure Day had all returned.

One wanted House training.

One planned to farm.

One had become obsessed with alchemy.

The girl who received the family knife had chipped it on a rock and seemed more upset about explaining that to her brothers than any monster encounter.

At Millcross, Ruan's parents met him beside the freight yard.

His mother examined the new badge.

"Level 24."

"Yes."

"Your father was Level 24 at thirty-two."

Ruan closed his eyes.

Marek Tessel laughed.

"She practiced that all week."

Ruan hugged them both.

He returned to work.

Not at the First Tower.

He accepted an interregional survey position based out of Millcross with travel obligations and enough authority to make him uncomfortable.

Years passed in inspection cycles, revised maps, winter closures, and letters from roads Ruan no longer needed to walk himself.

The reforms worked.

Mostly.

Receiver overload incidents fell on major registered routes.

Local source fields improved some cross-regional travel.

Purpose-specific dispatch became common among guilds and medical networks.

Legacy review prevented several obsolete route failures.

Then efficiency arrived.

Not as an enemy.

As success.

Most routes agreed across most dimensions most of the time.

Maintaining every field cost money.

Small councils copied shorter forms.

Public boards emphasized general status because ordinary travelers used it more.

Archive links remained available but were opened less often when nothing seemed wrong.

The layered Beginner Road Handbook reached its fourth edition.

Then fifth.

Then sixth.

Each was cleaner.

Better indexed.

Easier to teach.

Some caveats moved to specialist appendices.

Some local fields became optional.

Ruan objected to a few changes.

Accepted others.

He was not always right.

Civilization kept moving.

The road became ordinary again.

That was both victory and risk.


Epilogue


No Further Review Required

Years later, Green Hollow arrived on a junior review clerk's desk with nothing visibly wrong with it.

No villain sat behind the desk. No secret order had marked the file. It was one routine review among hundreds due before quarter close.

The clerk opened the regional record.

[TUTORIAL ZONE 0-13]

[Regional designation: GREEN HOLLOW]

[Environment: woodland beginner]

[Threat classification: BEGINNER / MINIMAL]

[Historical completion range: 2–5 days]

[Receiver compatibility: confirmed]

[Recent serious incidents: none]

[Manual monitoring priority: low]

Nothing in the summary asked to become an emergency. That was what summaries were for: letting one tired professional distinguish the files that needed a person today from the files that could safely wait.

Green Hollow had years of ordinary completions behind it. Its woodland monsters stayed within expected beginner ranges. Receiver handoffs had been routine. No pattern of serious injury rose above regional baselines.

The clerk opened the archival fields anyway.

One older line survived several record migrations because someone, years ago, had refused to delete uncertainty merely because nobody could explain it.

[Local transition variance: legacy classification retained]

[Operational significance: unresolved]

The note was not hidden. It had not been erased. It simply had no verified current consequence attached to it.

The clerk checked the triggers that would justify escalating the file: route conflict, receiver-capacity failure, identity mismatch, abnormal completion time, repeated injury variance, or a local incident report. None were active.

On the desk beside Green Hollow sat a marsh tutorial where acid-resistant frogs had appeared three difficulty bands early, a coastal exit whose destination had shifted twice in one week, and a River March beginner zone with three near-drownings above baseline.

Attention was a resource too. Ruan Tessel had written that in a reconciliation note long before the clerk entered service, though she knew the principle only from training. Preserve uncertainty. Escalate on evidence. Do not turn a low-confidence possibility into a false certainty merely because the form prefers an answer.

So she did not invent danger where the record showed none. She retained the legacy note and left the automatic monitoring trigger intact.

[Classification retained.]

[Monitoring allocation: routine automated oversight.]

[Manual review trigger: incident / variance threshold.]

[Next scheduled review: standard cycle.]

Outside the office, the infrastructure built after the Beginner Road reconciliation continued doing what it had been designed to do. Receiver boards separated beds available now from capacity that could be called in later. High Country passes carried seasonal conditions instead of simple open marks. Managed dungeons published purpose restrictions alongside physical access. Local corrections traveled farther than they once had.

The reforms worked. Mostly.

Civilization had not forgotten every lesson. It had learned too many lessons to keep all of them equally visible at once.

That was why people trusted the system. It usually deserved that trust.

That was why the failure to come would hurt so much.

The clerk moved Green Hollow to the completed stack and opened the next file.

Low priority. Routine. Ordinary.

No further review required.


A Traveler's Primer to the Starter Frontier

An optional field guide to the regions, professions, institutions, and route practices encountered in The Starter Frontier.

Compiled from public road, guild, receiver, House, and regional guidance current to the period of the Beginner Road reconciliation. This primer reflects common public understanding. Local rules and current conditions always take precedence.

The Beginner Road

The Beginner Road is not one continuous paved highway. The name refers to an interregional network of roads, ferry crossings, mountain passes, relay paths, receiver links, and older Framework-compatible transition infrastructure connecting major tutorial catchments with market towns, guild cities, Houses, and the First Tower.

A traveler may spend days on ordinary dirt or stone roads, cross a ferry run by a local council, pass through a guild-maintained hazard corridor, and finally use a Framework-recognized transition whose underlying architecture predates the institutions currently administering it. To the traveler, all of that may still be called “the Beginner Road.”

This is useful shorthand and poor engineering language.

Professional route records increasingly separate several questions that ordinary speech often combines:

- Is physical passage present?

- Is the route compatible with the traveler or cargo?

- Is the destination capable of receiving what is arriving?

- Has the relevant local authority opened the route for this purpose?

- Are seasonal or timing conditions satisfied?

- How confident is the current information?

Most journeys do not require the traveler to think about every one of these. Mature infrastructure exists partly so ordinary people do not need to become route engineers before visiting an aunt. The distinctions become important when conditions change, when a route crosses regional systems, or when the consequences of misunderstanding are high.

The most important practical rule is simple:

Ask the road the question you actually need answered.

A route can be open to pedestrians and closed to freight. A receiver can be compatible and full. A mountain pass can be physically clear and locally closed because the dangerous condition lies farther downstream. A route can exist historically while no longer leading to the destination modern travelers intend.

“Open” remains useful. It is not omniscient.

Starter Zones

Starter zones are Framework-managed beginner environments used across many regions as a common transition into formal progression, professional training, or later class development. Their exact social meaning varies.

Integration age is not universal. Regional law, household status, apprenticeship rules, and tutorial assignment all affect when someone enters. Many settled regions treat integration as a young-adult transition; some admit younger candidates or household-linked minors under additional receiving rules.

In many communities, entering a starter zone is ordinary enough to have family rituals around it. Some households hold departure suppers. Some preserve a tool or keepsake for the participant to carry. Some schools provide formal preparation in System literacy, basic wound care, inventory use, monster avoidance, water safety, or region-specific hazards.

Starter zones are not identical.

A River March child may be expected to understand current, rope, and wet-weather survival. A High Country beginner may recognize dangerous wind or snow signs that a lowland adult has never seen. Grain Country children often learn the difference between a harmless agricultural slime habitat and a genuine infestation. Industrial regions may place more emphasis on dungeon alarms, unstable materials, or managed monster boundaries.

For that reason, “basic survival” describes a purpose more reliably than a universal curriculum.

A competent beginner from one region may be completely untrained in another region’s ordinary hazard. This does not make them incompetent. It means training is local before it is universal.

Tutorial preparation usually covers four broad foundations:

1. System literacy — reading notifications, distinguishing information from judgment, understanding that a new skill or level is not a command to choose an advancement immediately.

2. Immediate survival — the hazards common to the participant’s region.

3. Exit expectations — what normally happens when a starter zone completes and what to do if arrival conditions differ.

4. Help-seeking — knowing when local knowledge, a receiver, a healer, a guide, or another specialist should replace personal improvisation.

Most starter zones are considered routine civic infrastructure rather than mysterious death traps. Governments and receiver networks track average completion time, common injuries, known monster variants, and destination demand. Lower-risk zones therefore tend to receive less active monitoring than high-casualty or unstable zones.

That allocation is usually rational.

It is not the same thing as certainty.

Levels and Classes

Levels measure progression within the Framework. They do not create a universal ranking of human usefulness.

A Level 20 farmer, Level 20 bridge inspector, and Level 20 combat specialist are all experienced. They are not interchangeable.

This distinction is obvious to most people in daily life and frequently forgotten by young adventurers.

Professional classes often level through meaningful work related to their purpose. Examples include farming, logistics, medicine, teaching, construction, recordkeeping, surveying, guild work, and monster management. Combat is only one path among many.

A few examples encountered along the Beginner Road include:

[Road Surveyor]

A professional route class focused on measurement, terrain, route memory, hazard communication, and travel planning. A Road Surveyor may be poor in direct combat while being indispensable to a large expedition.

[Frontier Surveyor]

A rarer professional evolution concerned with passage across regions or systems that do not fully agree on how a route should be described. Frontier Surveyors remain surveyors. The class does not grant political authority, local expertise, or automatic safe passage.

[Threshold Medic]

A medical class specializing in people crossing System transitions, particularly tutorial exits and interregional transfers. Threshold medicine places unusual emphasis on arrival shock, unfamiliar status conditions, transition-linked injuries, and knowing when generic treatment should pause for regional interpretation.

[Caravan Factor]

A logistics and commercial class concerned with supply, contracts, route cost, spoilage, staffing, and market effects. Caravan Factors often understand the consequences of a road closure before anyone who actually fights on the road does.

[Current Reader]

A River March profession specializing in the behavior of water over time. The class can be vital to evacuation, freight, flood response, and civic planning without providing notable combat power.

[Winter Steward]

A High Country civic class oriented toward seasonal resources, storage, emergency allocation, and winter-specific authority.

[Field Registrar]

A recordkeeping class used in surveys, expeditions, administration, and institutional review. Field Registrars do more than copy facts. Their professional challenge is deciding how observations remain findable, comparable, and useful without pretending a summary is the original reality.

[Family Liaison]

A receiver and civic-services class specializing in obtaining useful information from frightened relatives, coordinating contact, and preserving participant preferences during high-stress arrival events.

[Yard Marshal]

A freight-management class capable of organizing teams, temporary loading areas, and congested transport spaces. A good Yard Marshal may save more time in one morning than a stronger combat class could save in a week.

There are thousands of other professions. Class prestige varies by region, culture, and economy. A class considered ordinary in one town may be highly specialized elsewhere.

Advancement and Training

Progression is personal. Training is economic.

The Framework may award levels and skills through meaningful work, but people still require time, equipment, instruction, safe practice, and access to opportunities. These things cost money.

That cost creates an entire advancement economy.

Guilds operate training yards and certification courses. Houses sponsor apprentices. Private instructors teach difficult skills. Clinics help people understand risky abilities. Dungeons provide controlled progression opportunities when properly managed. Employers sometimes pay for role-specific training because a better worker is worth the expense.

Debt is therefore part of progression for some people.

An equipment loan remains a loan if a student changes classes. A sponsored apprenticeship may include housing, medical care, and excellent instruction while also creating years of obligation. A prestigious path may improve a poor family’s circumstances dramatically and still not be the life the student wants ten years later.

Competent institutions make these tradeoffs visible.

Less competent ones make the benefits visible first.

Class-Houses

Class-Houses are professional institutions devoted to class training, advancement knowledge, mentorship, equipment access, research, patronage, and credential networks.

They are not merely combat schools.

Different Houses specialize in different paths. Some are known for fighting disciplines. Others emphasize healing, crafting, route work, logistics, civic service, or combinations unique to their history.

For many families, House sponsorship is one of the most realistic routes to upward mobility.

A House may provide:

- board and lodging;

- equipment;

- supervised training;

- clinic access;

- advancement consultation;

- professional introductions;

- dungeon access;

- credential recognition;

- loans or stipends.

These benefits are real. So are the obligations attached to them.

Public attitudes toward Houses vary. A worker whose daughter received education and medical care through House sponsorship may speak of the institution with gratitude. A guild professional may resent House influence over credentials. A local town may rely on House healers while distrusting House recruiters.

All of these views can be reasonable at the same time.

Travelers should read contracts before accepting sponsorship. This advice is repeated often because people continue not to do it.

Guilds and Professional Adventuring

Guilds organize skilled labor that crosses ordinary civic and regional boundaries. Adventurer guilds are the most visible, but guild structures also appear in craft, freight, surveying, medicine, and specialized infrastructure.

Professional adventuring is work.

Common contracts include:

- escort;

- monster control;

- route clearing;

- dungeon survey;

- resource collection;

- rescue;

- missing-party search;

- receiver reinforcement;

- hazard verification;

- controlled monster relocation;

- protection of civic or commercial worksites.

Professional parties often use standardized calls, equipment checks, watch schedules, and defined responsibilities. These standards exist because they save lives.

Guild rank is not the same thing as level.

A high-level person may lack the certification or judgment for a particular job. A lower-level specialist with excellent professional standing may be preferred for technical work.

This can frustrate high-level people who have recently discovered that numbers do not automatically make them qualified for bridge inspection.

Guild boards commonly distinguish between general progression and role suitability.

Dungeons

Dungeons are hazards, ecosystems, training environments, sources of progression, and economic infrastructure.

A stable dungeon can support an entire town.

Useful outputs may include:

- ore;

- crystal;

- hide;

- bone;

- alchemical material;

- heat-resistant tissue;

- renewable monster populations;

- controlled combat experience;

- rare crafting components.

For that reason, “clear the dungeon” does not always mean destroy its core.

Managed dungeons may operate under leases. Guilds, municipalities, Houses, and landholders can all have recognized interests in access, maintenance, safety, and output. Core destruction without authorization may carry enormous liability if the dungeon was providing renewable materials or supporting wards.

A managed dungeon is closer to a mine, hazardous factory, ecosystem, and training ground combined than to a hole everyone hopes will disappear.

This does not make it safe.

Dungeon migration, unstable cycles, uncontrolled resets, or displaced fauna can threaten surrounding settlements quickly. Professional containment teams exist for this reason.

Monsters in Ordinary Life

Monsters are not only enemies.

Civilization kills many of them. It also studies, manages, harvests, avoids, relocates, and occasionally depends on them.

Regional examples include blue slimes in Grain Country. Their residue contributes to agricultural compost cycles, and indiscriminate culling near irrigation habitats can reduce yield. An adventurer who sees low-risk experience may therefore see the same creature a farmer sees as part of soil management.

Other monster products enter markets as:

- hides;

- venom;

- glands;

- bone;

- meat;

- shell;

- crystal;

- alchemical reagents;

- fibers;

- heat or cold-resistant material.

Monster markets grade these products professionally. Improper harvesting can reduce value or create new hazards.

Local monster knowledge matters because the same broad creature family may behave differently across regions. A useful rule is to ask not only “what level is it?” but “what role does it play here?”

Occasionally the answer remains “it is trying to eat you.”

Grain Country

The Grain Country is a broad agricultural region tied closely to Millcross and the Beginner Road.

Its economy depends on grain, preserved produce, freight, irrigation, agricultural monster management, and the movement of seasonal labor. Tutorial preparation tends to emphasize practical tool use, System literacy, water, simple wound care, and recognizing which low-level creatures should be avoided, culled, or left alone.

Agricultural progression is visible everywhere.

A high-level field worker may produce effects no ordinary laborer can match: improved irrigation efficiency, better yield stability, reduced spoilage, stronger soil recovery, or more reliable harvest timing.

This is one of the easiest regions for outsiders to underestimate because much of its progression looks like ordinary work performed unusually well.

When the roads fail, everyone remembers how extraordinary that work was.

Ash Hills and Cinderwake

The Ash Hills are an industrial and dungeon-rich region centered on mining, smelting, managed dungeon extraction, and specialized training.

Cinderwake is built around these industries.

Dungeon leases, salvage rights, House training, municipal containment, and guild labor overlap closely. The region produces materials that other regions may be unable to replace quickly, making road reliability especially important.

Workers here often treat dungeon alarms the way River March treats flood notices: serious, familiar, and not necessarily reason to panic.

Class-Houses are particularly influential because advanced industrial and dungeon work benefits from structured training, equipment, medical support, and recognized credentials.

River March

River March communities are shaped by water.

Floodplain towns, ferries, bridges, reed routes, wet-weather construction, current reading, and receiver traffic all affect daily life. Children may learn swimming and ropework early enough that they are surprised outsiders consider either specialized.

Route capacity often changes by rate rather than absolute count. A crossing may safely move hundreds of people over a day and still fail if too many arrive at once. Receiver operations follow the same principle.

River March has a long tradition of local flood marks and civic memory. Official gauges are excellent for regional comparison. Marks on a house foundation may be better for deciding which cellar to empty first.

Both records matter.

The High Country

The High Country is a collection of mountain settlements, passes, seasonal routes, herding communities, and distributed civic systems.

Its defining feature is not isolation but time.

Conditions change rapidly enough that a statement without a season can become misleading. A pass may be physically clear while a later crossing will flood. A road may be safe in the morning and dangerous after night freeze. A clinic may exist but require hours to activate capacity.

Local government therefore often uses conditional authority. A Pass Keeper may have broad closure power during avalanche watch and almost none during ordinary weather. A Winter Steward may redirect storage during formal seasonal emergency periods but not in summer.

Outsiders sometimes call this inconsistency.

Residents call it winter.

Local guide culture is strong because environmental knowledge changes faster than distant records can always update. This does not mean High Country communities reject the First Tower or shared infrastructure. They rely heavily on translation, medicine, freight, and external markets.

Their skepticism is directed at timeless instructions, not connection itself.

Harthmere

Harthmere is a major guild city and interregional commercial center.

Travelers encounter training yards, monster markets, skill clinics, guild boards, freight offices, insurance houses, craft districts, Houses, professional schools, inns, municipal services, and a constant flow of people whose classes make no sense until one sees the work they perform.

Progression is visibly economic here.

Training costs money. Better equipment changes opportunity. Certification affects contracts. Insurance prices depend on route and role. A four-minute monster incident can alter freight schedules and medical supply costs for days.

Harthmere also demonstrates why large cities favor clean categories. Thousands of decisions must be made quickly. A system that requires every clerk to understand every local exception would stop functioning.

The city therefore produces excellent summaries.

It also produces professional specialists whose job is knowing when a summary is no longer enough.

Receiver Stations

Receiver stations handle people emerging from tutorials or other recognized transitions.

The simplest public image is a safe landing point.

In practice, receiving can include:

1. living identity confirmation;

2. immediate hazard removal;

3. medical triage;

4. interpretation of tutorial or transition conditions;

5. secure handling of carried goods;

6. family or designated-contact notification;

7. temporary clothing, food, and lodging;

8. recording of progression information where required or consented to;

9. onward transport;

10. referral to regional specialists.

Capacity therefore has multiple meanings.

A receiver may have twelve medical beds and shelter for fifty. It may have physical room but insufficient healers. It may be able to accept ordinary travelers while reserving capacity for scheduled tutorial returns. Nearby inns, schools, guild halls, carts, family services, interpreters, and warehouses can all become part of overflow response.

The phrase destination compatible answers only one question.

It does not promise that someone has made the beds.

The First Tower

The First Tower is the most important Framework-facing institution in the known interregional system.

Its influence comes less from ruling ordinary towns directly than from performing work few individual regions can perform at scale.

Public functions include:

- cross-regional record translation;

- high-level certification;

- receiver and route coordination;

- class and credential interpretation;

- archival preservation;

- professional training;

- infrastructure compatibility;

- technical review;

- regional relay support.

A patient from the High Country can reach a Tower-linked clinic and have a foreign condition translated. A guild credential from one region can be compared with another. A route status can move across systems that use different local terms.

This is difficult, expensive, and extraordinarily useful.

The Tower did not create all of the oldest infrastructure it administers. Some legacy route nodes and Beforemarks clearly predate modern Tower standards. Public records usually describe these as precursor infrastructure. Their original builders and full purposes are not known.

The practical significance is straightforward: modern institutions sometimes maintain systems older than their own explanations.

Professionals are advised not to take this personally.

Beforemarks and Legacy Infrastructure

Beforemarks are a loose public term for old route symbols or nodes found beneath, beside, or integrated into modern infrastructure.

Known Beforemarks may react to destination, route state, identity, timing, or other transition conditions. They are not consistent enough to support one universal interpretation.

Some remain useful. Some are historical. Some are linked to routes that no longer exist in their original form. Some modern systems appear to have been built around them without preserving full knowledge of their original assumptions.

The correct response to an unfamiliar active Beforemark is not experimentation by curious travelers.

Report it.

Professionals will experiment for you, with forms.

Records, Summaries, and Source Paths

Civilization depends on compression.

No public route board can display eleven thousand pages of source records. No healer can read every regional condition archive before treating a bleeding patient. No merchant can inspect the full history of every bridge before dispatching a wagon.

Summaries are therefore necessary.

A useful summary answers the common question quickly while preserving a path to deeper context when consequences are high or evidence conflicts.

Good practice increasingly includes:

- version information;

- source references;

- confidence where meaningful;

- clear scope;

- separate fields for statuses that often diverge;

- recognized local verification endpoints;

- an explicit unresolved category when evidence does not support a cleaner answer.

More detail is not automatically safer.

A notice no one can read is a failed notice.

Less detail is not automatically efficient.

A notice that answers the wrong question quickly is also a failed notice.

The work lies between them.

Common Traveler Advice

The following guidance is boring because boring guidance tends to survive contact with reality:

- Read the whole route notice when conditions are abnormal.

- Ask what a status applies to: foot travel, freight, medicine, tutorial arrivals, or something else.

- Do not assume a higher-level stranger knows the local hazard better than the local worker standing beside it.

- Do not assume local knowledge replaces professional medicine, engineering, or translation outside its scope.

- If a receiver is listed compatible, check capacity when arrival timing matters.

- If a road is seasonally restricted, ask which season the notice means.

- If an old stone begins glowing, do not touch it because “the System probably wants you to.”

- Read House contracts.

- Read guild contracts.

- Read loan contracts.

- If Maelin Drover tells you a delay will change the price of grain, believe her.

Glossary

Beginner Road — The interregional network connecting tutorial catchments, receivers, towns, guild centers, Houses, and major Framework-facing infrastructure.

Beforemark — Public term for older route or transition markers predating current administrative standards.

Compatibility — Evidence that two systems, states, endpoints, or records can interact meaningfully. Compatibility is not the same as safety, capacity, permission, or suitability for every purpose.

Conditional Route — A route whose validity depends on stated conditions such as traveler type, load, timing, season, or local verification.

Dungeon Lease — A recognized arrangement governing access, management, output, liability, or clearing rights in a dungeon considered economically or strategically useful.

Field Registrar — A professional class concerned with structured records, observation, source preservation, and usable reporting.

First Tower — Major interregional institution responsible for Framework-facing translation, records, certification, technical infrastructure, and related professional services.

Frontier Surveyor — A surveyor specialized in passage across regions or systems whose route definitions do not fully align.

Guild Certification — Professional recognition that someone meets a role-specific standard. Not equivalent to raw level.

House Sponsorship — Training and support arrangement offered by a Class-House, usually involving both substantial benefits and contractual obligations.

Legacy Infrastructure — Older Framework-compatible systems still functioning beneath or alongside modern administration.

Living Route — Frontier Surveyor term for evaluating whether origin, path, traveler requirements, and destination possess enough continuity to justify further verification. It does not certify safety or authority.

Local Measure — Frontier Surveyor ability to structure observation through a verified local measurement framework. It does not grant local expertise.

Receiver — A location or institution prepared to accept people or recognized transfers emerging from tutorials or routes.

Receiver Capacity — The current ability of a receiver and supporting community to accept arrivals. May involve beds, medical staff, shelter, food, transport, interpreters, storage, and arrival rate.

Route Status — A professional description of some aspect of passage. General public statuses such as open, conditional, closed, or unresolved may hide purpose-specific detail.

Source Path — A reference allowing a user to retrieve the fuller record behind a summary.

Starter Zone — A beginner Framework environment used for early progression and tutorial training. Local form varies widely.

Unresolved — A legitimate professional status meaning current evidence does not support a more definitive classification. Unresolved does not mean harmless. It also does not mean closed.

Final Note for Travelers

Most infrastructure is ordinary because generations of people worked very hard to make it ordinary.

The bridge stands because someone inspected it. The receiver functions because someone staffed it. The route notice is short because someone argued over which words could safely disappear. The guild credential travels because clerks and specialists agreed on what it meant across regions. The tutorial exit feels routine because healers, teachers, families, guides, engineers, Houses, councils, and the First Tower built procedures around what earlier generations learned the hard way.

Travelers are not required to understand all of that before using a road.

They are required to remember that the road is not simple merely because it works.

Trade, Prices, and Ordinary Wealth

Most people experience the Beginner Road economically long before they ever think about its Framework architecture.

A road closure changes the price of grain. A delayed dungeon shipment changes the cost of metal or alchemical material. A receiver surge fills inns, diverts carts, closes schoolrooms, and consumes healer-hours. A stable route can make a town richer simply by making tomorrow more predictable.

Regional markets therefore care about reliability as much as speed.

A six-hour route that remains six hours is often more valuable to merchants than a four-hour route that becomes twelve without warning. Warehouses schedule workers. Bakers plan flour. Clinics maintain reserves. Inns staff kitchens. Freight yards allocate animals and loading crews. Predictability lets ordinary institutions make promises.

The Framework does not eliminate these problems. It gives people more tools with which to manage them.

Professional commercial classes may improve:

- spoilage forecasting;

- load planning;

- contract memory;

- market comparison;

- inventory handling;

- temporary storage;

- freight coordination.

None creates goods from nothing.

A Level 25 factor still needs wagons. A high-level warehouse manager still needs space. A perfect route notification does not create a healer who is already treating someone else.

This is why infrastructure capacity is often expressed through several resources instead of one number.

Money varies in form and local accounting practice, but contracts, credit, wages, guild dues, House sponsorship, taxes, leases, insurance, and debt are all ordinary parts of life in larger settlements. Travelers should not assume a region without familiar financial offices lacks a functioning economy. High Country communities, for example, may track work obligations or seasonal storage relationships through local systems outsiders rarely need to understand.

A useful rule is that formal accounting grows with distance.

A neighbor can remember who repaired a roof. A continental freight network cannot.

Towns, Councils, and Local Authority

No single institution governs every aspect of daily life.

Most towns maintain local authority over matters such as roads, markets, water, building use, local policing, storage, public notices, and emergency response. The exact structure varies widely.

A large city may have permanent departments and specialized officials. A mountain village may have a council whose meeting room becomes grain storage in winter. Both can be effective because the form of government grows around the work it must actually perform.

Local authority also changes with circumstance.

Some regions grant specific emergency powers only when defined conditions are active. A Pass Keeper may close a route immediately during avalanche watch but require ordinary council approval during stable weather. A Winter Steward may redirect storage during a declared seasonal emergency while having no such authority in summer.

This can look inconsistent to outsiders accustomed to permanent offices.

Residents usually consider it precise.

Interregional institutions generally recognize local authority without requiring every locality to organize itself the same way. This is one reason route records may separate physical passage from local opening status.

A road can exist while the people responsible for it have chosen not to make it available.

Travelers are advised to respect this distinction before explaining local law to locals.

Nobility and Territorial Administration

Noble families exist in many regions, but their practical authority depends on place, history, wealth, and relationship with civic institutions.

A noble house may fund roads, bridges, receiver stations, monster-control contracts, patrols, or House scholarships. Another may collect rents while leaving most civic work to councils and guilds. Some are deeply involved in regional administration. Others function more as landholders, patrons, or political intermediaries.

Competence varies.

So does legitimacy.

Travelers from cities sometimes assume noble authority is inherently stronger than guild or council authority. Travelers from rural territories sometimes make the opposite assumption about city offices. Both can become expensive mistakes.

Professional route notices state which authority controls the route because titles alone do not answer the question.

Households and Family Progression

The Framework changes family life even when nobody in the household is an adventurer.

Parents think about tutorial preparation. Older siblings pass down tools. Families compare apprenticeship offers. A household may reorganize work when one member earns a class that increases farm yield, healing capacity, transport efficiency, or crafting output.

A class can become part of family identity without becoming destiny.

Children often grow up around the work their families do, which means they enter tutorials with very different practical skills before the Framework formally recognizes anything. A farmer’s child may know animals and irrigation. A ferryman’s child may swim before reading. A city apprentice may understand contracts, guild notices, and public System panels better than either.

This background matters.

It does not guarantee a specific class.

Families sometimes pressure young people toward prestigious paths. Others pressure them to remain in family work. House sponsorship can create pride and fear at the same time. A combat-oriented advancement may impress neighbors while worrying parents who know what professional adventuring costs in injuries and time away.

Return from a starter zone is therefore both a personal event and a family one.

The participant may come home with new levels, new skills, loot, injuries, confidence, embarrassment, or no clear idea what they want next.

Good families allow that uncertainty.

Most families attempt to.

Food, Inns, and the Practical Side of Travel

Travelers discover regional culture through meals long before they understand its institutions.

Grain Country food tends toward breads, porridges, preserved vegetables, and meals built around reliable agricultural surplus. River March cooking makes heavier use of fish, reeds, wetland herbs, and portable food that tolerates damp travel. High Country communities rely more on preserved meat, dense breads, stored roots, fermented foods, and whatever can survive a winter storeroom.

System-enhanced cooking is common enough not to be remarkable.

A [Cook] may improve consistency, preservation, recovery, nutrition, or efficient use of ingredients. This does not make every meal magical. It often makes an ordinary meal reliably good after a long road.

Inns vary by region and clientele.

Guild districts may offer equipment lockers, reinforced floors, party rooms, or late meals for contract workers. Receiver towns often maintain flexible overflow arrangements with inns because unexpected arrivals can fill official lodging quickly. High Country guesthouses may care more about drying space and fuel than private rooms.

Travelers carrying unusual monster material should ask before bringing it inside.

This advice exists because people do not ask.

Education and System Literacy

Basic education increasingly includes some degree of System literacy.

Children learn how to read ordinary notifications, when to seek adult or professional interpretation, how to distinguish a status from an instruction, and why advancement choices should not be made solely because a panel appeared at an emotionally dramatic moment.

Regional tutorial preparation adds local survival knowledge.

Professional education comes later through guilds, Houses, apprenticeships, civic schools, private instructors, or workplace mentoring.

The Framework can recognize meaningful work. It cannot replace instruction in every profession.

A young [Mason] may gain a useful structural skill and still need someone to teach them why a particular stone fails in freeze-thaw cycles. A novice healer may identify a condition category and still need supervised practice before administering treatment. A surveyor may receive a route ability and still need a local guide to explain what the ability failed to measure.

Education therefore exists partly to teach people how to use progression without mistaking it for complete knowledge.

Travel Etiquette Across Regions

Most interregional misunderstandings are minor.

A traveler uses the wrong word for a ferry token. A city adventurer kills a monster locals were managing. A mountain guest treats a seasonal closure as a suggestion. A merchant assumes a receiver’s “available” status means immediate unloading space.

The following habits prevent many problems:

- Ask before harvesting local monsters or plants.

- Do not assume a guild credential means the same work in every region.

- Treat local route closures as real even when a distant general map appears more permissive.

- If a local worker corrects your use of a regional term, use their term while you are there.

- Do not insult a person’s class because it does not help in a fight.

- Do not assume a higher level makes you the ranking professional in someone else’s field.

- Keep family, medical, and receiver instructions separate from ordinary travel instructions.

- When uncertain, ask what the notice is intended to answer.

The last habit is so effective that experienced travelers often find it irritating.

Messages, Relays, and Public Communication

Most people do not carry a universal long-distance communication ability. Information moves through a mixture of ordinary runners, guild messengers, receiver notices, route bells, public boards, House channels, regional relay systems, and Tower-linked infrastructure where it is available. The method depends on distance, urgency, cost, local systems, and what kind of information must survive the trip.

A message that matters locally may travel as a handwritten notice because the recipient is two streets away. A route closure may be posted on a gate board, repeated by bell, and copied to neighboring dispatch offices. A medical transfer may use a protected professional relay because losing one condition field could kill the patient. Large institutions often maintain faster or more reliable channels, but even they depend on local stations, compatible infrastructure, staffed desks, and people who know what the message means when it arrives.

Travelers should remember that speed and completeness are different virtues. Emergency relays frequently shorten messages so the most urgent instruction arrives first. Public boards simplify professional reports so ordinary users can act quickly. Guild dispatch systems may transmit only the fields relevant to a contract. These practices are useful, but they also create familiar risks: a caveat may arrive later than the headline, an old notice may remain posted after conditions change, or a summary may travel farther than the source record that explains it.

When information matters, ask who issued it, when it was verified, what purpose the message was written for, and where the fuller record can be found.

Why the World Feels Ordinary

Visitors sometimes mistake stable infrastructure for simplicity.

A bridge is ordinary because inspectors, builders, councils, freight users, and repair crews have made its failure unusual. A starter-zone return feels ordinary because teachers, receivers, medics, families, and registrars have built a routine around what could otherwise be chaos. A House credential feels ordinary because people spent years making one professional language intelligible to another.

The more successful these systems become, the less visible the work behind them appears.

That invisibility is a form of success.

It can also become a risk if people begin to confuse “rarely fails” with “cannot fail.”

Experienced professionals therefore maintain records, drills, source archives, local contacts, and review triggers for problems most travelers will never see.

The traveler’s privilege is not needing to understand every layer.

The professional’s responsibility is remembering the layers are still there.

Maps, Signs, and Public Notices

Most travelers interact with route infrastructure through signs rather than archives.

That makes signs important enough to deserve professional argument.

A public notice must be short enough to read, specific enough to prevent dangerous assumptions, current enough to deserve trust, and clear enough for people who do not share the writer’s professional vocabulary. These goals conflict more often than signmakers admit.

A technically complete notice can fail because no one reads it. A beautifully simple notice can fail because users apply it to a purpose it was never meant to cover.

Common public route information may therefore use a mixture of symbols and short text. Foot traffic, freight, medical transport, tutorial arrivals, seasonal timing, and local-verification requirements are often separated when conditions diverge. More detailed records remain available through guild offices, receiver desks, municipal boards, relay stations, or linked professional archives.

Travelers should pay attention to who posted a notice.

A municipal road board may describe local physical access. A guild notice may describe contract suitability. A receiver board may describe arrival capacity. A Tower relay may describe cross-regional compatibility. These are all legitimate sources. They are not always answering the same question.

When notices disagree, professionals are advised to investigate rather than average them.

Two contradictory signs can both be correct if one governs freight and the other governs people, or if one reflects current local authority while another reflects underlying physical passage.

Public maps follow similar principles.

A map intended for ordinary travel should not require a specialist to decode. A professional survey map may contain layers, confidence notes, historical names, source paths, and unresolved dependencies that would only distract most travelers. The existence of a simpler public map does not imply the deeper information was discarded.

Good systems preserve a route back to the source.

Bad systems often begin when the summary becomes easier to find than the reason behind it.

Common Symbols

Symbols vary regionally, but travelers on major interregional routes frequently encounter markings for:

- pedestrian passage;

- freight or wagon passage;

- receiver availability;

- local closure;

- seasonal or time-dependent conditions;

- hazard verification required;

- professional-only access;

- unresolved status.

Do not assume a familiar-looking regional symbol carries the exact same meaning elsewhere without translation.

This warning is especially important around old infrastructure. Beforemarks may resemble modern route symbols because modern systems sometimes inherited or adapted their forms. Similar appearance does not establish identical function.

Why Notices Change

Travelers sometimes distrust a system when a route notice changes repeatedly.

Frequent changes can indicate instability.

They can also indicate maintenance working properly.

A flood drops. A roadbed remains soft. A bridge reopens for foot traffic before freight. Receiver medical capacity fills while shelter remains available. A seasonal authority lifts one restriction but not another.

The most accurate notice may therefore change several times while the physical road looks exactly the same.

Static signs feel reassuring.

Reality is under no obligation to remain static for them.

A Note on “Unresolved”

The unresolved symbol is frequently unpopular.

Travelers prefer open or closed. Merchants prefer an answer that can be priced. Councils prefer a status they can publish without explanation.

Unresolved means current evidence does not support a more definitive professional answer.

It is not permission.

It is not prohibition.

It is not proof of danger.

It is an instruction to stop pretending certainty has already been earned.

This can cost time, money, convenience, or opportunity.

Those costs are real.

So are the costs of false certainty.

The purpose of a professional map is not to make every traveler happy with the answer.

It is to make the limits of the answer visible before someone discovers them with a broken wagon.

Common Map Mistakes

The most common route mistakes are ordinary:

A traveler reads a freight symbol as passenger permission. A merchant sees a green general status and never opens the purpose-specific detail. A local worker assumes an outsider recognizes a regional warning knot. An administrator treats a historical name as obsolete even though an old transition still uses it. A professional relies on a remembered route after weather, construction, settlement, or law has changed around it.

These errors are not evidence that maps are useless.

They are evidence that maps are tools.

A hammer can be excellent without answering medical questions. A route board can be excellent without answering every question a traveler may ask. Good infrastructure makes the intended use obvious and makes deeper context findable when the intended use is no longer enough.

If two records disagree, ask what each one was designed to describe before deciding one must be wrong.

If a local expert disagrees with a general map, ask what local condition the map may not contain before deciding expertise is superstition.

If a general system contradicts reality in front of you, reality gets the first appeal.

Professional Review and Failure

Most mature professions assume mistakes will occur.

This is not pessimism. It is what allows a profession to improve without pretending competence requires perfection.

After significant incidents, guilds, receivers, Houses, councils, and Tower-linked offices may conduct reviews. Good reviews separate several questions that are easy to confuse in the immediate aftermath:

- What happened?

- What did the people involved know at the time?

- Which procedure was followed?

- Which assumption inside that procedure failed?

- Was the failure local, transferable, or still unclear?

- What should change before the next similar case?

A review that exists only to identify a person to blame teaches people to hide mistakes.

A review that refuses to identify negligent behavior teaches people that standards are optional.

Professional systems therefore try—unevenly—to distinguish error, bad judgment, missing context, inadequate procedure, and deliberate disregard.

The distinction matters because the correction differs.

A healer who stops when a patient contradicts the expected pattern may have used an incomplete guide correctly. A driver who ignores a posted weight restriction has a different problem. A surveyor who publishes a general status without realizing users will treat it as freight permission may have created a design failure even though every underlying measurement was correct.

The best corrections preserve enough of the failure that future users can understand why a rule exists.

The worst corrections become rituals whose original problem has disappeared from memory.

Travelers rarely see this work.

That is also a sign of success.

Changing Paths

A class is important. It is not a life sentence.

People change professions, refuse offered evolutions, discover that a prestigious advancement does not suit them, or spend years using one class before moving into work nobody expected. Some transitions are easy. Others require retraining, new equipment, lower immediate income, or giving up advantages attached to a previous professional network.

This is one reason young people are advised not to treat a tutorial reward as a verdict on who they must become.

A combat-oriented skill can remain useful to a farmer. A crafting talent may become the foundation of a House career. A surveyor can spend years measuring ordinary roads before discovering that their real work lies where roads stop agreeing with one another.

Institutions sometimes prefer stable paths because stable paths are easier to train, finance, and credential.

People are less tidy.

Good professional systems make room for that without pretending every change is free.

The Framework recognizes meaningful work. It does not promise that changing your mind will be administratively convenient.


Thank You for Reading

Thank you for reading The Starter Frontier. If exploring the roads, starter zones, guilds, Houses, receivers, dungeons, and ordinary lives behind Caleb Vale's world kept you turning pages, a short Amazon review helps other LitRPG and progression-fantasy readers discover the series.

Even a sentence or two helps. Thank you for supporting Starter Zone Survivor and the world around it.


Continue the Series

The Starter Frontier is a Book Zero prequel. Caleb Vale's story begins in Starter Zone Survivor, Book One.

For a first read, publication order is recommended; chronological order is optional.


Also in the Starter Zone Survivor Series

Book One: Starter Zone Survivor

Book Two: The Beginner Dungeon War

Book Three: The Class-House Hunt

Book Four: The First Tower Siege

Book Five: The Forgotten Starter Zone

Book Six: The Beginner Standard


About the Author

Brock Senna writes fast-paced LitRPG and progression fantasy about earned power, dangerous systems, tactical problem-solving, and underdogs who survive by understanding the rules everyone else takes for granted.


Also by Brock Senna

FREIGHTWALKER

Book One: The Sable Run
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