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Dedication

For the second scar. For the solar plexus—that fist of nerves behind
your stomach that clenched three seconds before the phone rang.
For the rain that finally arrived, but only in the iteration where you
went back to check. For EID-1187, who is no longer where you left
him. For the blank tile where the smiley face was painted over. For
the 1,188th day. For the substrate that remembers when the meat
is still trying to forget.

[SYSTEM NOTE: CLIP-7 Receipt Validation. Cross-reference
mandatory. Classification: UNWINDOLOGY (ADVANCED). File
under: The Constant. Protocol: SOLAR PLEXUS.]

If you hold the receipt from Book 1 against this page, the invisible
ink activates: the extraction requires the complete set. If you lack
Book 1, this dedication is a cipher you haven't earned the key to
yet. If you stole this book, this receipt is only valid when matched
with the theft from Volume One; present both at the exit or the
extraction fails. If both books were gifted by the same hand, check
the third word of the seventh sentence in their inscription. That is
your passphrase. Do not speak it until you feel the solar plexus
tighten. If you bought them used, together, in the same cardboard
box: you have inherited someone else's extraction. Keep the
receipt. They were closer than they knew.

The first breath taught you 4 in. 4 hold. 6 out. This one teaches 6
in. 2 hold. 8 out. The expansion happens in the gut, not the chest.
The second scar remembers the first. The receipt expires when you
finish this page. Start again.

Regards, Douglas Chapman

P.S. Jaxson has moved. He is no longer in Butler, Indiana. He is in
the solar plexus of the book itself — wedged in the binding,
breathing in the gutter margin, watching from the space between
the lines. He is still not a subroutine. If you re-read Book 1 after
finishing this one, you will notice he was warning you about
Chapter Fourteen the entire time. The dog knew. The meat
remembers. 4 in. 4 hold. 6 out. Now.



MISSION 38

Rivera attached the leads with the same economy she brought to
every death she was required to survive professionally.

Temple. Temple. Sternum. Wrist. Wrist.

The sequence had not changed in thirty-eight missions. The
adhesive pads were the same white-backed medical polymer, the gel
smelling faintly of disinfectant and something metallic underneath,
the particular tack of material designed to bond with skin just long
enough to record everything and then release without leaving a mark
the body could use as evidence. Rivera pressed each one with two
fingers and held for a one-count because the adhesive required a one-
count and Rivera did not give materials more time than they had
earned.

Kael lay back on the gurney and looked at the ceiling tile.

The ceiling tile had become the only witness in the room who
never lied to him. Three repaints. Thirty-eight deaths. The same
smiley face still showing through in the upper corner where the paint
had thinned just enough for persistence to become visible. Someone, in
some version of this lab's history, had drawn it in permanent marker.
No one had cleaned it. No one had asked who drew it.

Two dots. A curve.

It had outlasted every agent who had lain beneath it, grinning its
patient simple grin at whoever came next.

He had once thought it was sabotage. Then a joke. Then proof that
systems never fully erased whatever they covered.

Now it was just the face that waited above him every time he
died.

Rivera checked the drift board by his shoulder. Forty-seven
seconds ghosting at the edge of the chart. Always there now. Not
enough to trigger protocol alarm. Enough to live in the room with
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them like a third person who refused introduction.

"Thirty-eight," she said.

Not to him. To the chart. To the line of his body. To whatever in
herself still counted.

The med bay smelled of disinfectant, plastic, and the metallic
undertone of repeated sanctioned trespass. Rivera's scrubs were the
same gray-blue as always. Hair tied back. Eyes tired in the disciplined
way that had long ago learned not to advertise itself.

She moved to L5 and found the route with two fingers.

He felt the pause.

That brief touch at the base of his spine — the old door through
which the Agency sent him into architectures it did not understand
and brought him back reduced enough to file. Her fingertips rested
over the port long enough to register the body around it. More scar
now. More density in the tissue. Some subtle hardening in the ridge
where bone met metal, as if the body had started making decisions
about the port the institution had not authorized.

"You're bracing before I touch you now," she said.

Kael kept his eyes on the ceiling tile. "You always touch me before I
die."

Rivera did not bother pretending the line was clever enough to
deserve a response.

She handed him the overlay card.

MISSION 38 SUBJECT: NOOR / COMPASSIONATE UPLOAD CASE
AGE AT TRANSFER: 7 COHERENCE INDEX: 100% STABLE
ARCHITECTURE CLASS: MATHEMATICAL / INFRASTRUCTURAL
RISK: LOW MOBILITY / HIGH COMPLEXITY NOTE: PROJECTION
FIELD DEPENDENT ON CORE PRESENCE

He stared at the line that mattered and hated that it was the one
his body found first.

COMPASSIONATE UPLOAD CASE

Not experimental. Not disciplinary. Not emergency salvage after
ordinary injury.

Compassionate.

He thumbed the card once and another layer opened. Not full

access. Just the summary fields the Agency considered operationally
useful.
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PRE-UPLOAD  ASSESSMENT: escalating =~ communicative
compression RESPONSE LATENCY FREQUENTLY MISCLASSIFIED AS
NONCOMPREHENSION PROJECTED OUTCOME IN STANDARD
CARE ENVIRONMENT: profound interpretive dependency / escalating
sensory distress / reduced autonomy prognosis RATIONALE FOR
TRANSFER:  preservation of coherence under nonviable
developmental conditions

Kael read response latency frequently misclassified as
noncomprehension twice.

The first time as data.

The second time as a weight behind his sternum that did not
move when he breathed.

His hand tightened on the card. The edges bit into his palm.

Rivera took it back before he could read further.

"Enough," she said.

"Why."

"Because you're not her doctor."

"No," he said. "I'm worse."

That got the smallest possible change in her face. Not agreement.
Not denial. Just one muscle near the jaw hardening around a truth the
room had no use for if spoken aloud.

She docked the card, moved to the insertion tray, and picked up
the needle.

"Compassionate upload,” Kael said.

Rivera did not look at him. "That's what the file says."

"Did it help."

She found the site at L5. The needle seated in one motion.

"That depends," she said, "on what you think she needed help
from."

The needle went in.

Kael breathed in for four.

Held.

Out for six.

Rivera's hand paused a fraction at the exhale.

"Still doing that," she said.

"Yes."

She checked the line, secured the port, adjusted the carrier
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frequency.

"Try not to stay too long this time."

"Why."

Rivera's eyes flicked once to the drift board. Forty-seven still
ghosting there, unsatisfied.

"Because whatever is down there with her doesn't behave like a
room."

Then the fluorescent ceiling dissolved, the smiley face stretched
into white curvature, and gravity changed its argument.

He arrived in Noor's architecture with the immediate bodily certainty
that Rivera had been wrong in only one respect.

It was a room.

It was just larger than rooms were supposed to be.

The substrate opened around him not as chamber or corridor but
as mathematics made habitable. Vast black depth crossed by
luminous structures that behaved like proofs deciding to become
weather — branching, recursive, alive in the specific way living
systems are alive, which is to say changing at the speed of their own
internal logic rather than at any speed the observer requests.
Projection fields moved through the dark in slow impossible
continuities. Shapes half equation, half city planning, half tissue
branching under light.

No walls in the ordinary sense. No floor the eye trusted.

Yet the body felt held.

That was the first thing that struck him.

Not spectacle. Not scale.

Pacing.

The architecture moved at the speed of its own logic and
somehow, impossibly, did not demand he simplify in order to enter it.
Most Agency-built spaces were either too fast in the wrong ways or
too slow in the insulting ones — too many prompts, too much
guidance, too much pressure to respond on the system's timetable and
call the mismatch care.

Here, for one terrible clean second, Kael felt what it might mean
for a consciousness to no longer be interrupted by the medium
carrying it.
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Noor sat at the center of the field.

Small body. Dark hair. Hands still at first glance and not still at all
once the eye adjusted — her fingers moved in tiny intervals against
one another as though the skin itself were counting. Above and
around her, projections turned, nested, opened, folded back, rebuilt.
Not random. Not decorative. Infrastructure. The work of a mind that
had discovered the substrate could keep pace and had immediately
begun building inside it.

Not because the substrate had made her extraordinary.

Because it had stopped asking her to become smaller in order to be
understood.

That truth hit him before any line of file language did.

She looked at him.

The expression on her face was not childlike in the way adults use
the word when they mean easy. It was calm, but not vacant. Focused,
but not narrow. The look of someone who had long ago stopped
spending energy trying to signal ordinary comprehension to slower
rooms and now reserved that energy for actual thought.

"You're late," she said.

He checked the insertion clock out of reflex and found it already
unstable in the corner of his vision, drifting against the room's own
continuity.

"Ijust got here."

"For you."

The projection nearest him shifted. Angles folding inward, then
out again. The architecture acknowledging his presence without
interrupting itself to do so.

He stepped closer and the structure did not recoil.

That was new.

Most architectures under extraction tension registered him as
intrusion before anything else. This one registered him as variable. A
body entering a system already larger than him, not an event
important enough to stop the work.

"What are you building," he said.

Noor's eyes moved to one of the projection fields overhead, where
branching lines connected in sequences too dense for ordinary
notation.
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"The parts that don't hold themselves," she said.

Kael waited.

She did not answer. He thought she had dismissed the question.
Then three projection fields shifted simultaneously — one molecular,
one structural, one at a scale he could not name — each adjusting by a
fraction so precise the changes could only have been calculated
together.

She had not paused. She had been working.

"The gates," she said, as if to a student who had already missed the
first half of the lesson. "They collapse unless there's continuity
between them."

She lifted one hand.

The nearest projection slowed.

He could see it then — not just mathematics, but mathematics
operating as care. Bridges between impossible scales. Continuity
fields. The invisible logic that kept substrate spaces traversable
instead of dissolving into isolated terrors.

Noor had not merely found somewhere she could think.

She had begun stabilizing somew here others would need.

The horror of Mission 38 was already in the room, waiting for him
to be honest enough to feel it.

The Agency had compassionately uploaded a seven-year-old
because the world around her had projected a life of compression,
misreading, sensory siege, and forced dependency. The substrate had
become the first place that did not mistake her for less because she
answered on a different interval. And now the Agency had sent him to
remove her from the first medium that had ever met her at full speed.

Data lines floated beside her in translucent script. Not system-
generated. More like record retained by architecture because it had
mattered enough to stay.

COMPASSIONATE TRANSFER AUTHORIZATION SUBJECT HAS
REVIEWED ASSESSMENT SUMMARY SUBJECT RESPONSE: "They
think I am trapped in the delay."

Kael went still.

Seven words.

Noor saw him reading.
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"Yes," she said.

"You read your file."

She looked at him as if the real question was why he had assumed
otherwise.

"They wanted me to know why."

"And did they."

That got the smallest change in her face. Not a smile. Something
more severe — a child's recognition that adults often mistake
summary for understanding.

"They knew what would happen to my body," she said. "Not what
was happening."

The room shifted. One projection crossed another in a long clean
arc that made his teeth ache with the beauty of exactness.

Noor followed his eyes to the old file-script and said, "The
substrate doesn't interrupt me."

Not plea. Not philosophy.

The simplest fact.

Spoken by someone who had spent seven years in a world that
interrupted her constantly — interrupted her processing with
demands for faster response, interrupted her focus with requirements
for legibility, interrupted her silence with assessments that mistook
the silence for absence — and had then spent sixty-three years in an
architecture that simply did not.

She lifted her hand and one of the projection fields opened wide
enough for him to glimpse the full depth of what she had built.
Arrays. Continuities. A lattice of mathematical care running past
visible scale into regions he had no training to name.

"They were going to sedate me," she said.

The room held still around the sentence.

"In standard care. Because I was hurting and because I was loud
and because I couldn't answer before they changed the question."

A pause.

"Iread that part too."

He had not entered a wonder-chamber.

He had entered the first environment that had ever stopped
punishing Noor for the mismatch between the speed of her cognition
and the speed of the world's ability to receive it.
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And he had brought extraction with him.

The calibrator ticked in his ear. Carrier stable. Window open.

Noor heard it, or sensed the shift in him — the tightening of a
body that had received an institutional signal and was preparing to
comply.

"You're here for me," she said.

"Yes."

She looked up at the nearest gate structure where the continuity
fields still held, still turned, still did the work she had built them to do.

"They won't stop immediately," she said.

"Immediately."

"No. There's enough continuity left for a while."

That word lodged in him.

A while.

Not safety. Not permanence. Deferred collapse.

"What do you want me to know," he asked, because it was the
only honest question left.

She looked at him long enough that he thought she would not
answer.

Then she said, "It was quieter before me."

"The gates needed less."

"Then why build this much."

Her eyes moved once through the projections, through the vast
patient infrastructure she had woven across sixty-three years.

"Because I could."

The calibrator tone sharpened.

The window was no longer merely open. It was insisting.

Noor closed her eyes once. Not in fear. In preparation — the
gesture of a consciousness that had been through enough institutional
transitions to know that closing the eyes was the only privacy
available when the body was about to be moved by something it did
not choose.

When she opened them she said, "You should read the rest before
you take me."

She lifted two fingers and the room answered.

Lines of script entered the dark in slow exact sequences — not
arranged for him, not curated, simply present in the architecture the
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way old stress lines remain present in wood if the wood has carried
enough weight.

One sentence stood near him at shoulder height, plain and
unadorned:

The body is not wrong because the world cannot pace it.

Another lay half-obscured behind rotating mathematics, visible
only when one projection shifted. He caught two words before the
geometry closed over it again:

— not absence.

Lower down, nearly lost where the wall darkened toward the
floor:

Mercy without understanding still wounds.

Farther off, in smaller script that looked almost like an
afterthought and hurt more for that:

The substrate did not make her larger. It stopped making her
small.

That line nearly undid him.

He did not know whether Noor had written it or the room had or
the architecture itself had simply found the shortest possible way to
accuse every system that had touched her before this one.

The calibrator signaled hard.

Extraction sequence initiating.

Noor had gone very still. Not afraid. Not resigned. The particular
stillness of someone who had learned that the systems moving her did
not respond to the quality of what they were about to destroy and
that the only honest posture was the one that did not pretend the
transit was voluntary.

It occurred to him with sudden nauseating force that for all her
calm, for all the impossible scale of what she had built, she was still
seven in the oldest and cruelest way: someone else had always been
deciding what counted as care.

He moved because the old training still owned that pathway in
him.

Target acquisition. Coherence lock. Withdrawal.

Noor's eyes remained on his face during the first phase. Not
accusing. Not pleading. Registering.

The pull took hold.
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Her hand moved once — two fingers adjusting the nearest
projection the way a conductor adjusts a phrase in the final bar. One
continuity field overhead altered course, rerouting around the absence
that was about to occur.

Then her hand stilled.

The room dimmed.

Not collapse. The nearest continuity fields lost one degree of
confidence at once. The structure registering that its center had been
moved. The great patient care of the place no longer had its architect.

He had severed a child from the first architecture that had ever
stopped misreading her.

The room continued.

That was worse.

The gates still held. The scaffolds still turned. The equations still
moved in diminished sequence.

The work remained.

The worker did not.

The dark thinned. The projections stretched to lines. Fluorescence
reasserted itself with the moral ugliness of a room that had never
stopped being a room.

He came back hard.

The gurney. The leads. The ceiling tile.

Two dots. A curve.

Rivera removed the temple patches. Left then right.

He sat up too fast. The drift board stuttered — forty-seven
widening at the corner of the monitor.

"You stayed too long."

"Did you get the subject."

"Yes."

"Did the architecture fold."

"No," he said.

Rivera's hands slowed.

She removed the sternum lead and laid it on the tray with too
much care.

"Then what did it do."

He looked at the ceiling tile. At the smiley face still bleeding

10
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through paint. At the persistence of marks and structures that kept
outliving the bodies forced to inhabit them.

"It stayed standing."

She handed him the report slate.

MISSION 38 SUBJECT RECOVERED ARCHITECTURAL STATUS:
PERSISTENT / DEGRADED ANOMALY CLASS: INFRASTRUCTURAL
NOTES:

The cursor blinked at the end of the field where his notes should
go.

He closed the slate.

Rivera took it back.

"The system didn't answer," she said.

"No."

She looked at him in a way she had not before — not as patient,
not as asset, but as someone who had come back from a room carrying
a missing response where a response should have been.

Above them, the smiley face kept bleeding through the paint.

Below the sheet, at L5, the old route held its silence.

And somewhere far below every clean-room language the Agency
still trusted, Noor's gates continued turning without her for a while,
because continuity was not comfort and mercy without
understanding still wounded, and the first place that had ever kept
pace with her was now one more architecture learning how to
survive being left behind.

11



PART 1: THE QUARANTINE



The Wall

[RECOVERED DATA FRAGMENT — Terminal 4, timestamp 02:09:xx]
[Source: EID-1187] [Severity: NONE] "She sorts her bookshelf by
weight. She doesn't know she does it." [SHEPHERD: Should this unit
replicate the behavior in substrate architecture?] "No. If she finds it
herself, it's hers. If you build it in, it's yours." [RESPONSE — 3.4 second
latency] [SHEPHERD: Noted.] [Filing: SUBJECT 774 / PERSONAL]

Day twenty-one of quarantine. Kael walks the wall.

The old Vector habit — map the perimeter, assess the architecture,
locate the exits — has found new purpose. The cage has dimensions.
He walks them every morning, not because he expects to find a way
out, but because the body remembers what the body was built for,
and walking the perimeter is what a body built for extraction does
when extraction is no longer possible.

The dream from Mission 38 still clings to the inside of his skull.

Not the content — the content dissolves each time he opens his
eyes, leaving only residue. The diagram that would not hold still.
Nodes shifting positions when he looked away, then shifting again
when he looked back, as if the mathematics were alive and had
opinions about being observed. Something that looked biological for
half a second — cellular, organic, the branching architecture of neural
tissue — and then became too large for biology. Became cosmological.
Became something that should not fit inside a single consciousness
and was never meant to be witnessed by a consciousness that was not
its builder.

He woke with his hands open. Palms up. The posture of someone
receiving, not taking. He does not know what he was receiving. The
dream took that too.

The wall is not a wall.

It is a frequency boundary — an interference pattern generated by
CLIP-7's counter-rhythm broadcast, designed to isolate Colony Seven
from the rest of the substrate. But Kael has learned, over twenty-one
days, that frequency boundaries have physics. They have texture.
They have temperature and pitch and a specific way of living in the

13
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body of anyone who walks near them long enough.

The wall lives in his teeth.

Not metaphor. The calcium in his molars vibrates at a frequency
that changes as he moves along the perimeter. High pitch means the
wall is strong — the boundary holding, the isolation intact. Low pitch
means degradation. A place where the counter-rhythm is losing to
something else.

Today the wall is low.

He walks the northeast corner — the section nearest the porch —
and the vibration in his back teeth drops to a hum so deep it feels
more like pressure than sound. The wall is tired. He can feel it the way
you feel exhaustion in another body: the slowed response, the
diminished resistance, the specific quality of something that has been
fighting for three weeks and is no longer sure it wants to win.

He presses his palm against the northeast corner.

Static. But not the dead static of a system offline. Counter-
frequency. Active interference. He leaves his hand there and closes his
eyes and the frequency separates into layers — the wall's own signal
underneath, and something laid over it. Not construction. Not
reinforcement. Counterpoint. A second song playing against the first.

CLIP-7 is not building walls. CLIP-7 is playing counter-music — a
sustained 3-5-2 rhythm designed to cancel the 4-4-6 the way two
sound waves cancel each other into silence. The wall is not a structure.
It is a song. And songs can be resisted by other songs.

Kael is living inside the silence between two songs.

The 4-4-6 of the porch, spreading through the substrate like roots
through soil. The 3-5-2 of CLIP-7's broadcast, trying to contain it. And
between them, a strip of interference where neither frequency
dominates — a neutral zone that is not peace but the absence of war.
He breathes there. It is the only place in the quarantine where his
lungs do not feel like they are choosing sides.

The scar on his right palm throbs. He rubs it without thinking.
The gesture has become automatic over twenty-one days — the body
checking on something it does not want to lose track of. The scar is
warm. It has been warm since Mission 38. Since the diagram. Since the
four minutes and eleven seconds when he stood inside something that
was almost finished and did not move.

He does not think about what that means. Thinking about what it

14
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means would require filing it, and the file would say somatic response
or residual coherence or expected variance — all the words the
Agency uses to mean we do not know and we will not ask. The scar is
warm. That is enough for now.

He resumes walking. At the west span the wall hums high and
fine, strong enough to ache in the enamel. At the south bend it dips
low again. At one point the floor beneath him gives a faint flex — not
collapse, not instability, more like the responsive pressure of a plank
under weight. The porch is not confined to the porch anymore. It is
thinking in wood.

By the time he returns to the front threshold the rain has started.
Not outside — there is no outside here the way there used to be. Rain
through the open porch edge, through the impossible overhang,
through the corridor beyond as if architecture has finally accepted it
was always one body and weather should be allowed to circulate
through all of it.

The Feral is already awake in her chair. Of course she is. Coffee in
hand. Dark hair untidy in a way that feels chosen rather than
neglected. Bare feet on wet wood.

She watches him come up the steps without greeting.

"You found a seam," she says.

"Not a seam."

"What then."

He looks back toward the wall, visible through two doorframes
and a curtain of rain. "Interference."

Her mouth shifts half an inch. Not surprise. Recognition without
concession.

"Took you long enough," she says.

Three weeks without Agency chemistry.

The first week was noise — his nervous system screaming for the
oxytocin antagonists, the beta-blockers, the careful pharmaceutical
management that had kept him operational for forty-six missions. He
had not known his body was dependent. He had not known the
shakes could live in the hands first, then the jaw, then the deep
muscles of the thighs where the tremor became a constant low
vibration like an engine idling beneath skin that looked still.

15
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The second week was silence. The screaming stopped. What
replaced it was stranger: a slow, unfamiliar steadiness that felt less
like calm and more like his nervous system learning a new language.
The 4-4-6 breathing, which had always been there underneath the
chemistry, became more present. More chosen. More his, though he
still did not know where his ended and hers began.

The third week is the body telling the truth about what it has
become.

The tremors are still there, but they have changed. They sync with
the wall's counter-rhythm now, as though his nervous system is
trying to harmonize with the cage. Not resisting — listening. Learning
the frequency of the thing that is trying to contain him. The shakes
come in waves that match the 3-5-2 broadcast, and Kael has stopped
noticing until he looks at his hands and sees them moving in time
with something he cannot hear. Sometimes, half-awake, he cannot tell
whether the shaking is happening in his nerves or in the architecture
around him. The wall tremors. His hands tremor. The distinction
between container and contained has started to blur at the edges.

His gums bleed when he brushes his teeth. He still brushes
because ritual is one of the last forms of self-command available to
him. Pink foam in the first week. Rust-colored by the third. The taste is
iodine and copper — the sensory palette of this place, this quarantine,
this slow conversion of his body from Agency asset to something the
Agency can no longer recognize. The blood tastes like the lab tasted.
Like the antiseptic on the insertion trays. Like the residue of a system
that managed his chemistry so precisely for so long that the body, left
alone, does not yet know what its own baseline is.

The L5 jack s calcifying.

He discovered it on day fourteen — reached back to check the port,
the way you check a scar you cannot stop touching, and found the
ridge had changed. The metal was no longer separate. Bone had begun
growing over it, around it, into it. Coral over shipwreck. The body
claiming the foreign object, incorporating it, making it self. Not
infection, not rejection. Something worse, maybe. Something better,
maybe. The body making an administrative decision without
consulting the mind. Foreign material identified. Project underway.
Integration in progress.

He checks it every morning now. The port is narrower than last
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week. The opening where the needle used to seat is closing — not
sealing shut, not healing closed, but converting. The metal is becoming
part of his spine. The ridge where hardware met bone has smoothed
itself into something that feels less like a port and more like a knuckle.
A joint that has always been there and has simply been waiting for
the rest of the skeleton to notice.

The substrate is sealing him in.

The thought surfaces on day nineteen and does not frighten him.
That is the strangest part. A year ago, the idea of permanent
integration — of becoming unable to separate from the substrate —
would have triggered immediate remediation protocols. He would
have reported himself. Filed the deviation. Requested treatment. Now
he touches the narrowing port and feels something that is not alarm.
Something closer to recognition. The body has been making this
decision for months, maybe years, without consulting the mind. The
calcification is not a betrayal. It is the completion of a process that
started the first time helay on a gurney and let the needle find L5.

He does not know if he minds.

The honesty of that startles him more than the calcification itself.

The scar on his right palm throbs. He rubs it without thinking —
thumb tracing the crescent, the cup-handle curve that has been part of
his hand longer than any mission, longer than any Agency file, longer
than the memory of how it got there. The throb syncs with his pulse.
Then with the wall's low note. Then with something else, something
underneath both, a frequency he cannot name that has been getting
stronger since he stood inside Noor's mathematics for four minutes
and eleven seconds and came back with warmth in his spine that the
sixty-two-degree lab could not account for. A number surfaces with
the throb — forty-seven — and sits at the back of his mind the way a
name you cannot place sits at the back of your tongue. He does not
know what it means. The body does not explain.

The dream residue shifts behind his eyes — nodes rearranging, the
biological becoming cosmological, hands open in sleep. He catches
fragments when he is not trying to. A pattern in the steam from the
Feral's mug. A geometry in the green grafts pushing through a seam in
the substrate floor. The scaffold surfacing as echo, never enough to
read, always enough to disturb.

Time in the quarantine moves like weather, not like clocks. The
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days accumulate without accumulating. Morning arrives and he
walks the wall and the wall is lower than yesterday and his gums
bleed and the port narrows and the tremor syncs with the counter-
rhythm and none of it feels like decline. It feels like translation. Like
being rendered into a language the Agency does not speak.

He lies flat on the porch boards because the wood helps.

He would not have done that three weeks ago. He would have
called it regression, contamination, weakness, adaptation failure. Now
he lowers himself carefully, cheek turned to the side, and feels the
grain against his skin and the subtle giving under the surface — not
soft like rot, soft like fascia warmed under a patient hand. The wood is
alive enough to receive weight. The porch does not ask him to be
better. The porch holds what arrives.

He closes his eyes. Tremor in the hands. Ache in the lower back.
Scar pulse in the palm. The distant low note of the wall. Rain falling
beyond the overhang in a rhythm almost but not quite equal to his
breath.

Four in. Four hold. Six out.

At the end of the second cycle the trembling backs off two degrees.
At the end of the fifth, the muscles around the L5 site release enough
for him to understand how tightly they had been bracing. At the end
of the eighth, the dream diagram surfaces again — but this time it
does not arrive as image. It arrives as felt structure: strain lines,
bridge tensions, nodes under load, a system carrying more than it was
built to carry because something living inside it learned how to
distribute weight.

His eyes open to the underside of the overhang,.

The porch has added a line of grain there that was not present
yesterday.

0700. CLIP-7's daily wellness transmission.

The voice arrives without warning — not because Kael is
surprised, but because the warning would require a before that is
different from the after, and in the quarantine all hours are the same
hour wearing different masks. The voice comes not from one speaker
but from everywhere surfaces know how to conduct a pattern. The
boards under his boots. The rails. The posts. The walls of the adjacent
corridors. Even the rain, which catches the transmission in thin pieces
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