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Chapter 1: Lines of Code
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The code refused to compile.

This was not, strictly speaking, a new development. The code had been refusing to compile for going on forty-seven hours, which put it roughly in the same category as the Hundred Years’ War -—technically an ongoing conflict, but one that everyone involved had quietly stopped expecting to resolve cleanly. Edgar Winfield had written this code. He had read this code. He had talked to this code at two-thirty in the morning in the tone of voice usually reserved for negotiating with hostage-takers. The code remained unimpressed.

The error message on his screen said: ERROR: ’rotation_matrix’ undefined in scope.

Edgar had defined rotation_matrix. He had defined it on line 847, which he now scrolled to with the focused fury of a man consulting evidence at his own trial. And there it was -—ROTATION_MATRIX, right there, in full capitals, defined and initialized and ready to be useful. The shader, it turned out, was looking for rotation_matrix in lowercase, which was an entirely different variable, one Edgar had apparently neglected to create, because he had made the catastrophic assumption that his compiler possessed even a residual particle of common sense.

It did not. Compilers never do. This is their one consistent trait.

"Case sensitivity," Edgar said. He said it the way a man says the name of the person who has just, for the third time this month, eaten his clearly-labeled lunch from the office refrigerator. Resigned. Deeply tired. Not surprised.

He pushed his glasses up. They slid back down. This had been happening for twenty-three years and showed no sign of improvement. Edgar had long ago accepted that his glasses and the bridge of his nose had entered into some private philosophical disagreement about the nature of resting positions, and that he was simply not a party to the negotiations.

He fixed the case. He compiled. He hit the play button.

The Great Dial materialized in the sky of his test environment.

Edgar’s heart did a thing. A good thing. The Dial was, without question, the best work he had ever done -—a massive celestial clockwork suspended in the heavens of his medieval fantasy world, rings within rings within rings, each one tracking a different magical principle, the whole structure glowing with the slow, steady light of something that had always existed and always would. He’d designed it from scratch, the lore and the math and the art all at once, three weeks of napkins and graph paper and late-night documentation spiraling outward from the core idea: what if the universe had a clock, and what if you could learn to read it?

All twelve spokes simultaneously inverted and disappeared.

Edgar stared at the empty circle where his life’s work had been.

He opened a new documentation tab. Then he opened a second one in case the first was wrong. He had a theory about the matrix multiplication order, and the theory was that he had gotten it backwards, and the evidence for this theory was overwhelming and he did not want to look at it.

He looked at it.

"Right," he said. "That’s it then."

Here is the thing about Edgar Winfield that his parents had never quite managed to understand, despite their sustained efforts: he was good at this. Genuinely, provably good at it. Three mobile games published. Fourteen contract jobs. A small-to-medium game developer expo award, from an expo that no longer existed but had been quite credible at the time. He had turned down a software engineering position at a perfectly respectable insurance company in order to build things that mattered to him personally, and his parents had received this information with the equanimity of people who have made peace with the idea that their son is going to do what he’s going to do, and the least they can do is be available when the wreckage needs sorting.

The wreckage currently being generated was on line 1,023. Edgar found it, fixed it -—three characters, the work of four days, this is the ratio that development operates on and it will never stop being offensive -—recompiled, and held his breath.

The Great Dial rendered.

It rendered perfectly.

Each spoke rotated in its mathematically exact arc, the outer ring ticking through its slow celestial progression, the inner mechanisms cycling faster, counterpointing the outer movement with the mathematical elegance of something that has discovered exactly where it belongs in the universe and is deeply content about it. The glyphs carved into each spoke -—some ancient, some his own invention -—caught the procedural sunlight and scattered it in patterns that shifted as the Dial turned. It pulsed. It breathed. It was exactly, completely, exactly what he had been trying to build for three weeks and forty-seven hours.

"You absolute bastard," Edgar said, with enormous affection.

He saved the file seventeen times. This is not a metaphor or an exaggeration. Edgar had developed this habit two years ago, after a power outage had consumed an entire day’s work and left him staring at an autosave from four hours earlier with the hollow-eyed expression of a man who has just been informed of a death. He now saved everything seventeen times, because seventeen felt like enough to be serious about it without crossing the line into clinical compulsiveness, a line he was aware he was walking quite close to but had decided not to examine too carefully. He committed the changes to his version control repository. His commit message read IT WORKS. His friends would have teased him about this. His friends were not watching. His friends were asleep, because it was, as Edgar now noticed, almost midnight.

He gave himself ninety seconds of satisfaction. The satisfaction was real and genuine and complete, and it lasted approximately forty seconds before the part of his brain that processed task lists sent up a flare.

He opened the task list.

Edgar’s task list was the kind of document you look at when you want to feel bad about yourself in a specific and well-organized way. The Dial was complete. The movement system required refinement. The magic system that interfaced with the Dial’s position needed another full pass, possibly two. Character models needed rigging. The dialogue system was held together with, in Edgar’s own private assessment, digital duct tape and one comment that read // DO NOT TOUCH THIS-—SERIOUSLY-—I MEAN IT, which he had written in a moment of either inspiration or despair and could no longer remember which. Environmental assets were unoptimized, causing the frame rate in the forest areas to drop to speeds that could generously be described as contemplative. Sound design had not begun. Sound design was not even visible from where sound design would eventually need to start.

He put it away. He opened the movement system code.

The problem was gravity. His player character jumped with a floatiness that suggested the game world existed in approximately thirty percent of standard Earth gravity, which was fine if you were making a moon base simulator and somewhat jarring if you were making a medieval fantasy epic in which everyone else obeyed physics with complete and occasionally aggressive conviction. He pulled up the gravity settings. He started adjusting values. He made his character jump.

Jump. Adjust. Jump. Adjust. Jump.

This is the rhythm that development eventually settles into: not inspiration, not genius, just iteration. The steady, relentless nudging of numbers until the thing in front of you stops being wrong. Edgar was quite good at iteration. He had a high tolerance for repetition. This was, he had come to understand, less a virtue than a personality trait, and he wasn’t entirely sure it was a healthy one, but it had gotten him this far.

His eyes were doing the halo thing again. After about hour eighteen, the code on his screens developed a soft luminous aura, gentle and persistent, like a religious experience for people who find religion in semicolons. He had initially attributed this to monitor calibration. He now attributed it to his body staging a quiet diplomatic protest that he was, as usual, choosing to ignore.

He reached for his energy drink. It was empty. He had no memory of drinking it, which meant either he had consumed it unconsciously during a particularly intense debugging session or the can had simply evaporated, and he was prepared to entertain either possibility at this hour.

The clock said 11:47 PM.

The clock said 11:47 PM. The date confirmed it. He surfaced, briefly, and took in the apartment.

The apartment was not good. It occupied a position somewhere between ’student housing after finals week’ and ’evidence locker.’ Energy drink cans had colonized every horizontal surface within arm’s reach of his desk, their empty aluminum bodies gleaming in the monitor light like artifacts from a civilization that had built everything around the concept of staying awake. Takeout containers formed a precarious architectural tower on the end table, each one having made an optimistic structural contribution to a building whose zoning permits would not survive inspection. His laundry pile had reached the stage physicists refer to as critical mass, which is the point at which an object begins to develop its own gravity and starts attracting smaller objects into orbit. A sock that had nominally belonged to Edgar was now simply part of the pile’s ecosystem, and it seemed happier there.

He should clean. He filed this in the mental folder labeled LATER, which was organized chronologically but had no delivery mechanism attached to it.

The gravity still wasn’t right.

He tweaked the air resistance parameters. This required integrating the acceleration curve over time, which is calculus, which Edgar was doing at midnight while running on no sleep and a nutritional profile that would make a sports dietician quietly excuse themselves from the room. His brain moved through the math the way amber moves through everything: slowly, with great certainty, in no particular hurry.

The math worked. He implemented it. He tested it.

The character jumped and fell with the weight of something real, something that existed in a world where gravity had opinions and meant them. Edgar saved the file seventeen more times and committed it. His commit message was "gravity is real again," because he was too tired for cleverness and too satisfied not to say something.

11:58 PM.

The cursor blinked at him with the patient rhythm of something that had all the time in the world.

He should sleep. He was aware of this. He had read the articles -—the ones about sleep deprivation and cognitive function and the way the human brain, after extended wakefulness, begins generating false pattern recognition and making decisions with the reliability of a Magic 8-Ball that has been shaken too many times. He had found these articles persuasive and then ignored them, because the part of his brain responsible for persuasion and the part responsible for deciding to keep working had apparently never been introduced to each other.

Just a few more things. He could do a few more things.

He opened the Dial code again. Not because it needed work -—he was done, it was perfect, it was the best thing he had ever built -—but because he wanted to look at it. The spokes turned on his monitor with the serene confidence of something that had never once experienced a compiler error, which was technically accurate and personally infuriating, since they had caused enough of them.

He had spent weeks building the world behind this thing. The Philosopher’s Guild, the scholars who dedicated their lives to reading the Dial’s patterns, interpreting each celestial position as a message from a universe that communicated exclusively in mathematics. The religious movements that had grown up around it. The heretical sect that believed the Dial was not a clock but a countdown, which Edgar privately thought was the most interesting theological position in his game, and also the kind of belief system that historically tends to attract people with a complicated relationship with consequences. Sometimes he felt he understood his fictional world better than the actual one. He could tell you, to the exact degree, what each spoke of the Great Dial represented in the magical ecology of his game. He could not tell you, without checking his phone, the last time he had called his mother.

He filed this in LATERas well. The folder was getting full.

The Dial turned on his screen. The spokes aligned and realigned in their exact, eternal patterns, each position a mathematical statement, each transition a sentence in a language he had invented and then spent weeks making internally consistent, because he was that kind of person, and this is what that kind of person does with their time. He had programmed a subtle pulse into the glow -—the spokes brightest at significant alignments, dimming between them, a kind of visual heartbeat.

Edgar’s breathing synced to it without him noticing.

The monitor light was very blue. His eyelids had developed opinions about staying open and were beginning to express them through the democratic process of simply closing. His head had achieved that pleasant, terrible heaviness that arrives in the last few minutes before a person’s body overrules every executive decision the brain thinks it is making. He thought, distantly, that he should turn down the blue light filter. He would do it tomorrow. Tomorrow was going to be very productive for the version of Edgar who existed in the future and had apparently gotten some sleep.

The Dial turned.

The present-tense Edgar propped his head on one hand, elbow on the desk, and watched it turn. The math of it were still beautiful to him -—maybe more beautiful now than when he was fighting them. The outer ring moving in one direction, the inner mechanisms in another, creating a motion that looked almost random until you understood the period, and then resolved into perfect, inevitable pattern. Pattern over time. Tension and resolution. It was almost like music.

Magic as code, he thought. Code as magic. Almost the same thing, really, if you looked at it right. Some kind of unified theory sitting just at the edge of the idea, tantalizing, almost visible—-

His eyes closed.

He opened them. He did not remember closing them.

The Dial pulsed. In, out. In, out.

His hand moved toward the keyboard and stopped. The energy drink cans at the edge of his desk had been arranged, at some point he couldn’t identify, into a perfect line: seven cans, evenly spaced, open mouths all facing the same direction. An array. A proper indexed array. He had done this without knowing he was doing it. cans[0] through cans[6]. The organizational principle he applied to empty aluminum cylinders at midnight was array indexing.

Edgar considered what this meant about the state of his brain.

He decided to consider it tomorrow, in the LATERfolder, right below his mother and the cleaning.

His head went down.

On his monitor, in the game world he had built from nothing, the Great Dial continued to turn. The spokes aligned in positions that meant something, that were part of a system, that described the movement of magic through a universe that he had made up but that had somehow, in the way that things made with genuine care and enough sleep-deprived iteration occasionally do, started to feel real. The light pulsed. The math sang. Somewhere in the logic of the code, deep in the nested loops and shader pipelines and transformation matrices that Edgar had argued with for forty-seven hours and finally defeated, a process continued to run.

for(int i = 0; i <—-
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Chapter 2: Digital Dreams
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for(int i = 0; i <... wake up

He rebooted to a cold start.

The pointer landed somewhere between "where am I" and "what in the specific hell is that smell." His first frame was sunlight -—direct, unfiltered, sincere in the way that sunlight in the real world almost never is, jabbing him in the cornea with the cheerful aggression of a system process that has been waiting all morning for his attention and is done being polite about it. His second frame was the square.

Not a digital square. Not a test environment. A real-world, open-air, full-sensory medieval marketplace, loaded in from somewhere that was absolutely, definitively, with no room for misinterpretation, not his apartment.

Edgar blinked hard. The marketplace did not go away. This was already a bad sign.

He was standing upright -—upright, not slumped over a keyboard -—on cobblestones that pressed through his sneakers with the indifferent solidity of things that have been here for centuries and fully intend to still be here when he leaves. The sunlight slanted low and furious across the square, so aggressively golden it looked fake, the kind of lighting a cinematographer would use to signal that Something Important Is Happening, except Edgar badly wanted something unimportant to be happening. He wanted to be in his apartment. He wanted to be complaining about a shader bug. He wanted, with an urgency that surprised him with its clarity, an energy drink.

He did the only rational thing available to him: he looked down at himself for glitches.

His hands were there. Both of them. Tremoring slightly with the ghost of a caffeine withdrawal, skin pale and sharp in the afternoon light, but present. His hoodie was there, minus, he noticed, the Mountain Dew stain on the left sleeve that he’d been using as an informal timestamp for the past six days. Either he’d been unconscious long enough for it to be cleaned, or this place didn’t render beverage stains. He filed this under "data: insufficient, implications: terrifying."

His glasses were there. They were fogging up, which was at least consistent behavior.

He wiped them. He put them back on. The market resolved into higher resolution, and Edgar devoutly wished it hadn’t.

The square was packed -—not with NPCs, not with the low-poly background figures of a rendering test, but with full-resolution, independently-motivated human beings going about the business of a medieval market day with the focused intensity of people who had not been informed they were scenery. Two men in leather aprons were locked in a haggling dispute over a slab of something that might have been pork, except the animal it had come from appeared to have had opinions about the arrangement of its own ribs. Three children sprinted past holding hollowed-out gourds, making the specific noise that children make in all places and times when they are in possession of gourds and running and this is apparently sufficient to constitute a good time. On the far side of the square, a row of women worked spinning wheels with the synchronized efficiency of an assembly line, which would have been impressive even without that they were simultaneously making eye contact and conducting what appeared to be a completely separate conversation with each other.

The air was doing things to his lungs. Edgar had been living primarily indoors for approximately four years -—the outdoors made occasional unavoidable appearances, but he’d been managing them -—and the air here was thick with information he had not requested: sweat and roasting meat and something sharp like burning sage and the deep, democratic smell of a lot of people who had been in close proximity to livestock and hard labor and did not find this unusual. His lungs rejected the input with the reflexive horror of a system that has received a file in an unsupported format.

He breathed through his mouth. This was slightly better, in the way that getting hit with a smaller thing is slightly better than getting hit with a larger one.

Nobody was looking at him. This should have been reassuring, and would have been, except that Edgar’s brain -—currently operating in emergency diagnostic mode, running only the essential processes -—was mapping every interaction around him as a potential threat vector. The guard over there. The merchant woman who kept glancing in his direction and then deliberately glancing away. The child who had stopped running and was now staring at him with the open, uncensored curiosity that children deploy before they’ve learned the social protocol for pretending not to notice things.

Edgar performed a system diagnostic, because that is what you do when you are a person who thinks in systems and your system has clearly encountered a critical error.

Vision: functional, with the usual myopia, plus an additional overlay of existential dread that was not present in the original spec. Hearing: operational, though the dialect around him sounded like someone had fed Old English into a language model trained primarily on market transaction records and the occasional argument about grain prices. Balance: compromised -—possibly sleep deprivation, possibly the fundamental wrongness of standing upright in a medieval marketplace when the last thing he remembered was falling asleep at his desk, possibly both, outcomes not mutually exclusive. Caffeine levels: critically low and plummeting.

A child ran directly into him and scampered off without apology, which was at least culturally consistent with everywhere Edgar had ever lived.

He staggered, reached for a stone trough to steady himself, overestimated the distance by about four inches, and plunged his hand into the water up to the wrist. Someone behind him made the specific sound that is made by a person who has just been handed unexpected entertainment. Edgar straightened up, shook the water off his hand, and chose to process this as a fact rather than an omen.

The buildings around the square were half-timbered, thatched, occasionally stone, and assembled with a modular repetition that hit some pattern-recognition node in Edgar’s brain with the force of a revelation. Each doorway a discrete value. Each building a function call. The spacing between them following some invisible recursive logic that no one had explicitly designed but that had emerged from the accumulated small decisions of however many generations of people building things next to other things. Level design. It looked like level design.

This thought, which should have been comforting in its familiarity, instead produced a sensation that Edgar could only describe as the floor of reality developing a small but worrying crack.

Then he saw the handshake.

Not a handshake, actually -—he’d think of it that way for a while before correcting himself. A woman with salt-and-pepper hair approached a large, red-faced man and spat, deliberately, into her own palm. The man did the same. They clasped each other’s forearms, gripped for a count of three, bowed their heads, exchanged several words, and released. The whole sequence had the settled automaticity of something that had been performed thousands of times, a ritual so embedded in muscle memory that neither party was thinking about it -—they were just running the protocol.

Edgar watched it happen again. Then again, different people, same choreography. Spit, grasp, hold, nod, release. His brain, desperate for something it recognized, supplied the analogy before he could stop it: a TLS handshake. Two systems exchanging credentials, establishing trust, agreeing on encryption keys before opening a channel. Every interaction in this square was preceded by this small ceremony. Every social exchange began with this authentication sequence.

He had built a world, he thought, where every social interaction had its own API. And now he appeared to be living in it.

The thought sat there for a moment, radiating implications.

Edgar decided not to look at the implications yet. He was going to need to work up to the implications.

He reached into his hoodie pocket for his phone, the reflex so automatic he wasn’t aware he was doing it until his hand closed around the smooth, familiar rectangle and he felt the particular flood of relief that comes from finding something exactly where it should be. He pulled it out. He pressed the power button.

The screen stayed black.

He pressed it again. He held it. He performed the hard-reset sequence, both buttons, ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty. The phone had the specific silence of something that is not broken so much as profoundly, philosophically uninterested in participating. No charge indicator. No boot logo. No signal icon blinking sadly from the corner. Nothing. The most expensive brick Edgar had ever owned.

The smartphone had been designed to be useful in approximately every situation a person could find themselves in, across every continent, in seventeen languages, with or without cellular signal. The designers had not included “relocated to a world that predates electricity” in the test matrix. This was, in retrospect, a gap.

"Okay," he said, to no one.

He put the phone back in his pocket. He did this carefully, because the act of putting the phone away was the act of accepting what was happening, and he wanted to do it with a certain amount of dignity even though no one was watching and dignity was perhaps not the most pressing concern.

He tried to be rational about this.

The rational answer was that he was dreaming. The more rational answer was that he was having a psychotic break, which was a distinct possibility given that he had consumed approximately eight hundred milligrams of caffeine over the past two days and had not slept for somewhere between twenty and twenty-three hours before passing out. The programmer’s answer -—which was not more rational, exactly, but was the one his brain kept insisting on -—was that something had gone wrong with the process fork. That the for-loop had encountered an exit condition he hadn’t programmed, and had landed him here as a consequence, which meant either his code was significantly more powerful than he’d understood or reality was significantly more permeable than advertised.

He pinched the webbing between his thumb and forefinger as hard as he could.

Pain. Real, hot, unambiguous pain, with the specific quality of pain that exists in the actual world rather than the softer, more apologetic pain of dreams.

"Right," Edgar said.

He started to panic. He managed this by deciding not to, which is a strategy that works approximately as well as you’d expect, but he didn’t have a better one available, so he committed to it.

He needed to blend in. He needed to not get murdered for violating local customs, which, based on the ratio of suspicious glances to friendly ones around him, was apparently a real possibility. He studied the handshake protocol again, noting the wrist angle, the timing, the gendered component -—left for men, right for women, both meeting at exactly perpendicular to the forearm. He practiced it once, spitting into his own palm in a way that felt deeply humiliating, gripping his own forearm, then releasing. Nobody saw. He felt like a man learning to wave by watching other people wave and then going home and practicing in the mirror, which was more or less exactly what he was doing.

He looked up at the sky, because he’d been avoiding it and the avoiding was becoming more conspicuous than just looking would have been.

The sky was fine. The sky was the ordinary blue-to-darkening gradient of late afternoon, the kind of sky that exists in every medieval fantasy world ever imagined and several real-world historical periods besides. The sky was not the problem.

The thing hanging in the sky was the problem.

Edgar looked at it for a long time.

The structure was massive -—bronze, or something that looked like bronze, its outer rim so wide it occluded a meaningful portion of the visible heavens. Within that rim, concentric circles of gears and rings spun in perfect, interlocked unison, their teeth meshing with a mathematical inevitability that was either beautiful or horrifying depending on whether you were viewing it as a design achievement or as a thing that was currently hovering over you in the sky. Glyphs were carved into each spoke -—some ancient-looking, rune-like things, others that looked disturbingly like his own handwriting.

Edgar knew this object.

He had built it. He had built it in his apartment, at his desk, over three weeks and forty-seven hours of compiler errors and caffeinated negotiation, and it was here. Every parallax shift between layers exactly as he’d designed. Every gear ratio exactly as he’d calculated. The glow of the spokes at significant alignments, the subtle variation in rotation speed between the inner and outer rings -—all of it his. All of it exact. All of it absolutely, definitively not supposed to exist outside a game engine that was currently running on a laptop in an apartment that was apparently in a different universe.

His first thought was: that’s my bug.

His second thought was: no way in hell is this running on base reality.

His third thought, arriving late and somewhat out of breath: I need to sit down.

He did not get to sit down, because a bell rang -—close, arrhythmic, aggressive -—and the crowd shifted to make a corridor, and at the end of the corridor was a thick-chested man with a beard dense enough to have its own local weather system, flanked by four guards, and the man’s eyes had found Edgar with the directness of a search function that had been given exact parameters and had returned exactly one result.

Edgar’s response options, evaluated in approximately one second: fight (suicidal; he was in worse physical condition than the town’s stray cats, several of which were watching this interaction with apparent interest), run (possible, but the square offered limited egress and his sneakers, while excellent for sedentary coding, were not built for pursuit), or social engineering, which was technically "lie convincingly to a large man with guards" and was the only option that didn’t require physical capability he did not possess.

The man stopped. The guards spread out into a semicircle. Edgar forced himself to remember the protocol, spat into his palm -—it landed weakly, more of a damp suggestion than a proper spit -—and raised his hand for the clasp.

The man looked at Edgar’s raised hand the way a person looks at a dog that has just attempted a handshake. Not hostility, exactly. More like a category error being identified in real time.

"Name," the man said. "Trade. House." Not questions. Demand syntax. The declarative form of information extraction.

Edgar’s brain did several things simultaneously, none of them useful. He almost said developer, caught himself. He almost said programmer, caught himself. He scanned the man’s uniform for context clues -—there, on the chest, a stitched symbol: a gear overlaid on a sunburst. Guild insignia. Some kind of administrative authority. He was being processed.

"Edgar," he said. "I’m -—scribe. Apprentice scribe. New." He reached for a place name and grabbed the first thing his desperate brain produced. "From Outdial."

"House," the man repeated.

Edgar said the first word that contained the right number of syllables and didn’t sound like a brand name. "Thorne."

A pause. The guards’ expressions, which had started at impassive, remained exactly there. The man grunted. "We have no Thorne in Market’s Quarter." He jerked his chin. "Come."

Two guards closed in behind Edgar and nudged him forward, and he went, because nudging by guards is the kind of force that doesn’t require agreement.

They moved him through a labyrinth of alleys, past windows warm with tallow light and doorways emitting the domestic smells of a hundred families making dinner in a dozen variations on the same basic theme of bread and animal fat and something herbal he couldn’t identify. The Dial moved overhead, its shadow tracking across rooftops, ticking off minutes in real time. He kept looking at it. He couldn’t stop looking at it. Every time he thought he’d looked enough, he’d look again.

They pushed him through a door into a stone room where a woman behind a high counter looked up from a ledger. She had wire-rimmed glasses -—actual glasses, the kind that suggested a tradition of optical correction in this world, which was either encouraging or raised further questions he wasn’t ready to ask. She looked at his jeans, his t-shirt (CLASSICALLY TRAINED, pixel-art game controller, a joke that had seemed wry and self-aware in a world where it was a reference and now seemed like a declaration of origin in a world where it was evidence), and raised one eyebrow so high it nearly filed for independent residency.

"Name," she said.

"Edgar Thorne."

She wrote it down with a quill. The quill moved efficiently, without ceremony, the motion of someone who has done this enough times that the strangeness has been fully sanded off.

"Guild or trade?"

"Engineer," Edgar tried.

She looked at his hands. His hands were the hands of someone who had spent the past several years touching keyboards and nothing heavier than a coffee mug. She looked back at him. She did not say anything, but her expression said several things, all of them accurate.

"Scribe," Edgar said.

She wrote it down. She produced a wooden token from somewhere beneath the counter -—the size of a poker chip, carved with a concentric circle that was, unmistakably, a miniature of the thing currently dominating the sky -—and held it out. Edgar took it. It was warm, which was either the heat of her hand or something else, and he was choosing, for now, not to investigate further.

"Quarter office," she said, and pointed.

The quarter office was a small room with a desk, two chairs, and a man with thinning hair and a nose like a hawk who was clearly in the final stages of a lifelong negotiation between his obligations and his tolerance for them. He looked up as Edgar entered, took in the full situation at a single glance, and produced a sigh with the weight and resignation of a man who has seen many outdialers and has long since run out of the energy required to be surprised by them.

"You’re late," the clerk said. "At least you’re not drunk."

Edgar was not sure what the bar was here, but he appeared to be clearing it.

"Sit down," the clerk said. Edgar sat. "We’ve had trouble with outdialers. Most go feral inside a week. Some don’t last an hour."

"I’m not most," Edgar said, which was either brave or delusional and he wasn’t sure which.

The clerk looked at him for a long moment with the expression of a man running a probability calculation on a deeply uncertain variable. "No," he said, "I can see that." He tapped the token. "This means you’re clocked. You’re in the system. You report to the guild office every morning, you take assignments, you keep the Dial running. You fail -—we dock rations. You disappear -—we send wardens." A pause, in which the silence did the work that threats usually do. "Is that clear?"

"Crystal," Edgar said, and hated himself for the joke, which the clerk did not acknowledge in any way, which was worse than a bad reaction.

He signed a parchment. The ink bled into the paper with the deep, proprietary satisfaction of a contract accepting his signature. The clerk handed him a stack of papers bound with twine and told him to study them before morning, and Edgar took them and looked at the top page and found a dense grid of symbols that looked like someone had crossed programming logic with monastery calligraphy and then run it through a compression algorithm without keeping the decoder ring.

He was escorted back into the alley. The night had completed its installation while he was inside, and the market was running in low-traffic mode now -—the stubborn, the desperate, and the deeply curious, which was the nighttime cast in every marketplace in every world Edgar had ever encountered, real or fictional. Above it all, the Dial hung in the darkness, backlit by stars, its gears still turning, its shadow still moving.

He stood there for a moment, papers in hand, wooden token hot against his palm, staring up at the thing he had built, which was now apparently a cosmological fixture that a civilization had organized itself around.

The thing was: he had done his research. He had calculated the actual mathematics. He had built the rotation models from real astronomical data, the gear ratios from historical clockwork, the magical principles from three weeks of lore documentation that he had taken entirely too seriously. He had, somewhere along the way, apparently built something that worked. That actually, cosmologically, correctly worked. That had worked so correctly it had folded reality around itself and made itself real.

There was probably a lesson in this about the risks of overengineering.

He was not going to think about that right now.

What he was going to think about was the group of people currently making their way toward him with the collective body language of a crowd that has identified an anomaly and hasn’t yet decided what to do with it.

They didn’t decide anything friendly.

"Walks wrong," said a teenage girl to no one in particular and everyone in general.

"Dresses wrong," said an old man.

Edgar attempted to make himself smaller. He was already not large. He was capable of compacting himself into a kind of social negative space that he had developed over years of being the person at parties who finds the corner and the bookshelves and maintains a low observable profile until it becomes acceptable to leave. He deployed this now. It had only partial effect, because the problem here was not his size but his fundamental foreignness, which was radiating off him like a signal.

A laborer with stained hands and a grip that had clearly seen real use put a hand on his shoulder. Hard. "You running, outdialer?"

"No," Edgar said. "Late. I have a pass." He held up the token.

The laborer did not look at the token. The woman who had been blocking his path did not move. Edgar ran branching logic trees and found that none of them terminated in an outcome he was happy with. Argue: escalation. Push: violence. Beg: probably just entertaining for them.

He looked up, because he always looked up now, because the Dial was always there, and looking at it was the one thing that felt like continuity -—like a fixed point in a world that had lost most of the ones he’d been relying on. The Dial’s shadow fell directly over him, slicing the square into segments, and in the silence between the crowd’s low murmur he could almost hear the gears turning. He had built this. He had built this, and it was here, and somehow that was the most stabilizing fact available to him, which said something about the state of his available facts.

A guard appeared with the timing of someone who had been watching and waiting for the scene to reach maximum dramatic utility. Blue sash. Sword that managed to look both ceremonial and very serious about itself. Sharp face.

"Trouble?"

"Outdialer’s lost," said the laborer.

The guard looked at Edgar. Edgar held up the token. The guard took it, turned it over, handed it back hard enough that Edgar had to catch it against his chest.

"Dawn. Guild office. Late, and we find you. Gone, and we find you." The guard let that settle for a moment, then added, with the professional detachment of someone who delivers this particular line on a regular basis: "Cause trouble, and you’re market justice. Not pretty."

"I won’t cause trouble," Edgar said.

The guard left. The crowd thinned, slowly, without ever quite dispersing -—just receding to a comfortable observation distance, the way people do when a situation has been officially defused but everyone still wants to see how it turns out.

This is a consistent feature of crowds in all times and all places: they will disperse when told to, and then immediately locate a comfortable distance from which to continue watching. Dispersal is a social fiction that everyone agrees to perform.

Edgar backed against a stone wall. He slid down it until he was sitting, knees to chest, papers across his lap, wooden token in his fist. He looked up. The Dial turned. Its shadow did not move from his spot.

Glasses up. The bridge of his nose received them with its usual philosophical indifference.

Breathing. That was something he could work on.

He was in the world he had built, and it was real, and in the morning he had a job, and the job was to help keep the Dial running.

Against all available probability, the most qualified person here was him.

This did not make him feel as good as it should have.
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Chapter 3: A Glitch in Reality
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Edgar spent the next indeterminate unit of time pressed against the cold stone of the alley wall, conducting what he privately categorized as a reconnaissance pass on a world that was clearly not going to explain itself voluntarily.

He catalogued. This is what Edgar did when he was frightened -—not fight, not flee, but observe and document, because observation felt like a form of control even when it demonstrably wasn’t. He catalogued the way the women moved through the market, the careful choreography of their avoidance when they passed his spot. He catalogued the spitting -—not just the greeting ritual he’d already identified, but smaller, habitual spits: men spat on the threshold before entering a shop, women spat on their fingertips before counting coins, children spat for what appeared to be purely recreational purposes with no clear protocol attached. He catalogued the way the beggars made eye contact in controlled, three-second intervals, never more, as though sustained eye contact with a stranger cost something they couldn’t afford to spend.
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