Aran Sunderwood

Who Aran Is, At Surface Level

Aran Sunderwood is a coyote, Wayfarer, 29 years old, scout and tracker. Physical, instinctive, terse.
Bleached fur tips and a weathered build — visible, unmistakable evidence of sustained Badlands
exposure, which carries real and specific stigma to anyone reading him through an Arbour lens. His
speech is shaped by Wayfarer oral tradition: sentences land differently, pauses mean something,
and what an Arbour resident reads as uneducated is, in fact, the opposite — a different, older
discipline of meaning entirely.

Species is load-bearing here the same way it is for Wren, just built from a different real-world
template. Coyotes are not apex predators built for raw power or short-burst speed — they are
generalists, built for sustained, adaptable, long-distance travel: the animal that can go the farthest,
read the most ground, and outlast conditions that defeat specialists. This is the literal physical
correlate of his profession. Coyotes are also exceptionally adaptable across terrain and
circumstance, more so than almost any comparable real-world canid, which matters precisely
because Aran's instinct isn't suited to one kind of landscape; it's suited to reading landscape as a
category. That breadth is what makes the eventual betrayal of his senses so total: it isn't one
specialist skill failing him, it's the generalist instinct itself, the tool that was supposed to work
everywhere. He has keen scent and hearing and a fast, opportunistic intelligence built for quick
reads and quick improvisation, rather than singular, narrow mastery. Capable as a lone operator in
the field, but — consistent with coyote social behaviour — far more expressive and at ease among
his own people than his terseness in Arbour-coded company would suggest.

The Wayfarers — Necessary
Context

The Wayfarers are not a settled people. They are nomadic, travelling the continent in large caravan
settlements — communities that move as a structural fact of daily life, not as an occasional
necessity. Status, lineage, and belonging are things a person carries with their caravan, not things
anchored to a fixed place, the way Arbour's tier system anchors status to physical address and
institutional record. Authority within Wayfarer culture comes from accumulated wisdom, not status
in the Arbour sense — an elder holds authority through what they have learned and demonstrated



over time, regardless of species, which reads as alien to upper-tier Arbour residents and quietly
radical to the Sprawl.

This matters directly for Aran's psychology. People who carry their home with them, who orient by
the land and weather and one another rather than by fixed institutions, have to trust something
that travels with them and cannot be left behind, audited, or stored — and that something is
instinct, sense, the body's own reading of the world. Where Arbour trusts records and procedure,
Wayfarers trust what a person's own senses tell them, calibrated and earned over a lifetime of
being right. It is the only kind of truth-finding that makes sense for a culture that never stays
anywhere long enough to build an archive.

**Timeline, locked:** Aran became a scout at 18. Eleven years of scouting stand behind him as
Book One opens, at 29 — long enough that "finished proving himself fully as a scout in his own

right" (the point at which Mira trusted him with Pell's apprenticeship, three years ago, at 26) was a
real, earned milestone, not an early handoff.

The click began roughly three months before Act One opens — recent enough that it's still a
genuinely new experience, old enough that Aran has already started, quietly and without
consciously deciding to, half-trusting it the way he trusts everything else his senses tell him. That's
the whole danger in miniature: three months isn't long, but it's exactly long enough for an
instrument that has never once been wrong to start being trusted again, by habit, before anyone —
including Aran — has had reason to ask whether this time is different.

Aran is Wayfarer-born, into a lineage already respected within his caravan before he ever had to
earn anything of his own. He did not have to claw his way into trust — he inherited a baseline of it,
the way a person born into any well-regarded family inherits a kind of credit they haven't
personally spent yet. What he has built on top of that inheritance is real and earned: he became a
scout and tracker, the role that puts daily, literal weight on the question of whether his senses can
be trusted. People's safety depends, routinely and without much ceremony, on Aran reading land,
weather, and danger correctly. He has done this well, for eleven years now, that neither he nor
anyone around him has any real reason to think about it as a question at all.

There is no single wound here. No one did this to him. Nothing was taken from him in the way
something was taken from Wren, or self-inflicted, the way it was for Cassan. Aran's trust in his own
body is simply true of him — inherited, cultural, and earned three times over by lineage, by
profession, and by a lifetime of being right when it mattered.



The Psychological Core

Aran believes his body and his instincts tell him the truth about the world. This is not a belief he
arrived at through argument or crisis — it is the water he has swum in since before he could
question it, reinforced every single day by a job that requires it to be true and rewards him,
concretely, every time it is.

This is what makes the eventual betrayal so devastating, and so different in shape from Cassan's
or Wren's. Cassan chose his own rewriting and drew the wrong lesson from surviving it. Wren's
trust was manufactured for them, deliberately, by people who needed a version of them that could
no longer act. Aran's trust was never manufactured, never imposed, never anyone's fault. It is
simply true, and good, and earned — which means there is no one and nothing to be angry at when
it starts to fail him, only the unbearable fact that something honestly trustworthy can still,
eventually, stop being trustworthy, for reasons that have nothing to do with anything he did wrong.

The Click. This is where the horror actually lands, and it is important that it lands as a forgery, not
a malfunction. Deep in the Badlands, Aran begins to perceive something — described elsewhere as
a sound felt rather than heard, a thump or click, irregular, like something testing the wall between
realities — at Stage Three exposure, when enough of the Convergence's physics has entered his
biology that he can perceive its existence directly. The danger is not that his senses break or go
quiet. The danger is that they keep working exactly the way they always have, and the click passes
, cleanly, as a real signal — because the Convergence does not need to override Aran's instincts to
use them. It only needs to produce a sensation with the correct quality of truth, the specific feeling
Aran has spent his whole life learning to trust without hesitation. It fits his worldview perfectly. He
almost doesn't question it, not because he is careless, but because questioning it would mean
questioning the one tool he has never once had reason to doubt — and that tool, this time, is being
used against him by something that learned, perfectly, what trustworthy is supposed to feel like.

This is not a story about an unreliable narrator discovering he was always unreliable. It is a story
about a genuinely reliable instrument being fed a convincing lie by something patient and total
enough to fool an expert precisely because he is an expert.

The Tragedy

Aran's tragedy is the cruellest of the three protagonist-and-antagonist psychologies built so far,
specifically because it is the least earned by any wrongdoing — his own, an institution's, or
anyone's. Cassan's tragedy is that he built an entire worldview on a lie he told himself. Wren's
tragedy is that an institution built a self for them and called it their own choice. Aran's tragedy is
that he did everything right. He inherited well, worked hard, became trustworthy in fact and not
just in reputation, and the thing that finally undoes him is not a flaw in his character but the single
trait everyone — himself included — would have named as his greatest strength.



There is no lesson buried in this for him to have learned earlier. There is only the slow, physical
horror of a person watching the one part of themself they never doubted become the part they can
no longer afford to trust — and the harder horror underneath it: that for a while, he won't be able to
tell the difference, because nothing about how it feels has changed at all.

Open Follow-Ups

e [ ] Voice, present-tense plot goals, behavioural texture, full physicality beyond
species — deliberately not built out yet, consistent with the same principle applied to
Cassan and Wren: better captured after Aran has been drafted on the page at least once,
so it reflects what's proven rather than locking in advance guesses.

e [x] **Timeline specificity** — v resolved. Became a scout at 18, eleven years of scouting
by Book One's start (29 now). Took over Pell's apprenticeship at 26, three years ago. The
click began roughly three months before Act One opens. See Origin section above.

e [ ] His specific caravan/family within the Wayfarers — "a lineage already respected"
is established, but no name, no specific caravan identity, no family members are named
yet. Natural companion piece once Wayfarer social structure (still PENDING per the
directory tree's Factions & Power Structures chapter) gets its own document.

e [ ] How and when his arc intersects with Wren's — the handoff summary establishes
them as the dual-POV pair and the Act One structural notes already alternate their
chapters, but the specific connective tissue (how a Wayfarer scout and an Arbour-tier
archivist actually meet and why their stories become entangled) isn't detailed in any
document yet.

e [ ] Relationship to Five Arks Thread 3 — per The Five Arks — Series Spine, Aran's
accidental fieldwork discovery of the ancient, Wayfarer-avoided site is explicitly separated
from the click experience by design (so the two beats don't blur together). Worth deciding
where in Act One's six-chapter breakdown this discovery actually falls, relative to the
click.

e [ ] Whether anyone in his caravan notices something changing in him before he
does — given Wayfarer culture's emphasis on accumulated wisdom and presumably close
caravan-level observation of one another, it's worth deciding whether his community has
any early warning signs available to them that Aran himself can't yet see, which could be
a strong source of dramatic irony if developed.
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