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​Chapter One - Everything She Didn't Know to Protect
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The coffee was already cold.

Cass had known it would be cold before she even left the building—she had lingered too long at her desk, rereading the same paragraph of Foucault until the words stopped meaning anything, and then she had shoved everything into her bag with the particular violence of someone who has run out of time for orderliness. She was halfway across the quad before she realized she was holding the cup at the wrong angle and had leaked approximately one-third of it onto her wrist.

She switched hands, wiped her wrist on her jeans, and kept moving.

The thing about being late to a nine o'clock lecture in the second week of October was that it still felt, despite the evidence, like a personal failing. She knew this about herself. She had known it since secondary school, when her father had packed her lunch every morning and she had still managed to miss the bus three times a week. It wasn't disorganization so much as optimism—the persistent, irrational belief that there was always five more minutes than there actually were. She had never been cured of it.

The lecture hall was in Whitmore, which was on the far end of the main courtyard, which would have been fine if she hadn't also decided this morning to stop at the café in the east wing for the cold coffee she was now wearing on her jeans. The campus was mid-morning busy—students cutting across the grass, someone's bicycle locked badly enough that it had already fallen over, a group of first years who were either very confident or very lost. Cass navigated around them without breaking stride, shifting her bag higher on her shoulder, pulling out her notes and shuffling through them while she walked in the way that she knew was probably dangerous but had never yet resulted in a collision.

Petra was waiting at the lecture hall door.

Not standing—waiting, which was different. She had one shoulder against the doorframe and her arms crossed over her chest in the posture of a woman who had been here long enough to develop opinions about it. She was wearing the yellow coat she'd had since her first year, which was now faded enough at the elbows to look deliberate rather than worn, and she was watching Cass cross the courtyard with the expression of someone who has already rehearsed what they are going to say and is now deciding whether to bother.

"You're eleven minutes late," Petra said when Cass reached her.

"I know." Cass pulled open the door with her elbow. "I was rereading the Foucault."

"You understand Foucault."

"I was rereading it emotionally."

Petra made a sound that was not quite a laugh but contained one, and followed her inside. The lecture had started without them—it always did, which Cass thought was actually the correct approach to pedagogy, even if it was inconvenient—and they slid into the two empty seats nearest the back with the practiced ease of people who had been doing this since first year. The hall was three-quarters full, the lights slightly lowered over the projection screen, and Professor Kwan was already three slides deep into something about narrative epistemology that Cass suspected she should have started caring about sooner.

She uncapped her green pen. Green for lecture notes. Blue for her own annotations. Red for things she needed to come back to and wasn't sure she would agree with herself about later.

Beside her, Petra had already opened her laptop with the efficiency of someone who had been ready for twelve minutes and was now making the most of the remaining fifty-eight.

"You have coffee on your jeans," Petra said, without looking up.

"I know that too."

"How."

"I'm tracking multiple failures simultaneously. It's a skill."

Petra's mouth curved at the corner. She started typing.

The lecture settled into its rhythm, and Cass settled into hers—the green pen moving in looping, compressed handwriting that filled the margins as often as the lines, the color-coded system she'd developed in her first semester here and refined over the intervening years until it was less a system than a language. Her study group had once asked her to explain it and she had tried and eventually concluded that it was one of those things that made complete internal sense and no external sense whatsoever, like most of the things she was best at.

She was reaching for her blue pen when the feeling arrived.

It was not a sound. It was not movement, or change in the light, or anything she could have named if someone had asked her to. It was simply the sensation of being looked at—specifically, purposefully, in a way that was different from the general ambient awareness of being in a room full of people. She had felt it before in her life, this particular prickling at the back of the neck, but rarely enough that she still noticed when it came.

She looked up from her notes.

The lecture hall spread below and in front of her—rows of students in various states of attention, the professor moving along the front of the screen, the usual morning assemblage of people who were present in body if not entirely in spirit. She scanned the room the way she always did when this feeling arrived, with a kind of methodical patience that Petra called paranoia and she called due diligence.

Nothing.

No one looking. No one even particularly near her except Petra, who was deeply invested in whatever she was typing and had the specific focused stillness of a woman who had briefly forgotten Cass existed.

She looked toward the front of the hall, then swept her gaze back.

Her eyes moved across the third row without stopping.

The feeling faded. She went back to her notes.

If she had been asked later—and she wouldn't be—she would have said she hadn't noticed anyone in particular. She hadn't been looking for anyone in particular. She was eleven minutes late, her jeans were damp with coffee, and she had forty-six minutes of narrative epistemology left to get through. That was the full shape of her attention.

She uncapped the blue pen.

Outside the tall windows of Whitmore Hall, the October light was doing something complicated with the clouds—not raining yet, but considering it. The courtyard below was still busy with people living their morning, unhurried and ordinary and belonging to themselves entirely, without knowing to be grateful for it.

The professor advanced to the next slide.

Cass wrote: is the narrator's ignorance the reader's or the author's? and underlined it twice in red.

After class, she and Petra walked out into the cooling air with the relief of people released from something only slightly against their will. Petra was already eating an apple she had produced from somewhere in her coat—Cass never knew where Petra kept things, she seemed to operate with a system of spatial organization that violated the conventional understanding of pocket depth—and talking through the lecture with the particular brisk clarity of someone who had absorbed it completely and was now doing quality control.

"I think Kwan's wrong about the unreliable narrator framing," Petra said. "Or not wrong—incomplete. He's treating unreliability like it's always a stylistic choice and not sometimes just the natural consequence of limited information. Which is a huge distinction."

"Mm." Cass had shifted her bag to the other shoulder and was sorting her notes back into their correct sections, walking without fully watching where she was going, trusting the courtyard to be broadly navigable. "Or they're the same thing. If you write a character with limited information, you're choosing to give them limited information. The unreliability is still a decision."

"That feels like you're letting authors off the hook for things that happen in the text accidentally."

"I don't think accidents happen in published novels."

Petra looked at her sideways. "You're being idealistic about publishing."

"I'm being idealistic about craft."

"Same thing."

"It really isn't." Cass found her notebook's back pocket and tucked the green pen in. "Also I think Foucault would agree with me and I'm going to find the passage."

"Of course you are."

They parted at the fork in the path where Petra went toward the law building and Cass went toward the library—a daily parting they had performed enough times that it had its own short language, a shoulder squeeze and a brief exchange of logistics that had never needed to become a ritual to function as one.

"Dinner tonight?" Petra asked.

"If I finish this paper."

"So, dinner tonight," Petra said, which was not optimism so much as accurate prediction.

Cass laughed, and Petra smiled without breaking stride, and they separated, and Cass walked the long way to the library because the long way went past the good benches and the light was still doing interesting things with the clouds and she was, despite the Foucault and the cold coffee and the eleven minutes, in the specific good mood of someone who was exactly where they were supposed to be.

She sat on a bench outside the library doors and finished her notes from memory, filling in the gaps her pen hadn't caught, before going inside.

She did not think again about the feeling in the lecture hall.

She had no reason to.

She always knew when something was off. She would have known.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two - The Girl Who Already Has Everything
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The apartment was on the fourth floor of a building that had no lift and did not apologize for this, and Vivienne had chosen it for the view of the courtyard rather than for any quality of the building itself. The courtyard was worth it. From the east-facing window of her study, she could see all three primary paths that connected the residential quadrant to the main campus, which meant that she could, if she chose, observe the general patterns of movement through the heart of the university without appearing to observe anything at all. She had not chosen this apartment for this reason. The observation was simply available, and she was the kind of person who used what was available.

She was at her desk by half past seven.

The desk was mahogany, clean-lined, with two shallow drawers on the right side and a surface kept clear of everything except what she was currently using. This morning: her planner, open to the week. Her laptop, open to her thesis notes. A cup of tea on the small ceramic coaster she had brought from her mother's house in Oxford, which was the only decorative object in the apartment that she would not have been able to explain rationally and therefore never mentioned.

She reviewed the week.

This was not a task she performed with anxiety—it was more like tuning an instrument, a small calibration before the day began. She moved through the schedule with a pen that left no marks, running her finger down the entries instead: seminar at ten, office hours from two to four, dinner with Isolde on Thursday. A note to herself about the philosophy department's endowment event at the end of the month, which she would attend and find informative and slightly dull in equal measure. A follow-up email to draft for the registrar's office about a discrepancy she'd noticed in the departmental funding allocations, which was not strictly her business and which she would frame carefully enough that it became so.

Her phone rang at eight fifteen.

She knew before she looked that it was her father. He called at eight fifteen on Tuesdays the way the building's radiators came on at seven—not because anyone had decided to, but because the system had been set this way long enough that it had become its own kind of weather.

"Vivienne." His voice was warm in the specific way of someone who has practiced warmth until it no longer requires practice, just maintenance.

"Good morning," she said, which was how she always answered him, because he preferred complete sentences to pleasantries.

"How's the week shaping up?"

"Manageable. The Merleau-Ponty seminar should be interesting—there's a new PhD student whose approach I want to evaluate before I decide whether her argument has any structural merit."

"Competitive spirit. Good." She could hear the sound of his office in the background—the particular silence of a large, well-furnished room, which was different from the silence of an empty one. "The Hargreaves dinner is the twenty-eighth. I'll need you there for the pre-event reception at six."

"I have it."

"And the Cavanaugh Foundation correspondence—has the assistant been managing it?"

"Adequately." She paused. "I've made two corrections to the tone of the last letter. It should be fine."

"Good." A beat—the beat he used when he was about to say something he considered important enough to mark. "You're well?"

"Yes."

"No complications."

This was not a question. It was an audit. She understood the distinction because she had grown up fluent in his language, which was the language of a man for whom questions and assessments occupied the same grammatical space.

"No complications," she said.

"Good," he said again, and they exchanged the remaining few minutes of the call with the particular efficiency of two people who are genuinely fond of each other and express it through competence—through being well-prepared and running on time and not requiring more of each other than was agreed upon, which was its own kind of tenderness, though neither of them had that word for it.

She set the phone down and returned to the planner.

She was not performing tidiness. That was an important distinction, one that most people who met her failed to make. She was not precise in the way that anxious people are precise—correcting and recorrecting, returning to check what they've checked. She was precise in the way that a well-calibrated instrument is precise: it simply reads correctly, without effort, without drama. There was no disorder underneath the surface that the surface was holding down. The surface and what lay beneath it were, in Vivienne's experience of herself, the same.

This had been true for as long as she could remember.

She worked until nine, then dressed. The ritual of dressing was not vain—it was architectural. The clothes she chose each day were chosen the way you choose words for a letter that will be read by someone important: carefully, without ostentation, with full understanding of what you are communicating and to whom. Today: a pale cream blouse, high-waisted charcoal trousers, a narrow belt. Low heels. Her hair pinned simply at the nape of her neck, low and unhurried. She checked the mirror once, adjusted nothing, and left.

She moved through the building's stairwell and out onto the courtyard path with the easy authority of a woman who had never in her adult life needed to hurry. Not because she was careless with time—she was, if anything, unusually precise about it—but because she organized herself in advance of the need for urgency, the way you clear a path before carrying something fragile. She arrived at places ready and not out of breath, and people noticed this without knowing they noticed it, and it created an impression she had never had to work for because it was simply accurate.

The seminar was in Harmon Hall, third floor. She was four minutes early.

She took the seat she preferred—third row, aisle end, with an unobstructed line to the board and a full view of the room—and opened her notebook. She used a single blue pen, uncapped, resting on the open page. She did not review her notes before the seminar started. She had reviewed them this morning; reviewing them again would be redundant, and redundancy was the kind of inefficiency she found quietly troubling.

The other students filtered in around her. She tracked them with peripheral attention—not unkindly, not surveying for weakness, simply noting. It was the same quality of attention she brought to everything: the awareness of a person who moves through the world with the lights fully on, who processes what is in front of them completely, without deciding in advance which parts are worth seeing.

She had been doing this since childhood, though she had not always understood what it was.

Her father called it situational intelligence. Her mother, before she left for Edinburgh, had called it watchfulness. Neither was wrong, exactly. Neither was complete.

The seminar was everything she'd expected. Kellerman's new PhD student—Miriam, early twenties, a structural clarity to her thinking that was promising and a tendency toward over-qualification that was not—delivered a presentation on embodied cognition that had two genuinely interesting moments and one significant flaw in its central premise that no one else appeared to notice. Vivienne made a note. She asked one question, precisely placed, that caused Miriam to pause and then reframe, which was the correct response and indicated more flexibility than Vivienne had initially estimated.

She upgraded her assessment.

The seminar concluded. She gathered her things. She was nodding a brief goodbye to a colleague near the door when she realized she had been thinking, at some point in the preceding hour—not continuously, but returning—about the girl from yesterday's lecture.

The one in the back row.

She had caught her on the way in, before taking her own seat: a woman making her way down the rear aisle with a bag over one shoulder and notes half-sorted in her hand and an expression of undisguised amusement at her own lateness that had struck Vivienne as—unusual. Not charming, exactly, though it was that. Something more specific. The kind of self-possession that doesn't know it's self-possession, the ease of someone who is entirely inside their own life rather than observing it for effect.

Vivienne had watched her find her seat. She had watched her uncap a pen and immediately begin writing.

She had, for approximately four seconds, been completely unable to look elsewhere, which was not something that happened to her.

She had looked elsewhere. The rest of the lecture had proceeded normally. She had taken her usual quality of notes and reached her usual quality of conclusions and walked out of Whitmore Hall into the autumn air with no evidence of disruption.

Except that she was thinking about it now, in the corridor outside the Harmon Hall seminar room, which was not a space she associated with irrelevant thoughts.

She walked back to her apartment in the thin afternoon light, past the courtyard benches where students sat in small clusters, past the east wing café, past the groundskeeper's building with the badly staked tree out front that she had once considered formally requesting they fix and decided against because the conversation would have required her to care too visibly about a tree. She walked with the same quiet authority as always. She noticed the things she habitually noticed.

She made tea. She sat at her desk.

She opened her planner, completed two action items, drafted the registrar email, and revised four lines of her thesis introduction with small, certain alterations that improved the rhythm without changing the argument.

At half past six, she opened a new note on her phone.

She sat for a moment with the blank screen.

Then she typed: Whitmore Hall, second-year seminar. Third row from back. Black hair. Laughing at herself.

She looked at it.

She did not ask herself why she had done this. She was not yet at the stage of doing that, and would not be, for some time. She simply understood, in the way she understood the calendar and the thesis and the arrangement of the week, that this was a thing she had begun tracking. The fact that she had not intended to begin tracking it was a minor anomaly. Her system had always been adaptive.

She locked the phone. She turned off the lamp over the desk.

From the east-facing window, the courtyard below was settling into its evening quiet—the paths still lit, the benches empty now, the buildings holding their light behind their glass. She looked at it for a moment with no particular expression on her face, which was her default, and which revealed nothing, which was by design.

Then she closed the curtains and went to make dinner.
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​Chapter Three - The First Time She Chose Her
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The chicken had been marinating since the previous night.

This was the kind of detail that mattered to Cass in the specific, territorial way that food always mattered to her—not as nutrition, not as fuel, but as a question of what something meant and whether you were doing right by it. The marinade was her father's, more or less: citrus and garlic and a proportional argument about achiote that had been conducted, revised, and never formally resolved across approximately fifteen years of her watching him cook and then cooking herself and then cooking differently and coming back, eventually, to something close to the original. The chicken would be good. It was already good, in the pan, making the particular sound that meant the temperature was right.

"You're putting in so much effort for Marco's benefit and Marco is literally going to eat it like a dog," said Priya, from the couch.

"Marco is my friend and I love him."

"Marco ate an entire roast chicken once by holding it over his head and rotating it."

"That was one time and he was celebrating his dissertation approval."

"The celebration was the method of eating."

Cass laughed and turned the heat down a fraction, checked the rice, made the assessment that everything was approximately four minutes from ready and went back to the living room long enough to confirm that yes, this was in fact six people in a space designed with some generosity for four. Her apartment was not large
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