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​Chapter One - The House Always Knows
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The thing about collecting a debt was that it was never actually about the money.

Cael had understood this early—at thirteen, before Ashford, before any of it—and the understanding had aged well. Money was just the unit of measurement. What the job was really about was information: who paid, who stalled, who looked at the table when you came over, who smiled and reached for their wallet before you'd finished sitting down. All of it useful. All of it filed.

He crossed the dining hall at 12:17 PM on a Tuesday in October, a tray of food he wouldn't finish balanced in one hand, and read the table before he reached it.

Six of them. Legacy students—the kind who'd been walking these halls long enough that the marble floors had become invisible to them, like they'd simply materialized here at fourteen and never had to learn to orient. Marcus Lyle was at the head, which was predictable; he sat at the head of every table he occupied regardless of whether it was technically his seat. The girl to his left was scrolling her phone with the concentrated attention of someone performing the act of not watching the room. The two boys across from Marcus were mid-argument about something, their voices just below the carrying threshold—the specific decibel of people who want to be overheard but need the deniability. The remaining two were background noise.

Cael sat down at the far end, between one of the background noise boys and a gap in the bench.

"Navarro," Marcus said. Not a greeting. An acknowledgment that Cael existed and had been permitted to approach, which was meant to establish something.

"Lyle." Cael set his tray down and looked at the food. He'd taken a sandwich he didn't want because arriving empty-handed always made the first thirty seconds slower.

"You're not usually in here on Tuesdays."

"My afternoon cleared up."

Marcus studied him the way people studied him—searching for the register behind the register, some indication of what Cael was actually doing there—and found nothing useful. Cael kept his face at its default, which was attentive without being readable. Not cold. Just set.

"Right," Marcus said, and returned to his own lunch.

This was the opening. Cael waited four beats and then reached into his blazer pocket and produced the folded piece of paper he'd been carrying since that morning. He set it beside Marcus's water glass without commentary.

Marcus didn't look at it.

"Someone left that in my drop," Cael said, conversationally, the way you mentioned the weather.

"You have a drop."

"Everybody has a drop."

Marcus looked at the paper now. He had a very good face for this kind of moment—practiced stillness, the product of years of being told to control your reactions because reactions were for people who had something to lose. The girl to his left had gone very still in that particular way that meant she was reading the room from behind her phone screen.

"This is a repayment schedule," Marcus said.

"It's a suggested repayment schedule. Based on what I understand about your current commitments. There's flexibility."

Marcus set his fork down. It landed without sound, deliberate, a small performance.

"And if I don't find it flexible enough?"

Cael ate a bite of the sandwich. Chewed. Swallowed. He was not in a hurry, and the not-being-in-a-hurry was the point.

"Then I'd suggest you look at the second page," he said. "There's another option outlined there. Though I'd think the first option through carefully before ruling it out."

Marcus looked at the second page.

He put the paper in his own pocket two minutes later, which meant he was going with option one, which was the more expensive option but the one that didn't require him to explain certain things to certain people. Cael had written the second option specifically to make the first option feel like the better deal. It worked, as it always worked, because the human preference for the lesser discomfort was one of the most reliable constants he'd ever observed.

"Tuesday next week," Cael said, standing, picking up his mostly untouched tray.

"Tuesday next week," Marcus said. His voice was flat and cooperative, which was the specific tone of someone who had just been outmaneuvered in a way they couldn't fully articulate and had decided to be professional about it.

The girl with the phone was looking at Cael as he left. He noted it and didn't return it.

Outside, he deposited the tray and walked into the October afternoon, and for exactly three steps he was satisfied—the brief, clean kind, the kind that didn't require examination, the kind that was just the job completed and the operation intact and another variable resolved. He'd been chasing it since he got to Ashford and it had never lasted longer than a few minutes at a time.

It evaporated before he reached the quad.

The sky was flat gray. The trees along the perimeter had gone orange-brown at the edges, the specific color of something that had peaked and was beginning to let go. Cael walked with his hands in his pockets, and the satisfaction bled away into the usual background state, which was not unhappiness exactly—more like neutral, like the absence of the thing, the white noise between frequencies.

He had three more items to file before the day was finished. A source confirmation to run, a commission parameter to clarify, a message to route through the network's secondary channel because the primary had been behaving strangely for the last week and Cael was not the kind of person who ignored things behaving strangely. He organized them in order of urgency and began walking toward the east academic block.

He was halfway across the quad when he saw Ren Ashida.

He was coming from the opposite direction, angled toward the library, moving the way he always moved—that particular unhurried economy, as though he'd calculated the most direct route and the most appropriate pace and had simply settled into them without effort. His uniform was exact. His bag was on his left shoulder. The worn deck of cards was just visible in his right jacket pocket, the corner of it catching the gray afternoon light.

He didn't look up.

Cael didn't slow down.

They crossed the quad at diagonals, their paths designed to not intersect, both of them proceeding on the assumption that the other would continue on the same heading—a two-year habit, the operational baseline, the specific calibration of two people who have spent long enough in the same space to develop a grammar for it without discussion.

Neither of them acknowledged the other.

Cael filed this the way he filed everything. He turned into the east academic block, and the door closed behind him, and the quad was empty again.

He did not look back.
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Wren Calloway had a gift for appearing in doorways at the exact moment you least wanted her to.

Cael had been in the third-floor library alcove for forty minutes, which was long enough to have finished his analysis of the secondary channel irregularity and moved into the statistics problem set that was due Thursday, which was genuinely interesting in the way that statistics was always genuinely interesting to him—the specific pleasure of a system that had rules and rewarded knowing them. He had three pages of work in front of him, a coffee going cold to his right, and was approximately nowhere on his list of priorities.

Then Wren sat down across from him with a bag of something that crinkled.

"These are pretzel things," she said, setting the bag between them. "From the vending machine by the pool. You can have some."

"I don't want pretzels."

"I know, but they're here if you change your mind." She pulled out a textbook that Cael clocked as introduction to macroeconomics. "I'm having a statistics problem."

"You're in macroeconomics."

"I know, but I'm having a statistics problem about macroeconomics." She opened the book to a page near the middle and turned it to face him. There was a graph. It appeared straightforward. Cael looked at it for four seconds.

"Your confidence interval is wrong," he said.

"Yes, but why."

"You've applied the formula for a two-sample test to a paired dataset. The standard error calculation is off."

"Hm." She tilted her head at the page as though the graph might explain itself given sufficient scrutiny. "Okay. So I just use the paired version?"

"Yes."

"Great." She turned the book back around, produced a pencil, and began writing. Her handwriting was large and rounded and somehow cheerful.

Cael returned to his own work.

Wren finished her correction in approximately two minutes. He knew this without tracking it. Then she ate three pretzels and said, "Can I ask you something?"

"You're going to regardless."

"That's true." She considered the bag of pretzels. "I ran into Jemma Haas yesterday. She was telling me about a situation involving Marcus Lyle and some kind of repayment—she was being vague, but she seemed like she wanted me to know about it, and I thought that was interesting."

"Is there a question in there."

"The question is: do you know how many people you actually know at this school?"

Cael put his pencil down.

"That's not a statistics question," he said.

"No, it's a separate question. I have multiple questions today." Wren did not appear remotely concerned about this. She was sixteen and had a face that was naturally arranged in an expression of mild warmth, which she had, over two years of observation, leveraged into a level of social access that was frankly impressive. "I counted, actually. I did it as an exercise. You know basically everyone in the second and third years—their routines, what they owe, what they want, who their friends are. You know more about this school than anyone I've met."

"And."

"And you don't have anyone you'd actually call." She said it the way she said most things—lightly, as though she was still mostly thinking about pretzels, as though this was an incidental observation rather than the whole point of sitting down. "Like. If something went wrong. Someone you'd actually contact."

Cael looked at his statistics problem.

"I contact people when it's operationally useful," he said.

"Sure. I mean I'm not judging the operational part—I think it's impressive, honestly, the whole system. I'm just noting that you're the most well-connected person in this school and you don't have a single person you'd actually call." She paused. "That's not an accusation. It's more like—I don't know, an observation. The kind that's sort of interesting to sit with."

"I'll add it to my list."

"Great." She ate another pretzel. "Also Ren Ashida has been in the east stairwell twice this week, which I'm sure you already know, but in case you didn't."

Cael had known. He'd catalogued it as routine pattern drift without significance—Ren ran three secondary routes through the academic block depending on which surveillance cameras were operational, and the stairwell rotation was not unusual given that the west corridor camera had been glitchy since September.

What he hadn't done was conclude anything from it, because there was nothing to conclude. The routes were a reflex for Ren in the same way they were a reflex for Cael. Operations-adjacent behavior. Not significant.

"You mention him as though I'd find it relevant," Cael said.

"I mention him because you always know exactly where he is and what he's doing, which is the same as how you track everyone else in this building, except for how you definitely don't track everyone else the same way." Wren said this with her eyes on her textbook, in the tone of someone making an observation about the weather. "He took the long way around the quad this afternoon."

"He often does."

"You know that because you were watching."

"I was crossing the quad."

"Mm." She turned a page. "He's very good, isn't he. At the thing you both do."

The thing they both did. Cael considered the phrasing and found it, as Wren's phrasings usually were, precisely calibrated to communicate exactly as much as it needed to.

"He's competent," Cael said.

"You track him more carefully than you track anyone else in this school."

"He's my primary operational obstacle. Tracking him is basic risk management."

"Sure." Wren looked up and looked at him the way she occasionally looked at him—directly, without the comfortable ambient friendliness that was her usual presentation, the specific look that reminded him that she was more perceptive than she allowed people to register. "I'm just saying. For someone who's your obstacle, you think about him a lot."

Cael picked up his pencil.

"I appreciate the statistical correction," he said.

"Any time." She returned to her textbook, the warmth settling back into her face like a screen going back to its default, the observation complete and filed away in whatever system Wren ran for things she noted and did not pursue further. "Have a pretzel. You haven't eaten since breakfast."

"How would you know when I ate breakfast."

"Because I saw you in the dining hall at seven and you were only drinking coffee." She slid the bag toward him. "Just take a pretzel, Cael."

He took one.

He told himself it was the path of least resistance.

He did not examine whether Wren was right, about the calling, about any of it. He had his statistics problem and a secondary channel to investigate and a commission to manage, and Wren's observations, however precisely landed, were not operational data.

He ate the pretzel.

The window behind him showed the quad, the late afternoon light gone thin and gray, and somewhere beyond the east academic block the route Ren had taken was already cold.

Cael returned to his problem set.

He finished it in twenty minutes. It was not difficult. That was the thing about statistics: once you understood the rules, the work was just application.

Everything else was interpretation.
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The Ashford scholarship examination had six components.

Cael knew this because he'd read the original design document, which was not publicly available but which lived in a directory of the school's administrative archive that was not especially well-secured if you knew where to look. He'd read it at the start of second year, during the two weeks when his scholarship renewal had been pending and no one had told him anything, and he'd wanted to know exactly what was being evaluated. The document was clinical and thorough and told him everything he needed: academic performance weighted at forty percent, community integration at twenty, extracurricular engagement at fifteen, faculty assessment at fifteen, and two categories labeled supplemental considerations that totaled ten percent and had no further definition.

The undefined ten percent was the part that had kept him up for three nights. He'd eventually concluded that it was either bureaucratic imprecision or deliberate ambiguity designed to give the committee room to maneuver, and that the only functional response to either possibility was to make the other ninety percent so airtight that the ten couldn't be used against him.

He was working on that project every day.

He had a test on Thursday in AP Chemistry that he was not worried about—chemistry followed rules with the pleasant reliability of all empirical systems—and a paper due in comparative literature on Friday that he was slightly more interested in than a grade warranted, because the question was about unreliable narrators and he had thoughts. He had both of these in front of him on Wednesday night in the computer lab, which was empty at nine PM except for a second-year he didn't know sleeping over a keyboard in the far corner and the ambient hum of servers doing whatever servers did at night.

He was also, in the lower right corner of his secondary laptop, monitoring the network's secondary routing channel.

The irregularity had resolved itself, which was either because the problem was minor and self-correcting or because someone had noticed the monitor and corrected it themselves. Cael noted the resolution and flagged it for follow-up. He had been inside Petra's network long enough to know that things that resolved themselves without explanation deserved more attention than things that caused obvious problems, not less.

He wrote three pages of the literature paper. It was good. He knew it was good because he could feel the difference between work that was technically correct and work that was actually doing the thing it was supposed to do, and this was doing the thing. He saved it and moved to chemistry.

At ten-fifteen, a new message appeared in his encrypted drop.

He almost didn't check it immediately. The drop had been quiet for six days, which was not unusual—commissions came in clusters and then went dormant, and Cael had learned not to structure his schedule around their arrival—but he had a reflex about the drop, a low-frequency alertness that was hard to turn off, and when the notification appeared he registered it before he'd made a decision to register it.

He opened it.

The message was short. Anonymous client, which was not unusual—roughly forty percent of commissions that came through Petra's network were anonymized at the source. High-value, the fee listed in the second field a number that was not immediately alarming but that landed somewhere above his usual range. And then the parameters, which were where it got interesting.

One encrypted file. Faculty-adjacent system, administrative wing. Access required within two weeks.

That was all. No further context, no delivery instructions—those would come through the secondary channel once he confirmed. The file was described as a document package currently in locked storage in the academic records system, which was a specific system Cael had never accessed but had mapped peripherally, in the way he mapped everything peripheral: not because he'd needed it yet, but because the time to know a system's architecture was before you needed it, not during.

He sat with the parameters for a while.

Faculty-adjacent was unusual. Not unprecedented—he'd run three faculty-system commissions in two years, all of them low-risk document retrievals—but unusual enough to warrant extra scrutiny. The anonymization was standard. The fee was elevated for the access difficulty rather than for any obvious sensitivity in the target material. The two-week window was tight but workable.

He confirmed acceptance.

The secondary channel responded with delivery protocols forty seconds later, which meant either an automated response or someone sitting at a terminal who'd been waiting. Cael noted this and did not draw conclusions from it. The file's likely storage location was the administrative wing, third floor, in the restricted faculty archive. He had a rough model of that wing's layout from a commission eight months ago that had taken him to the second floor—not detailed enough to plan from, but enough to begin building.

He spent twenty minutes building.

Then he stopped.

The chemistry problem set was still waiting. He had a paper to finish and a test to prepare for and a scholarship that depended on him being a student in addition to a fixer, and the two were not always easy to keep in separate tracks. He was good at the student part—genuinely, not performatively, in the way that made teachers occasionally stop him after class to say things he filed and forgot—but it required real attention, real work, and he was careful not to let the operations crowd it out.

He turned back to the chemistry.

At some point after midnight he let himself stop working, which was later than he intended but earlier than it sometimes was. He packed up, powered down the secondary laptop, and stood in the computer lab for a moment before leaving. The second-year in the corner had woken up and gathered their things at some point and the room was empty. The servers hummed. Outside the lab's high windows the school grounds were dark and lit only by the courtesy lights along the paths, orange-yellow and spaced, the kind of lighting that was good for atmosphere and not much else.

He was almost to the door when a memory surfaced.

Not a dramatic one. Just a Tuesday in March when he was thirteen, sitting in a computer lab not unlike this one, in the school before Ashford, and a boy named Callum who was sixteen and ran the first betting pool Cael had ever worked telling him, not unkindly, that he was going to tell a mutual contact something Cael had told him in confidence. Because it was useful. Because that was how things worked. Because Cael had offered it freely and Callum was doing him the courtesy of explaining the mechanism.

The contact had used it. Not cruelly. Instrumentally, the way you used a lever—the specific thing Cael had offered, that he was scared and gay and in over his head, routed into a situation where it cost him the access point he'd spent two months building. Cael had lost it in forty-eight hours. He'd never gotten it back.

He hadn't gotten angry. He'd understood, which was different: the rules had been in operation before he arrived, and he'd broken one of them—offer nothing that can be used—and the outcome was the outcome of breaking rules. He'd taken the understanding and he'd filed it and he'd spent the next four years building a practice around it.

He stood in the doorway of the computer lab, this thought present and already receding, and then he walked back to his dorm.

He was good at this. That was the thing he returned to, on the nights when the memory surfaced and didn't want to stay filed. He was genuinely good at what he did—the network work, the academic work, the whole architecture of it—and goodness at a thing was protective in a way that scared and in over his head never could have been. He'd learned to produce value reliably and he'd learned to keep himself opaque and he'd been at Ashford for two years with his scholarship intact and his operation clean.

He didn't have anyone he'd call. Wren's voice, casual and precise. He didn't examine it.

The commission in his drop was interesting. The commission was, in fact, the most interesting one he'd had in months, and the interest was the best reason he had to get some sleep.

He went to sleep.

In the morning, he started building the model.
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