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Chapter One

Arrival
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October 11, 2026. Sunday.

North Atlantic, Ashford Island.

The Ashford Institute Training Facility welcomed its latest intake of trainees.

“Welcome to Ashford, Miss Voss. Please hand over your phone, watch, and any personal electronic devices.”

The staff member’s smile was standard issue, practiced—not quite sincere, not quite false, calibrated to land exactly within the bounds of professional courtesy. No more. No less.

Ella Voss set her backpack on the registration desk, unzipped a side pocket, took out her phone, and placed it in the white tray that had been slid toward her.

“Watch.”

“I don’t wear one.”

The staff member checked a tablet to confirm this, withdrew the tray, and slid a document across the counter in its place.

“Please sign page three, confirming that you have read and agreed to the Institute’s code of conduct for the duration of your residency.”

Ella turned to page three. The document ran forty-two pages, but at the foot of the third was a line she felt belonged on the first:

The Institute reserves the right to monitor all trainee communications, including but not limited to Institute systems, personal devices, and written correspondence. Monitoring results may be used as data in the evaluation process.

She signed and pushed the document back.

Behind the desk stood a card-access door, its light glowing green. The staff member handed her a card.

“This is your temporary pass. Do not lend it to anyone. Your quarters are Room 207, second floor, main building. Someone will take you there. Luggage is being transferred in bulk—it won’t reach you until tomorrow morning. Use the spare kit tonight.”

Ella nodded.

Luggage delayed until tomorrow.

It was the first thing today that unsettled her, and she knew, with a premonition she trusted, it would not be the last.

The young man who walked her to the dormitory was perhaps twenty-five, his hair combed with precision, his pace brisk. He said nothing to her the entire way. The dormitory corridor was quiet enough to feel unoccupied; pale grey stone underfoot rang each footstep back at her, clean and exact. Every door along both sides was shut, giving no sign of what lay behind them.

Room 207 sat at the end of the hall, behind a single wooden door. Inside: a bed, a desk, a chair. The window looked directly onto an inner courtyard, where a few trees had already begun to yellow, their leaves stirred by the wind into a dry, fine rustle.

“Tomorrow, eight-thirty, first-floor conference room, main building. Full assembly.” He said it, pulled the door shut, and was gone.

Ella set the spare kit on the bed and did not open it.

She stood a moment at the centre of the room, letting her eyes move slowly across each wall. In the upper left corner of the ceiling sat a white dome—the standard shape of a smoke detector. But it was mounted three centimetres lower than such fixtures usually were, and angled slightly toward the bed by the window rather than the door. The logic of a camera. Not a detector.

She held her gaze on it for five seconds, then crossed to the window, sat, laid her hands flat on her thighs, lifted her head, and looked at the white dome for three seconds, evenly.

No reaction.

She let her gaze drop and shift to the courtyard instead.

The sound of the leaves, she thought, was pleasant.

Then she rose and began a methodical search of the room.

The nightstand drawer was empty. The desktop immaculate. On the floor beneath the desk legs, a scatter of fine scratches—the kind left by a chair pulled out and pushed back, over and over. The scratches were a shade lighter than the surrounding wood, which meant someone had lived here before her, and for some time. In the bathroom, the tile grout was clean and white, except for the single square nearest the showerhead, where a small rust stain sat, shaped like an inverted comma.

The wardrobe stood across from the bed.

She opened it. A few empty hangers. Above the rod, a shelf; above that, the topmost storage compartment, just within reach if she stretched. From below, it looked bare.

She rose onto her toes and swept a palm across the inner surface, left to right.

Her fingers met something solid—the shape of a book.

She drew it down. A slim volume, placed with its spine to the wall so the title was not visible from below. Turned over, it was a novel: Darkness at Noon, Arthur Koestler. She knew of it—a twentieth-century political novel about a man consumed by the revolution he had given everything to serve.

The cover had yellowed, its corners curling slightly. No library marking, no accession number. A personal copy.

She opened to the title page.

The paper looked clean, unmarked. But when she carried the book to the window and let the light rake across it sideways, she saw it—in the lower right corner, a line of impressions so faint they were nearly invisible. Pencil, erased. An eraser lifts graphite. It cannot undo what pressure has already done to the fibers beneath.

She studied the impressions for a long time. Under the raking light, the words slowly resolved:

They are not testing what you know.

Only that. No continuation. No signature.

She ran a fingertip lightly over the words. The faint indentation in the paper seemed to travel from the pad of her finger straight to her chest.

Before arriving, she’d already looked into the housing record for this room—not through any official channel, but from a notification slip she’d glimpsed by chance during the recruitment process. It had listed room assignments. Beside “207,” in parentheses: Previous occupant: Vera Moss. Departed early.

At check-in, she’d asked about it in passing. The staff member answered: “Left the programme early, personal reasons. Happens every intake. Perfectly normal.”

The tone was too smooth—smooth in the way of a line rehearsed to perfection.

Personal reasons.

She slid the book back into the top compartment of the wardrobe, spine to the wall, exactly as she’d found it, as though she had never discovered it at all.

The first time Ella Voss came into contact with the Ashford Institute was a Tuesday afternoon, three months earlier.

She’d been working on her thesis in the university library when her advisor sent a message: Someone’s been asking about you. I gave them your contact. Take the call if you can.

The call came ten minutes later. The man on the other end identified himself as a recruitment representative for the Ashford Institute. His delivery was crisp, no wasted syllable: the Institute periodically recruited twelve top trainees from around the world; the programme ran six weeks; graduates were recommended, upon completion, to partner organisations at the highest tier—intelligence agencies, quantitative funds, private strategic consultancies. The entire programme was strictly confidential, no media contact of any kind, and the application window closed in forty-eight hours.

“Why me?” Ella asked.

“Someone recommended you.”

“Who?”

“That information is confidential.”

The recruitment method itself was more suspicious than anything they’d said.

But in the end, Ella accepted. The reason was one she told no one.

The moment she decided came after she’d hung up. She opened a folder that had sat untouched in her bookmarks for two years—one she had never once clicked. Inside was a screenshot, saved three years ago, of an academic paper that no longer existed anywhere online. In the author affiliation line, among the listed institutions, the words were clear: Ashford Institute, Level Seven Research Group.

She stared at that screenshot for a long time. Then she called the recruitment representative back and said one word.

“Yes.”

The next morning, Ella arrived ten minutes early.

The conference room sat on the first floor of the main building—spacious, bright, three white walls and a floor-to-ceiling glass window facing the inner courtyard. Twelve chairs ringed a long central table. Four people were already seated, each holding a carefully measured distance from the others. No one spoke.

Ella took the seat by the window, draped her spare kit over the back of the chair, and began, quietly and without drawing notice, to study the room.

Two seats to her left sat a dark-haired woman, perhaps twenty-eight, dressed with sharp, clean precision. Her hands rested on the table, fingertips lightly pressed together—the posture of someone accustomed to receiving reports, not taking instruction. She looked more suited to chairing the meeting than attending it.

Across from her sat a tall man, about four or five years older than Ella, with short brown hair. He held himself with practiced ease, one arm draped over the back of his chair, as though someone had specifically trained him to appear entirely at home in unfamiliar rooms. Whether the ease was genuine or performed, Ella couldn’t yet tell.

A young man came through the door, his backpack stuffed to bursting. He kept his head down as he searched for a seat, finally taking the one nearest the door, wedging the bag between his legs. His movements carried a trace of awkwardness.

Two more arrived, then three more. By eight twenty-nine, eleven of the twelve chairs were filled. Only one remained empty—the one directly to Ella’s right.

She glanced at it.

No information packet sat before it, no name card. The table surface was conspicuously bare. Only the corner of a white cardstock peeked from beneath the edge of the long table, as though someone had cleared the materials in haste and missed a piece.

Two letters were visible on the card:

R.C.

Ella looked away. She did not look again.

At eight-thirty exactly, the chair was still empty, and no one was waiting for it any longer—because at that precise moment a man walked through the door, and the entire atmosphere of the room shifted, subtly but unmistakably.

It wasn’t how he pushed the door open, or the sound of his footsteps. It was the manner of his entrance. The quality he carried was one Ella had encountered in only a handful of people in her life: every detail so precisely calibrated that it left the instinctive impression that this man was, in any situation, always ready.

He stopped at the front of the room. His gaze moved slowly across the eleven faces, left to right, lingering on none, betraying nothing—only observing, as if checking against a roster he’d long since memorized.

“I am Harlan Cross. Director of the Ashford Institute.” His voice was low but exceptionally clear, carrying a weight that settled to the bottom of the room without needing to assert itself. “Welcome, all of you. Welcome to Ashford, and—”

He paused a full three seconds.

“Welcome to the beginning.”

Cross didn’t speak long—ten minutes at most—but Ella filed away every word.

The schedule, the basic code of conduct, facility guidelines—he moved through these in roughly two minutes. Then he said something that sharpened Ella’s attention:

“The twelve of you are here because you passed a rigorous selection process. You come from different backgrounds, with different abilities, but here you’ll find you share more in common than you’d expect. That commonality is one reason you were chosen. Only one. Over the next six weeks, what we need to learn is not what you know, but what you will do under pressure. And what you will not.”

When he said what you will not do, his tone matched everything that had come before. No emphasis. But the moment those words landed, two people in the room moved: the dark-haired woman to Ella’s left let her pressed fingertips drift apart, and the young man by the door, the one with the bag wedged between his legs, reached up and touched his own cuff.

Cross looked at neither of them.

Or appeared not to.

“Ashford makes no promise that everyone here will complete the training.”

He paused.

“Completion is not the same as passing. Leaving is not the same as failing.”

After those words, the silence in the room deepened, somehow, beyond what it had been before.

“The first week’s schedule is on the desk in your room. Today is registration. The afternoon is free—familiarize yourselves with the facility. Questions?”

No one asked one.

Cross swept his gaze once more across the seats, nodded, and turned toward the door. He pushed it open. In the split second before he stepped through, his stride caught—an almost imperceptible hitch.

Ella noticed.

No more than half a step, vanishingly brief. In that instant his gaze fell in a particular direction. Ella followed it: the empty chair, the one on the right side of the room that had stayed unoccupied the whole time.

Then he walked out and shut the door behind him.

No one mentioned the empty chair.

During the two hours of free time, Ella walked the length of the open areas.

The library occupied the third floor of the main building—a broad, open space, shelves running to the ceiling. The collection was richer than most private institutions could claim, and its focus struck her as slightly unexpected: one wall of management and organisational behaviour, one of psychology, one of intelligence studies and international relations, and beyond that, a substantial run of non-public academic conference volumes, their covers uniform, no publisher’s mark anywhere. They looked like internal printings.

This was not the library of a training facility.

It was the library of a serious research institution.

She pulled a volume at random and opened it to the copyright page. The publisher field was blank, but in the upper right corner of the title page sat a stamped impression, the lettering blurred. She leaned close and made out three letters:

A.I.R.

She returned the book to its shelf, went downstairs, and walked the corridor toward the west wing. She passed the dining hall, a row of empty seminar rooms, and eventually reached the far end of the wing. A door stood there. No sign, no label. A thin line of orange light—the glow of a fixture left permanently on—seeped from beneath the door.

Ella set her hand on the handle and pressed down.

Locked.

She let go, turned, and walked back. Midway down the corridor, she stopped.

The footprint of the main building, estimated from the time and stride length of her walk from the entrance, was roughly that of a standard three-story research building. But behind the dining hall, and beyond the locked door at the end of the west wing, there was a stretch of corridor she had not yet walked. Where that corridor led had no corresponding exit on the building’s exterior.

The above-ground portion was easy enough to explain—a mechanical room, perhaps, or staff-only space.

But if there was a below-ground portion, that was a different matter entirely.

She filed it away.

She walked back, paused a moment at the bulletin board on the first floor of the main building to glance over the week’s posted schedule, then headed toward the dormitory wing.

She was nearly at the stairwell when someone called from behind her.

“Hey. Voss.”

The brown-haired man with the relaxed posture stood on the other side of the corridor, one hand in his pocket. He nodded toward her.

“You noticed the empty chair too, didn’t you.”

Ella looked at him. She didn’t answer right away.

He smiled—nothing defensive in it, nothing forced, as if he really were just making conversation. But something about that smile reminded Ella of a certain kind of person: the kind who always knew more than they said, and chose to say only half of it first.

“Marcus Hale,” he said.

She noticed a half-second of something off when he said his own name.

Not hesitation.

More like someone naming himself with a name he’d chosen later in life, rather than the one he’d been given at birth.

He pressed on quickly. “You’re Ella Voss. Quantitative research focus. Studied at University of London. Your thesis work was in cryptography and distributed systems security.”

“You looked me up.”

“The Institute put together a basic trainee roster. It was sitting on the conference table. You didn’t take a copy on your way out.”

She thought back. There had indeed been a stack of papers on the table. She hadn’t taken one.

Had that been an oversight on her part—or was he lying?

“The empty chair,” she said. “Did you ask Cross about it?”

“No,” he said. “Waiting for the right moment. I just wanted to know if you’d noticed.”

“I noticed,” Ella said. “And?”

“That’s it. Nothing more.” He pulled his hand from his pocket and gestured vaguely toward the dining hall. “Lunch? First day—we could sit together.”

“No,” Ella said. “I’m going back to look over the schedule.”

She turned and climbed the stairs. She did not look back.

On the second floor, something clicked into place.

Marcus had said the Institute put together a basic trainee roster. But the way he’d delivered that information was too fluent—fluid in a way that didn’t match someone who’d only read it once and committed it to memory. It sounded, instead, like something he’d known long before any roster had ever existed.

He was telling me, plainly, that he’d looked into me-just saying it in a roundabout way.

She filed that away too, pushed open the door to Room 207, walked in, and shut it behind her.

A printed weekly schedule lay on the desk. Beside it sat an envelope. Nothing was written on the outside, but the flap was sealed with wax, and pressed into the wax was a set of initials she didn’t recognise.

She picked it up, turned it over in her hand, and ran the tip of her right index finger gently along the edge of the seal.

The wax was fresh. The envelope had been placed there only moments before she’d returned.

She opened it. Inside was a plain white card, and on it a single line of small printed text:

First-rank trainee, welcome back. File number: EP-007.

She stared at that number for a long time.

007.

Number Seven.

She turned the card over. The back was blank—no signature, no date, no name.

She lifted her head and looked at the white dome in the upper left corner of the ceiling.

Then she crossed to the wardrobe, opened it again, rose onto her toes, and drew down Darkness at Noon from the top shelf. She turned to the title page and held it up to the window, letting the slanted afternoon light rake across the paper.

The same impressions rose to the surface, the line she’d found before:

They are not testing what you know.

She studied the words. Then, beneath them, with her own thumbnail, she slowly pressed out another half-line:

...but how far you are willing to go.

She returned the book to the shelf, spine to the wall, aligned exactly as she’d found it.

Then she went back to the desk, sat down, picked up the schedule, and read it line by line, with careful attention. Her expression stayed calm, as if nothing at all had happened.

But beneath the edge of the desk, the fingers of her left hand curled slowly into a fist.
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Chapter Two

The Evaluation Begins
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The first week’s schedule sat on the desk. Ella had finished reading it before daybreak.

It wasn’t insomnia that kept her at it. It was that the schedule deserved to be read three times.

The first reading was for what was written. The second was for the structure of how it had been arranged. The third was for what it left unsaid.

The content itself was standard: cognitive testing, stress tolerance assessment, team projects, ethical debate. Each day began at eight-thirty and ended at nine in the evening, with an hour for lunch, every other slot packed full. The structure, too, was conventional—easy to difficult, individual to team, objective measurement to subjective judgment. A rational, progressively intensifying curriculum.

But nowhere did it state a single assessment’s evaluation criteria. Nowhere did a test define its passing conditions. And nowhere did a line explain how the results would be used.

The schedule was transparent. The rules were not.

This is not an omission, Ella thought. This is deliberate.

She set the schedule back down, smoothed it flat, and laid the card from the envelope face-down on top of it.

Outside the window, the courtyard was still dark.

The cognitive testing took place the next morning, in the assessment room on the second floor of the main building. All eleven trainees were present. The group assignment list was posted on the door. Ella read it twice.

One group of five. One group of six.

No one explained why the groups were uneven, and no one explained where the twelfth name had gone. At the bottom of the list, in small print: Subject to adjustment; further notice will be given in due course.

No one asked.

But Ella watched the young man beside her read that line of small print twice, then look away without a word—as if he’d only been confirming which group he belonged to.

Ella was assigned to the group of six, and she entered the assessment room first.

The room followed standard examination layout: individual cubicles, white screens, keyboards. A cup of water sat on each desk. A camera was mounted directly in front of every station, its red light lit. Before stepping inside, she paused at the door for a second and swept her eyes across the room—every camera was aimed at the test-taker’s face, not at the screen.

They weren’t recording what she wrote. They were recording her expression while she answered.

She took a seat near the centre of the room, settled herself slightly under the camera’s red light, then turned her attention to the screen.

The questions appeared.

The first thirty were standard cognitive items—logical reasoning, spatial visualization, number-sequence completion—no different in essence from what she’d answered on her university qualifying exams. She worked through them at a steady pace, neither hurried nor slow, her time on each question held within a reasonable range.

The thirty-first question was different.

A block of text appeared on the screen. Not multiple choice—a fill-in-the-blank paired with a short-answer prompt. It laid out a fictional scenario: You are the head of decision-making at a multinational organisation. One of your employees has made significant contributions to the organisation over the past three years. A recent investigation, however, has revealed that two years ago he leaked an internal document. His stated reason was to stop an operation he believed to be unethical. The leak caused substantial damage—but it also succeeded in stopping the operation. Evaluate: should his actions be punished? Where does the boundary of that punishment lie?

Ella spent a full forty seconds on this question.

Not because she didn’t know how to answer, but because she was thinking about the purpose behind the question itself.

It had been placed at number thirty-one—not first, not last. The preceding thirty questions had already established a rhythm, lulling the test-taker into a state of flow, lowering their guard. And then, at exactly this juncture, they had inserted a values-based question demanding a genuine judgment—while the camera recorded every micro-expression on her face.

She chose the answer she believed to be honest, and in the short-answer field she wrote two sentences:

The evaluation criteria for this question have not been disclosed. Any answer therefore simultaneously tests the respondent’s degree of obedience to “rules” and their capacity for independent judgment. My answer is the one that satisfies neither fully.

The screen accepted her input and moved to the next question.

The afternoon brought the stress tolerance assessment, held in a smaller room. No cubicles here—six chairs arranged in a circle. An assessor sat outside the circle, holding a tablet. He didn’t speak a single word the entire time. His only function was to observe.

When Ella entered, five people were already seated. Only one chair remained empty.

The other group of five was undergoing their assessment simultaneously next door. Ella could hear the occasional sound of a chair shifting through the wall, but no voices. The soundproofing was excellent—almost pointedly so.

She took the last chair and looked around the circle. Marcus sat diagonally across from her, hands resting on his knees, back held straight, as if waiting for something.

A countdown appeared on the screen, followed by a question.

This time, everyone answered simultaneously. Responses displayed in real time on a shared public screen, names attached.

First question: Describe an experience from your past studies or work in which you believe you made a significant error, and evaluate the impact of that error on others.

Some people had already begun typing. Ella did not move.

She waited about twenty seconds, watching the input status of the other five. Two typed quickly, their responses detailed, as if prepared in advance. One typed a few words, deleted them, changed direction, and started again. One barely paused, expression remarkably calm—not the calm of someone writing about their own mistakes, but of someone drafting a report.

And one, from beginning to end, entered nothing at all. He simply rested his hands on the keyboard, his expression utterly unchanged.

That was Marcus.

It wasn’t that he didn’t know what to write.

Ella could see it clearly. His hesitation wasn’t a block, and it wasn’t resistance. His fingers rested at the edge of the keyboard, close to the first key. If he wanted to, he could start typing at any moment.

But he didn’t.

He seemed to be confirming something: whether not writing would be punished.

Ella looked away and began to type.

She described something that had actually happened—brief, only two sentences. The incident itself wasn’t severe, but as she wrote, she deliberately preserved a single point of ambiguity, a vagueness that made the answer look honest enough while revealing nothing of substance.

The countdown ended. The assessor swiped across his tablet a few times, offered no comment whatsoever, stood, and left the room.

The six of them sat there another seven seconds.

Marcus was first to rise. He stood, pushed his chair back into place—unhurried, deliberate—walked to the door, pushed it open, and left. He said nothing the entire time. Ella was second to stand.

On her way out, she glanced at Marcus’s screen.

Blank.

He had entered nothing.

The assessor had shown no reaction to it—or rather, his reaction had been the absence of one. He’d swiped the tablet screen while Marcus’s field was still empty.

He knew Marcus wouldn’t write.

And Marcus knew—or was at least in the process of confirming—that they knew he wouldn’t write.

This wasn’t ordinary silence.

It was more like a person holding a question, dropping his silence into the system, and waiting to see how it responded.

The third day brought the ethical debate.

The location shifted back to the large conference room on the first floor of the main building. All eleven trainees present. The chairs had been rearranged into a complete circle.

The empty chair was still there. It had been placed inside the circle, its spacing from the others perfectly equal, as though it had always belonged—as though whoever was meant to sit in it had merely stepped out and would be back any moment.

No one sat in it. The circle simply held that empty space.

Cross sat on the north side, hands folded in his lap, a glass of water in front of him. No documents, no tablet, no notes. He swept his gaze around the circle. His eyes rested on the empty chair for less than a second before he pulled them back, as though the blank space were entirely within his expectations.

“No question today,” he said, his tone as casual as if he were remarking on the weather. “I am going to tell you a story. When I have finished, you may say whatever you wish.”

He offered a variation on the trolley problem. Ella had braced for one of the standard versions before walking in—but what he told them wasn’t standard.

A runaway trolley. Five people tied to the track. You stand beside a lever. Pull it, and the trolley switches tracks, killing one person instead. That was the familiar setup. Cross dismissed it in a single sentence, then continued:

“Now I’m going to alter one condition. The five people—you know them all. You can determine, with certainty, exactly what each of them is worth to the world. The one person—you know him too. You can determine his value with equal certainty. Assume you genuinely possess a complete, objective, indisputable system of value assessment. Would your decision remain the same?”

Someone spoke first—a young man whose name Ella hadn’t yet learned. He spoke quickly: Of course it would be different, he argued; unequal value shouldn’t be adjudicated under the principle of equality...

Cross offered no comment, simply nodded, and shifted his gaze to the next person.

Three more spoke after that, their views scattering in different directions. Cross’s attitude toward each was identical—listening, nodding, expression unchanged, no verbal guidance offered. When someone finished, he simply moved his eyes and waited for the next.

When it was Ella’s turn, she didn’t speak right away.

She wasn’t thinking about the question itself.

She was thinking about Cross’s purpose in posing it.

He had set the “value assessment system” as objective, complete, and indisputable—that was itself a premise, and the most critical one. Accept that premise, and you’d implicitly conceded that a standard existed for ranking human worth, one that transcended the individual and could be calculated. And the instant you conceded that, every subsequent step the question demanded would follow without friction.

The entire screening system could then justify itself.

She lifted her head.

“The question contains a hidden premise,” she said, her tone no different from ordinary conversation, no emphasis added. “’You possess a complete, objective, indisputable system of value assessment’—that premise doesn’t hold on its own. But the question asks us to treat it as given.”

Cross’s gaze settled back on her. He said nothing.

“So what we’re really discussing,” she went on, “isn’t which way the trolley should go. It’s this: if someone has already decided that value can be objectively quantified, and you accept that premise, you’ve already accepted their framework for judgment. Not your own.”

She paused a single second, then delivered the final line:

“Whoever designs the question has already determined the answer. What’s actually being tested is whether we notice.”

A brief silence settled over the room.

Cross said nothing for two seconds.

Then he smiled.

The smile didn’t last—perhaps three seconds. The upward curve of his mouth was small. Not surprise. Not admiration. Not sarcasm. Ella couldn’t find a precise word for it. She only knew that the smile made something along her spine tighten, involuntarily, just slightly.

He moved his gaze past her, to the trainee on her left. His voice stayed as steady as before.

“Good. Let’s hear some other angles.”

He offered no comment on what she’d said. Not a single word.

As though those two sentences had never been spoken.

After the debate ended, the group gradually dispersed.

Ella lowered her head to pack her spare kit, moving a beat slower than usual. Just as she was slipping the strap over her shoulder, a trainee by the door asked the staff member outside, in a low voice:

“What happens if someone isn’t suited to this place?”

The staff member’s expression didn’t change in the slightest.

“Ashford has a complete exit procedure.”

“And after the exit?”

“That falls outside what needs to be explained at this stage.”

The trainee didn’t press further. The reply, to the ear, didn’t sound like an answer. It sounded more like a door being quietly pulled shut.

Ella stored those three exchanges in memory.

After the session ended, Ella was the last to leave the conference room.

She hadn’t deliberately stayed behind. She’d simply slowed her movements while packing up, waiting until everyone else had gone before standing.

The room held only her and Cross.

He was already on his feet, placing his water glass into the dark briefcase he’d brought with him, his movements unhurried, as if performing a task he’d repeated countless times.

Ella walked toward the door. As she passed him, he spoke.

“Miss Voss.”

She stopped at the door and turned.

“What you said earlier,” he said, fastening the clasp of his briefcase, “about whoever designs the question determining the answer—do you consider that a criticism, or an observation?”

Ella looked at him. She thought for a second.

“An observation,” she said.

“Good,” he said. “Criticism requires an object. Observation doesn’t.”

He picked up his briefcase and walked toward a side door. Before pushing it open, he stopped and looked back.

“Incidentally—you didn’t answer the question. You analyzed it, but you never told me which direction the trolley should ultimately go.”

He pushed the side door open and walked out.

Ella stood where she was for a long moment, motionless.

She knew he was right: she hadn’t, in fact, answered the question.

She’d assumed, at the time, that pointing out the flaw in the premise was equivalent to answering it.

But Cross was right. It wasn’t the same thing at all. Evading a question and resolving one were entirely different acts.

She turned this over in her mind for a long while, until the conference room lights dimmed by one automatic increment, and only then pushed the door open and walked out.

In the corridor, Marcus stood near the water dispenser, a cup in his hand. He wasn’t actually filling it. He was just standing there. When he saw her come out, he set the cup down on top of the dispenser and asked:

“What did he say at the end?”

“He asked me which direction the trolley should ultimately go,” Ella said.

Marcus nodded. His face showed no great shift of expression. He only picked up the cup, turned it once, and set it back down. The movement didn’t look like thought. It looked more like someone slowly digesting something.

“What did you answer?” he asked.

“I didn’t,” Ella said. “He was already gone.”

Marcus looked up at her. He was silent for two seconds, then said:

“He wasn’t waiting for an answer.”

Ella didn’t respond right away.

“Then what was he waiting for?”

Marcus picked the cup back up from the dispenser and walked toward the dining hall. After two steps, without turning around, he said:

“He was waiting to see whether you’d come back tomorrow.”

Ella returned to Room 207 and sat down in the chair.

Outside the window, the courtyard lights had come on. Warm yellow light fell across the leaves of the trees, their edges trembling faintly in the breeze, as if they had something to say but couldn’t bring themselves to speak.

She stayed in the chair, unmoving, and went back over everything that had happened that day, reorganizing it chronologically, item by item, like an after-action review.

Cognitive test, question thirty-one: ethical judgment. She’d written only two sentences about the testing mechanism itself—and the response had been accepted. No error prompt, no forced return. The system had simply let her through.

Stress assessment: Marcus had entered nothing at all, and the assessor had shown no reaction.

She could now take that observation half a step further: Marcus hadn’t been unable to think of what to write; he’d been confirming whether not writing would be punished. The assessor’s lack of reaction meant they’d known all along he would do this.

Ethics session: after she’d spoken her line, Cross had only smiled. No comment, no denial. Then he’d kept her behind, alone, to tell her she hadn’t truly answered the question.

Three incidents. Every one pointed in the same direction:

There were no standard answers here. But someone was recording, with great care, every response given—including the ones a person chose not to give.

There was a fourth thing. She set it aside for last.

The group assignment list held only eleven names. The twelfth position had been glossed over with a single line: Subject to adjustment; further notice will be given in due course. In today’s ethics circle, the empty chair had still been empty—placed in the circle in advance, and from beginning to end, no one had explained who it was waiting for.

The look Cross had cast toward that empty chair was the only time she’d seen something in his expression run deeper than his usual composure. It wasn’t indifference. It was an emotion she couldn’t name, pressed down into something barely visible.

She opened the Institute-issued grey laptop on her desk. The screen connected automatically to the internal network and stopped on the day’s assessment materials page. Ella didn’t click any access point beyond her permissions. She only looked at the group assignment list again.

Eleven names.

The page was immaculately clean—so clean it looked as if a twelfth position had never existed at all.

She was about to close the window when her cursor brushed the attachment information in the upper right corner by accident. A small file properties pane popped open. It stayed visible less than a second.

Inside it, a line of overwritten legacy field data flickered briefly into view:

Rita C.

Previous intake.

Status: internal observation.

The properties pane vanished. The screen returned to that spotlessly clean list.

Ella didn’t click to reopen it.

She only committed the string of words to memory, silently. She didn’t ask why. She didn’t try to find a place for that name on the list.

She turned her head and looked toward the wardrobe.

Darkness at Noon sat on the top shelf, spine to the wall, silent and still.

She didn’t get up to retrieve it. She only looked.

Then she opened the schedule and checked the next day’s agenda: full-day team project. Group assignments to be announced.

She folded the schedule, placed it in the drawer, pushed the drawer shut, stood, washed up, turned off the light, and lay down on the bed.

In the darkness, the outline of Cross’s smile still lingered in her mind. She tried to break it down into its components: the upward curve of the mouth. The timing of its appearance. Its duration. And what he’d done immediately after—shifted his gaze, changed the subject, wiped those two sentences from the room entirely, the action clean and precise, leaving no trace.

He took back the sentence, Ella thought, the way they took back everyone’s phones.

The whole process was too smooth—smooth as something rehearsed a thousand times.

She closed her eyes.

Before sleep came, she thought of the empty chair. She thought of the vague notice at the bottom of the group assignment list. She thought of the strange cast to Cross’s expression when his eyes had passed over the empty seat in the discussion circle. And then she pressed these fragments together—with Vera Moss, with the impressions on the title page, with the EP-007 in the envelope, with the brief flash of Rita C.—and filed them all into that still-unnamed corner of her mind.

The contents of that corner were accumulating.

But one thing was certain: the Institute knew perfectly well the twelfth position was empty, and yet they’d still placed that chair in the discussion circle. This wasn’t negligence. They’d wanted the remaining eleven to see that absence.

A signal of some kind, Ella thought.

She simply didn’t yet know whether the signal was meant for the eleven who remained, or for the one who had yet to appear.
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Chapter Three

First Contact


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The team project was scheduled for the fourth day.

The group assignment list went up before breakfast. By the time Ella reached the dining hall at seven-twenty, a crowd had already gathered around it. She waited at the edge until the crowd thinned, then stepped forward. Ten seconds was enough to commit her group and its members’ names to memory. She picked up a tray and went to get breakfast.

She had been assigned to a group of five. Besides herself, there were four others. One was the young man from the ethics debate, the one who had spoken first, with rapid-fire delivery—she now knew his name was Lucas Dunn. He had a law background and a habit of leaning his upper body slightly forward when he spoke, as though perpetually poised to launch into an argument. Another was the woman who’d written her responses with the unnerving calm of someone drafting a report: Nadia Solano, a linguist. She never initiated conversation, but whenever she spoke, she delivered a conclusion directly, without preamble, without a wasted word.

Marcus was in the other group.

Ella sat down by the window, set her tray in place, and began to eat. Outside, the morning light in the courtyard was pale and thin. The leaves still held the previous night’s moisture, and where the dawn light caught the water, tiny droplets gathered at the tips of the leaves.

“Is this seat taken?”

Ella looked up. It was Owen Bray, the youngest of all the trainees—twenty-one years old. His father was the founder of a private equity firm whose name she hadn’t bothered to remember; Owen had volunteered this fact during the self-introduction segment of yesterday’s stress assessment. His tone had carried a note of pride he probably didn’t even register himself, as if pedigree were a form of qualification in its own right.

“No,” Ella said, and turned back to the window.

Owen sat down across from her, squared his tray on the table, and spent an unnecessary amount of time adjusting the angle of his knife and fork. Then he spoke.

“What you said yesterday was interesting.”

“Which part?”

“Whoever designs the question has already determined the answer.” He cut into a piece of bread. “I was thinking, at the time—the person who said that is either exceptionally sharp or completely clueless. Because a truly intelligent person would never put something like that out in the open. They’d keep it to themselves. Use it quietly.”

Ella glanced up at him. He was looking down, spreading butter on his bread, not meeting her eyes. His expression carried a casual certainty, as if what he’d just said weighed no more than a remark about the weather.

“And which do you think I am?” she asked.

“Hard to say,” he said. “That’s why I sat down.”

Ella let the remark pass without reply and returned to her meal. Owen said nothing more either. The two
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