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Prologue: Cora
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Three years earlier.

They tell you the candles are for reverence. That is the first lie, and I believed it longest.

The candles are so that afterward no one can say what they saw. Flame doesn't testify. It only throws your own shadow back at you, enormous on the undercroft wall, until you are convinced the largest, most monstrous thing in the room is yourself.

I had wanted this. That is the part I cannot make fit. For two years I had wanted the hood and the Latin and the brass key, wanted to belong to something that had stood since 1791 and would stand after me. I came from a town with one stoplight and a sister who slept in the next bed, and Blackthorn offered me a world where nobody had ever been small. I would have signed anything.

I did sign. That was the trouble.

They were all there, ringed around the stone, the faces I'd trusted, the ones who'd taught me which fork and which silence. I searched them for the one face that had promised me this would be different, and I found it, and I understood from the way it would not meet mine that different had never been on offer.

"The pact must be renewed," the voice said. The voice I knew. The voice that had been kind to me in daylight.

I had read enough of the old ledger by then to know what renewed meant. I knew it the way you know a stair is missing in the dark, too late, with your whole weight already committed.

So I ran.

The undercroft has one door and ninety-one steps and I took them like something with wings, the cold air tearing in and out of me, the bell tower above me ringing nothing because it was not yet the hour. I remember thinking, absurdly, of Wren. That I owed her a phone call. That I had said call you tomorrow and meant it, and that tomorrow had just become a thing I would have to fight for.

I almost made it to the top.

A hand closed on my wrist, not roughly. That is the detail I would give my sister if I could give her anything. Not roughly. Gently, the way you'd stop someone from stepping into traffic, as though even now it was being done for my own good, as though I were the one being unreasonable in the face of two centuries of arithmetic.

I turned to see who it was.

And God help me, it was a face I loved.

"I'm sorry," it said, and the terrible thing, the thing I have carried into whatever this is that comes after, is that it meant it. "You were never going to be able to live with knowing."

They were right about that, at least.

Whoever finds this, and someone will; I have hidden it where only a Calloway would think to look, in the one language only my sister could read, know that I did not fall. I did not climb that tower to jump. I climbed it running, and a hand I trusted brought me down, and the people who loved me in daylight let it happen because the math had been done long before I was born.

Don't grieve me, Wren.

Avenge me.

And then, pleaseget out before they do the math on you.
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PART 1: The Infiltration
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Chapter 1: The Hemlock Seal
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The brochure called Blackthorn "a sanctuary of the mind." It forgot to mention the gargoyles.

They crouched along every roofline, wet with October fog, watching me drag my one suitcase up a drive built for the kind of cars I'd only ever keyed. I'd practiced my story on the six-hour bus ride until it stopped sounding like a lie. Transfer student. Comparative literature. Scholarship. All true, technically. The part I left out was the only part that mattered: that my sister had walked up this same drive four years ago, and three years ago they'd sent her home in a box.

They told us she jumped. Cora, who was afraid of the diving board. Cora, who texted me call you tomorrow the night before they say she climbed the bell tower alone.

I never got the call. So I came to collect it myself.

The dormitory matron handed me a brass key and a look that said she'd already priced my coat. "Calloway" she read off her ledger, and I watched her face for the flicker, the small recognition of a name that had died here. Nothing. Either she didn't know, or she was very good. At Blackthorn, I'd learn, those were usually the same thing.

My room was at the top of Wexford Hall, slant-ceilinged and cold, with a window that looked out over the quad to a building no brochure had photographed. Black stone. No lights. A door with no handle that I could see.

I was still staring at it when someone spoke behind me.

"You're in the wrong place."

I turned. He was leaning in my doorway like he'd been poured there, tall, dark-haired, dressed in the kind of plain black that costs more than tuition. Mid-twenties, which made him too old to be a student and too young to look at me the way he was looking at me, which was the way you look at a problem you intend to solve.

"It's my room," I said. "Key and everything." I held it up.

"I didn't say wrong room." His eyes moved off me, to the window, to the black building, and back. Something cooled in them. "Wrong place. People like you don't last here."

"People like me."

"Scholarship." He said it the way other people said contagious.

I should have let it go. I'd promised myself I'd be small here, forgettable, a gray little nobody who got close to the truth without anyone noticing she was reaching for it. That was the plan. The plan lasted exactly until he smiled, slow, certain, like he'd already decided I'd be gone by Christmas.

"You know what's funny," I said, crossing to the door so he'd have to step back or let me into his space. He didn't step back. Up close he smelled like cold air and something darker, beeswax and smoke. "Everyone who's ever told me I wouldn't last has been wrong. It's kind of my whole personality."

"Is it." Not a question. His gaze dropped to my mouth and climbed back up, unhurried, and the awful thing, the thing I'd be angry about for weeks, was that my pulse answered it before my brain could vote.

"And you are?" I asked.

"Late," he said, and pushed off the doorframe. He was halfway down the corridor before he added, without turning, "Lock your door, Calloway."

I hadn't told him my name.

I stood there with the cold coming through the window and my heart going like I'd run somewhere, and I understood two things at once. The first was that he'd known exactly who I was the second he saw me. The second was that whatever had happened to my sister, it wasn't finished, it had just been waiting for the next Calloway to walk up the drive.

I locked my door.

It didn't help. When I turned around, there was a card on my desk that hadn't been there before. Heavy cream stock, no name, a single line in ink the color of dried blood:

You are invited. Come alone. Tell no one.

And pressed into the wax that sealed it, still warm under my thumb, was the small five-petaled flower I'd last seen in my sister's handwriting, in the margin of the letter that was supposed to be a suicide note.

Hemlock.

I'd come here to ask a question. Someone had just answered it before I opened my mouth: we know who you are, and we've been waiting.

Good. So had I.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Watcher
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The Court does not summon. I had learned this distinction early, at nine years old, the night my father first folded my hand around a sealed note and explained that the Thorne name was architecture, not inheritance. Buildings don't choose to stand. They are placed, mortared, and they hold because the alternative is rubble.

The note slid under my door at half past three. I was already sitting at the window overlooking the quad, had been for an hour, which is something I had done so many mornings that it had stopped being insomnia and become instead a kind of vigil, though for what I could not have said.

The wax was pressed with the Thorne sigil. Mine, technically, since my father's death. Eighteen months, and I had not yet learned how to look at my own seal without some brief rearrangement of the chest.

I dressed. I went.

*  *  *
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THE INNER CHAMBER EXISTS beneath the main hall in a passage that no campus map has ever named. Three floors down, cut into bedrock, the stone so old it has its own smell, mineral, airless, preserved beyond its natural span. The lacquered table seats twelve. Seven were present when I arrived.

Margot, in the chair that had belonged to my mother until my mother decided that the cold was incompatible with her constitution and relocated to Lisbon with six trunks and no forwarding address for anyone inside this room.

Crane, hands folded, his mild face doing the particular thing it does when Margot is already present, making itself smaller, more inoffensive, the way a sensible animal avoids being the largest target in a space that rewards size with attention.

Sebastian, at the far end. Precisely equidistant from everyone at the table. He always does this: positions himself where all angles of the room are visible to him. I spent years thinking it was vanity. I understand now it is something else.

"You're late," said Margot.

"By eleven seconds," I said. "You were early."

She smiled in the way she smiles, upper lip only, swift and controlled, communicating nothing it does not intend to. I took my chair. The head of the table, because there is no one else to take it.

My father's chair is the coldest seat I have ever occupied. Eighteen months, and it has not yet warmed to me.

"A matter has been flagged," Sebastian said.

He has a gift for announcements. Other people lead into things; Sebastian places them, finished and complete, in the center of the room and waits for everyone else to arrange themselves around the fact.

"Flagged by whom," I said.

"Admissions cross-referenced with the sealed records." He turned a single sheet of paper in my direction, not sliding it to me, just angling it. I didn't reach for it. "A transfer student enrolled three days ago. Comparative Literature. Scholarship intake. She cleared the secondary checkpoint during orientation without triggering it, which is either considerable luck or considerable competence."

"Name," said Margot.

"Calloway," Sebastian said. "Wren Calloway."

*  *  *
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I HAD KNOWN, WHEN CRANE'S eyes met mine across the table with that look of his, mild, careful, specifically nothing, that the name was coming. The way you know a bruise before you press it, because the shape of the pain is already familiar.

I kept my face still. This is the primary skill the Court teaches, in the end. Not loyalty, not discretion, not the Latin phrases of the oath, but the management of surface. The art of presenting a face that does not know what it knows.

"The sister," said Margot. Not a question.

"Younger by two years." Sebastian had a file. Of course he had a file. "No prior documented connection to Blackthorn. No evident contact with Court-adjacent parties. The official family record indicates she accepted the ruling on the elder daughter's death."

"But," I said.

He looked at me. "She enrolled under a composite identity. Scholarship applied for under her middle name and her mother's maiden name. The application is clean, letters of recommendation, transcript, everything legible. But the identity synthesis required effort, and that kind of effort has a recognizable shape."

She came looking. What he meant was: she had arranged herself as a needle in a very particular haystack, and she had done it carefully enough that the automated systems hadn't caught her until a human review connected the surname to the sealed record.

I thought about the girl I had seen in the Wexford doorway. The cheap coat. The single suitcase. The eyes already cataloguing the building the way you catalogue a space you intend to move through without being stopped. I thought about what she had said, everyone who's ever told me I wouldn't last has been wrongand the specific steadiness underneath it, which was not bravado. Bravado is loud because it needs to be heard. What she had was quieter than that, and therefore more dangerous.

I had known, looking at her, what she was.

I had simply decided not to examine the knowledge.

*  *  *
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THE BLOOD VOW HAS SEVEN clauses. I memorized them at twelve, recited them at sixteen, and have not spoken them aloud since the night of my own initiation, when the words came out of me in a voice I didn't recognize as mine, formal and final and gone, the way everything sounds when you are signing something you cannot unsign.

The first clause is loyalty. To the institution, to its continuity, to its unnamed Patron, in that order. The Patron before the members. The institution before the Patron. My blood before my name.

The seventh clause is silence. What is known in the chamber stays in the chamber. What is done in service stays undone in daylight. What is heard in the blood does not travel to the tongue.

The seventh clause is the one that matters. It is the one that bites.

My father used to describe the vow as a gift, that it simplified everything, replaced the burden of discretion with architecture. You could not speak certain truths. You could not reveal certain things. You could not, under the most specific and literal construction of the oath, act in ways that materially damaged the Court's interests without the vow exacting its tithe. He described it the way engineers describe load-bearing walls. Without this, everything falls.

What he did not describe, because he was a man who did not discuss the cost of things he had already paid, was what the vow does to you over time. Not the dramatic penalties, those are rare, reserved for serious breach, documented in the sealed annals, theoretically survivable. The ordinary cost. The daily one. The way it grows into you like a trellis grows into a vine, until you cannot tell what is the structure and what is the living thing that has arranged itself around it.

I am twenty-four years old. I have lived inside this oath for eight years. I can no longer reliably separate what I believe from what I have been instructed to believe. This is, I think, what my father meant by gift. When you cannot examine the walls of your cage, you stop experiencing it as a cage.

The Thorne seat was mine by blood, then by my father's death, then by the Court's formal confirmation, they had to confirm, because the seat is not inherited, it is accepted, and the acceptance carries a cost that comes out of the body and takes several weeks to finish taking. I had been the reluctant heir since I was old enough to understand what reluctance meant and too young to understand that reluctance, here, is itself a thing the vow does not guarantee.

I would have said no.

I did not get the chance.

*  *  *
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"THE QUESTION," SEBASTIAN said, "is what she knows."

"She can't know anything operational" Crane said. He has a voice like someone dimming a lamp, warm, reasonable, producing exactly enough light to see by. "Cora had only reached the first threshold. She hadn't been..."

"Cora had been told certain things," Margot said. "In confidence."

The room went to the particular quality of quiet that is not silence but the management of what to do with what has been named.

I had watched Cora Calloway in the months before her death. Bright, relentless, a scholarship student who had made it through the first rites without flinching and then begun asking questions that were one shade too precise to be mere curiosity. Who decides the Reaping list. What becomes of the pledges who don't complete the year. What does the Patron actually receive for what we give.

The vow had not stopped me from answering some of those questions directly. The vow stops certain truths from leaving the body. It does not stop the angle of a turned head. It does not stop the weight of a hesitation too small to name. Cora had watched me not-answer in ways that told her something, and she had gone digging, and then she had died, and the Court had ruled it a death of despair, and I had sat in this room the following month and said nothing, said nothing, said nothing, because the seventh clause had taken my tongue and everything below it.

She was twenty years old.

Her sister's eyes had the same quality of attention, not the same color, but the same expectation, as if she believed the world would give up its seams if she pressed in exactly the right place. The grief I had recognized in three seconds was mine to recognize because I had put it there. Partially. Approximately. I was one of several causes in a chain I hadn't started and had not stopped, and the seventh clause made it impossible for me to tell her this.

I pressed my thumb against the inside of my wrist, where the vow sits closest to the surface. A small pressure. An orientation.

"She came for information," I said. "She has none yet. Three days."

"Three days," Sebastian said, "is long enough to begin collecting the wrong kind."

He was right. Three days had been enough for Cora.

"What do we do about her?" Crane asked. He had addressed this to the table generally, which was how Crane always raised things he didn't want to be heard asking Margot specifically.

"Management," Margot said. "Close enough to monitor. Far enough that she doesn't read it as a threat."

She was looking at me when she said it.

*  *  *
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SEBASTIAN FOUND ME in the passage after the others had gone up.

This is something he does. He reads a room, identifies which conversations need not to happen at the table, and manufactures the private one with a seamlessness that looks like coincidence and isn't.

"I pulled the elder sister's full file when the alert flagged" he said. "Not just the Court records. Personal history." He paused in the precise way he pauses, long enough to signal that what follows is something he wants you to receive correctly. "The family petitioned for an inquest after Cora died. The petition was declined. Our friends in the county administration handled the routing."

"I know," I said.

"Wren sent letters. Three of them. To the dean of students, to the coroner's office, to a journalist at the county paper who was apparently a family connection." He had his hands clasped behind him, his expression calibrated to nothing. "None of them went anywhere. But she sent them."

"She's persistent," I said.

"She's organized. The letters were coordinated, sent in sequence, designed to apply pressure from multiple angles simultaneously." He let a beat pass. "She was eighteen at the time."

I said nothing.

"I want you to understand the distinction," Sebastian continued, "between what Margot wants and what I think the situation requires. Margot wants her managed. I want her evaluated. These are not the same instruction."

He left before I could ask what evaluated meant. This was intentional.

I stood a moment in the passage after his footsteps faded, turning the word over. Sebastian has been helpful to me since my father's death in ways that were specifically calibrated to leave me in his debt. Three Court decisions smoothed. Several quiet suggestions that the Patron had a particular interest in Thorne continuity during the transition period, and that Sebastian's own position was best understood as structural support.

The word support is not the word I would have chosen.

I had watched his eyes at the table tonight, twice, before he looked at the paper, they had moved to me. Not with the sharpness of threat. With the precision of a man calculating how a piece fits into a larger arrangement he hasn't yet named.

This bothered me more than any open threat would have.

*  *  *
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THE PASSAGE IS ORIGINAL stone, four hundred years of accumulated cold, the kind that comes through a good coat if you stand in it long enough. I had stood in it long enough, over the years, to learn how much you can absorb before it stops feeling like cold and starts feeling like you.

The Thorne name is a debt, my father said. Not a gift.

I had understood that to mean the Court. The vow. The seat. The cycle of obligation my grandfather had committed the bloodline to before I was born. I understood it now to mean also the weight I carried about Cora Calloway, which I could not put down, could not speak of, and could not hand back to the person who deserved to receive it.

Her sister was here.

She had walked up the drive with one suitcase and her measuring eyes and her grief packed in tight enough that it only showed in the set of her jaw, and she was going to start pulling at threads, because that was the kind of person she was, and eventually she would pull the right one, and it would lead her somewhere I could not follow her and could not, by the terms of everything I was, warn her about.

The vow would not let me tell her.

But there were things the vow did not prevent.

*  *  *
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THIS IS WHAT I TOLD myself, in the passage, in the cold: she was a risk. An untrained outsider with a personal stake, no institutional loyalty, and enough intelligence to be specifically dangerous. She needed to be watched. She needed to be kept in proximity where any information she gathered could be tracked and assessed, where she could be redirected before she found something that would require the Court to make a decision I didn't want made. I would watch her. I would keep her close. I would position myself between her and whatever Sebastian was evaluating, and between her and Margot, and between her and the Patron's people, whose interests I still did not fully understand.

This was the strategically sensible choice.

I knew it was a lie before I finished telling it to myself. Lies have a specific quality, they fit almost perfectly, like a joint planed a fraction too smooth, and it is only the almost that gives them away, if you are paying close enough attention.

I was paying close enough attention. I told myself the lie anyway, because the alternative was to acknowledge that I had stood in a doorway for three seconds too long and felt something in the arrangement of the world shift, and that was a thing I could not afford and certainly could not name and absolutely could not let the Court see.

She would not trust me. She already didn't. That was the correct arrangement of things, and I intended to keep it.

I turned and walked back up the passage toward the surface, toward the early gray morning beginning to show through the gaps in the shuttered windows. Somewhere above me, in a slant-ceilinged room in Wexford with a view of the building she had no business looking at, Wren Calloway was starting her first full day at Blackthorn.

I told myself I had until she reached breakfast to determine the exact parameters of close.

I had used up the time before I reached the top of the stairs.
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Chapter 3: The Tapping
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Three knocks. A pause. Two more.

I was already awake, had been since the clock tower chimed eleven, lying in the dark with my eyes on the ceiling, running inventory. Which floorboards between my bed and the window would creak. What the matron's schedule looked like from three weeks of observation. How many steps it took to reach the east wing from Wexford Hall in the dark.

Cataloguing. Old habit. New purpose.

But when the knock came, I sat up differently. Not startled, something older than startled. The way you surface from a deep sleep when you hear your name in a voice that shouldn't be able to reach you across the years.

Three. A pause. Two.

That was Cora's knock.

The one she'd invented when we were nine and twelve, crammed into our grandmother's house for the summer, sharing a wall where Nan enforced lights-out with the enthusiasm of a warden and a flashlight to match. Three pause two meant are you awake? I'd return it from my side of the plaster when I was, stay silent when I wasn't, and she'd slip notes under the door on the nights when words felt necessary.

I had never told anyone that code. As far as I knew, Cora hadn't either. It was the kind of thing that belongs to the particular country of childhood, the one with no map and no border crossing, that you only realize you've left when you try to go back.

Someone at Blackthorn knew my dead sister's knock.

I put my feet on the cold floor, reached for my robe, and arranged my face into the expression of someone who stumbled into peculiar midnight situations all the time and found them moderately boring.

The girl in the doorway was small and blank-faced in the way of practiced messengers, not nervous, just deliberately absent. Long coat. No name offered.

"You're expected," she said.

"By who?"

She'd already turned down the hallway.

I followed. The only alternative was to lock my door and pretend this was a dream, and I had come too far, on too long a bus ride, for pretending.

*  *  *
[image: ]


THE ROUTE SHE TOOK didn't appear on any map I'd memorized, and I'd memorized three. We cut through a service door off the dining hall, propped open from the inside, she didn't touch it, which meant this had been arranged, down a staircase that smelled like groundwater and old stone, and into a corridor where the overhead lights had been replaced by candles in iron brackets, set low in the stone.

I counted: twelve steps down, left at the first junction, right at the second. The ceiling dropped by three inches, then opened unexpectedly into a low vaulted room the size of a lecture hall. Except no lecture hall I'd been in had floors this old, or walls hung with tapestries gone brown at the edges from decades of candle smoke, or the particular acoustic quality of a space that had absorbed a lot of silence over a very long time.

Eleven people were already in it. I knew this because I counted them twice, in the way you count emergency exits, automatically, then once more to confirm.

One of them was Lucian Thorne.

He was standing at the far end of the room near a door I'd never seen marked on anything, holding a candle with the ease of someone who'd grown up in rooms where candles were the appropriate choice. He didn't look at me when I entered. That was how I knew he'd already clocked me.

The messenger girl was distributing gray robes from a folded stack near the entrance. I took one, pulled it over my own, and tried to look like a person who found this level of pageantry mildly tedious rather than acutely interesting.

"It suits you," said a voice at my elbow.

*  *  *
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SEBASTIAN VOSS HAD a face designed for trust. Even features, even smile, eyes that caught the candlelight and did something warm and practiced with it. He was the sort of attractive that announces itself early, before you've decided how to feel about it, because it has learned that hesitation loses ground. He held out his hand.

"Sebastian. Though by now you've probably heard the name." He had the confidence of someone who assumed his name moved through rooms before he did, and wasn't wrong. "You look like someone who wants to know what's happening."

"I look like someone who was woken up at midnight and handed a robe," I said.

He laughed. A good laugh, unforced-sounding, the kind you practice until the practice disappears. "Fair. The short version: the Court identifies candidates in the first few weeks of term. Tonight is the first look."

"A look at what?"

"At whether you're worth a second look."

I smiled, the way you smile when someone says something true wrapped in something charming, and stored his face in the mental folder I'd labeled significant. Proceed with calibrated warmth and zero assumptions.

The warmth from that direction was easier to manage than the cold from the one that arrived next.

"She's not supposed to be here."

Margot Ashwell was beautiful the way marble is beautiful, finished, cold, built for a particular purpose and not interested in yours. Her robes fell perfectly over perfect posture. Her gaze moved to me with the focused hostility of someone who has already made a decision and is now looking for evidence to confirm it.

"Transfer students aren't eligible for first-round consideration." She was speaking to Sebastian rather than to me, which was a choice. "There is a process."

"Processes are for people who don't have latitude to bend them," Sebastian said pleasantly.

"Processes are what keeps this from becoming chaos." Now she looked at me. Directly, fully, with the kind of attention that doesn't flatter its recipient. "You shouldn't be here, Miss..."

"Calloway." I said it clearly, watching her face the same way I'd watched the matron's face on day one.

This time: a reaction. Not much of one, quickly swallowed. But something had moved in her eyes at the name, not surprise. Not quite recognition. Something colder than recognition, more like confirmation. Like someone who had expected a particular kind of trouble and was noting that it had finally arrived in the shape it was always going to arrive in.

She turned away before I could pin it further.

I watched her spine: rigid, held. Not the rigidity of contempt, that's looser, more performative. This was the tension of someone keeping something very still that wanted to move.

She'd known Cora. I was almost certain.

The third person found me before I'd finished processing the first two, which was either good timing or the illusion of it.

"The candles on the south wall give off a draft" said a quiet voice at my left. A light hand at my elbow, not presumptuous, just briefly present, the way you'd steer someone away from a wet step on a busy street. "You'll be squinting through the whole gathering."

He steered me two steps left, toward the north wall instead. Away from where I'd been standing. Away from the far door.

Ellis Crane had a kind face with some weather in it, the kind you earn by spending actual time outdoors rather than being photographed outdoors. Brown hair a little too long, eyes that were paying attention in a way that felt attentive rather than calculating. Mid-twenties. Not performing warmth; just exhibiting it.

"Crane," he said. "Ellis Crane, though no one uses the first."

"Wren."

"I know." He said it without apology. Of course he knew. They'd all known before I arrived. "You looked like you were running through something."

"Just orienting."

"Good habit." A brief pause, and then, quietly: "The south wall is also where Sebastian usually positions himself when new pledges arrive. If you'd stayed there, you'd have spent the entire evening in his conversational orbit." He tilted his head slightly. "That may or may not be useful to you, depending."

He offered it the way you'd hand someone an umbrella when it starts to rain. No transaction implied, nothing asked in return. Just: here, you might need this.

That was the thing about kindness. It was hard to audit in the moment. You only saw the machinery underneath it later, when you had time to sort through what you'd been given and think about why.

I filed Ellis Crane in his own folder, the one I hadn't labeled yet.

*  *  *
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LUCIAN CALLED THE GATHERING to order without raising his voice. Somehow worse than if he'd shouted.

Nine pledges, I'd counted twice, confirmed, arranged themselves in a loose arc. I positioned myself in the middle, the way you do when you want sight lines to the whole room and don't want to be singled out or cornered. Third from the right. Nobody's first choice. Everybody's blind spot.

What the room told me, while Lucian spoke:

The tapestries on the east wall were newer than those on the west by at least a century. Someone had replaced them and either didn't notice the seams didn't match or hadn't cared, which said something about that someone.

There were twelve candles in the iron brackets. Nine were lit. The three dark ones had fresh wax, not spent, fresh, loaded and waiting. This gathering had been staged, and the staging was deliberate: these specific areas illuminated, these specific areas left in shadow. Someone wanted the room to feel half-revealed.

The door at the far end, the one Lucian had been standing near, had a handle. A real one, not decorative. This mattered because the building I'd been staring at from my window on my first night, the black stone building, the one no brochure had photographed, had a door with no handle visible from the outside. This wasn't that door. But it was close to something.

Lucian was speaking. Latin first, the kind of phrasing that comes from very old books and is deployed to sound like authority, because it comes from a time when written words were rare enough to be sacred. Half the room watched him with the reverent attention of people trained since birth to recognize which rooms require it.

I watched the room.

Third from the left in the arc, one of the male pledges kept glancing at the dark candle brackets. Not afraid, exactly. Checking. Like they held some meaning he already knew and was waiting to see applied.

Sebastian had placed himself three steps behind Lucian's right shoulder. Not at his side, behind. Close enough to whisper without being overheard, deferential enough to avoid notice. A very considered position for someone who performed ease as naturally as breathing.

Margot had not joined the arc. She stood to the east, technically present, technically not a pledge. Observer, or something with a function I hadn't identified.

Lucian switched to English mid-sentence without announcing the shift. "You've been called because the Court has identified you as candidates. This is not an invitation. It is an assessment."

"An assessment of what, exactly?" I said.

Twelve heads turned.

Lucian looked at me for the first time since I'd entered. Whatever I'd expected to find in that look, it wasn't what was there. He was assessing, yes. But underneath the assessment was something quieter, something he'd shuttered a beat too late, something that in a different face and a different room might have looked almost like relief.

"Character," he said, after a pause that was exactly one count too long. "The capacity to hold what is given to you. And the wisdom to know what not to touch."

"And if a person's assessment comes back unfavorable?"

"They leave Blackthorn." He held my gaze. "One way or another."

The rest of the gathering ran without me making another sound. I listened, memorized, performed exactly the level of attentive-but-not-eager that makes you look like someone doing their best in an unfamiliar situation. Obligations were outlined. Protocols recited. The particular vocabulary of the Court was introduced in careful doses, nothing named directly, never named, always gestured at in the manner of people who've learned that naming things creates accountability.

I memorized every word.

*  *  *
[image: ]


ON THE WALK BACK UP the stairs, trailing the group at a pace I'd calibrated to look like tired rather than alert, it arrived.

Three. Pause. Two.

The knock that had woken me.

I'd been carrying it like a stone in a coat pocket all evening, aware of the weight, waiting to understand the shape. Now, in the stairwell with candle smoke still sharp in the back of my throat, I put it down and looked at it directly.

The pattern wasn't a cipher. It wasn't something you'd decode from a text or extract under pressure or find written in a book. It was the kind of code that gets learned through proximity, the way you learn a person's laugh, or the specific way they knock when they don't want to disturb you. You learn it by being there. By being close enough, over enough time, to absorb a person's habits.

Cora had taught someone that knock.

Not given it, taught it, the way you teach something to a person you trust enough to let them speak your private language. She had been here long enough, and trusted someone here enough, to share a habit that belonged to the two of us and our grandmother's summer house and no one else in the world.

Which meant the Court wasn't just an institution she'd attended. She'd had someone in it. A real someone, not an obligation. Someone she'd let in far enough to learn the knock she used at home, the same knock she'd used to ask me through a plaster wall if I was still awake.

I thought about Ellis Crane's hand, light at my elbow, guiding me away from Sebastian's orbit. Information offered freely, in the voice of someone practiced at being useful.

I thought about Margot's face at the name Calloway, that cold flash of confirmation, the spine held rigid against something pressing outward.

I thought about a small blank-faced girl who hadn't spoken my name and hadn't needed to, because whoever sent her had known exactly which room to send her to.

I didn't know who yet. But I knew this: whoever had sent that knock was telling me something. Whether they'd meant to or not. You don't use a dead girl's private code by accident. You use it because she taught you, and you use it because some part of you, grief, guilt, or something in between, wants to see if it still works.

I intended to find out which.

*  *  *
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I SHOULD HAVE GONE upstairs.

Two weeks of carefully practiced small-and-forgettable, and I nearly discarded it all in the first hour. But the corridor off the vaulted room branched in two directions when the group dispersed, and I took the wrong turn on purpose, quietly, without announcing myself.

The corridor was low-ceilinged and cold, lit by a single bracket at the far end. At its terminus there was a door.

Not the one Lucian had been standing near. A different one, set flush into the west wall of the stone, with iron fittings older than the building felt. And no handle.

Not a missing handle. The stone around the mount showed clean pale edges against the older gray around it, precise and recent. Someone had taken the handle off deliberately and not long ago.

I stood in front of it, candle raised.

Cora's last letter had taken me a hundred readings to understand, because she'd written it in the specific half-said language of someone who wanted to speak plainly and was afraid to. There is a place here they don't want us to findshe'd written. I'd thought she meant a metaphorical place, information, a truth, the kind of thing people mean when they say find but really mean understand.

It has no handle on the outside, she'd written. I think that's supposed to mean no one goes in.

She'd left out the sentence's ending. The one that completed the thought.

I think someone does.

I pressed my palm flat against the wood. Old oak, cold through my robe, dense in the way of things that have been standing in one place long enough to forget they were ever a tree. Then I held the candle close to the seam between the door and the frame and checked the gap.

Even. Perfectly even, all the way around.

This door opened. Inward, from the inside. I looked down at the stone floor and found what I was looking for: faint marks at the base where the bottom edge had scraped against stone, pale dust in the groove, not settled yet.

Someone was using this room. Regularly enough to have worn that groove into the floor.

I memorized the location, third turn left, second right, twelve steps, west wall, and filed it beside Margot's face and the knock and Ellis Crane's hand at my elbow and all the other things I was carrying that I hadn't yet found a place to put.

Then I straightened my robe and walked back to the stairs at the pace of someone returning from a bathroom detour, which is the pace of a person who has nothing to hide.

The corridor behind me stayed quiet.

The door did not open.

Not tonight.

But Cora had found this room. I was certain of it the same way I was certain she hadn't jumped, not from evidence, not yet, but from the particular knowledge of a person who knew her well enough to recognize the shape of what she would and wouldn't do. She'd found this room, and she'd written about it, and three months later she was dead.

Whatever was behind that door, someone had wanted it kept exactly this inaccessible.

That was practically an engraved invitation.

*  *  *
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The pledge rites had not changed in two hundred years.

I knew this because I had read the founding charter once, at thirteen, looking for something I could use against my father, and found instead the same six steps we still performed: assembly, examination, service, the silent hour, the mark, the oath. The founders had built the ritual with the meticulous caution of men who understood that power is most absolute when it appears inevitable. Change the ritual and you imply it could have been otherwise. The Blackthorn Court did not imply things could have been otherwise.

It was my night to run the examination.

This was not the customary arrangement. Crane typically administered this portion, Crane, who was good at it in the way that gentle men are sometimes good at doing harm: quietly, without appearing to notice what he had done. But I had exercised Thorne prerogative three days ago, citing procedural irregularities, and no one had contended it, because no one contests a Thorne heir on procedural matters. The blood vow's authority is automatic and, when I choose to use it, exhausting to others in a way I have found useful.

The procedural irregularity was standing ninth in the alphabetical line with her hands clasped and her eyes on the antechamber's painted ceiling.

Eleven pledges in gray initiate's shifts, arranged by surname. The candles I had ordered before dawn were lit at the angles I specified, light at those angles makes faces honest by making them uncomfortable, which is worth two additional examiners and costs less. Sebastian had arrived five minutes before the pledges and seen my arrangement and done the calculation, and the corner of his mouth had moved in a way that meant he appreciated my methodology and was filing it for his own purposes. I noted the filing and let it stand.

Calloway stood ninth and studied the ceiling with the systematic attention of someone making a floor plan.

I had placed her ninth deliberately. Eight turns to establish the pattern of ordinary fear. One turn to see where she diverged from it.

*  *  *
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I WORKED THROUGH THE pledges in order.

The examination had a visible structure: a passage from the founding documents to construe, a historical question, one physical task. The Latin was always genuine, chosen to require actual translation rather than pattern-matching. The question was tailored. The task was symbolic, its point was less the completion than what you revealed in attempting it.

Pledge one, Harrington: legacy, over-prepared, translated his passage with contemptuous accuracy and showed the specific relief of a man who has memorized rather than understood.

Pledge two, Bellasis: unprepared, panicked, produced a translation wrong in the most forgiving possible way. I told her that was acceptable and she blinked at a frequency that suggested tears being managed. I moved on.

Six more pledges: acceptable, unremarkable, careful.

Then Calloway.

The passage I had prepared for her came from the Blackthorn Founding Charter, 1762, the version held in the main archive, shelf seven, reference thirty-one. I had confirmed its contents against the original the previous morning, because I had a need to confirm things against their originals that my father had always called paranoia and I had always called accuracy.

The main archive's version read a sacramentum perpetuum, a perpetual oath.

The original, held in the restricted section that no current student had authorization to access, read sub sigillo hemlocki. Under the hemlock seal.

Different phrase. Identical grammar. Meaningless distinction unless you knew what the hemlock seal designated, in which case it was the difference between an oath and a selection.

I held out the page.

She took it. Her eyes moved across the lines with what appeared to be genuine reading, the progressive tracking of an unfamiliar text, not the rapid sweep of recognition, and slowed at line forty-three. Her Latin was competent, more than competent; the translation she produced was precise and unhedged, the work of someone who had studied properly rather than scraped through.

I let her finish. Then: "The phrase in line forty-five. The specific sigillo referenced. Seal of what?"

The text she held said sacramentum.

She should have answered: the oath.

Her eyes did not move to the page. They held mine for a count of two, three, and I watched the space behind her expression with the attention I had developed specifically for watching that space, and I saw something move through it and stop. Not recognition. Not concealment. Something between them, a flicker of consideration that lasted a half-second too long and was gone before I could name it.

"The oath," she said. "As stated. I don't have context beyond this passage."

Safe answer. Correct answer, given what the page said.

But she had paused. And the pause had a particular quality, the quality of someone choosing, not the quality of someone not-knowing. I had made a study of the difference for eight years and I was not often wrong about it.

"Acceptable," I said, and moved to pledge ten.

*  *  *
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I DID NOT LET MYSELF think about the pause until the examination was over.

The silent hour followed: pledges dispersed to service tasks I had assigned through Crane's office, standard work, nothing pointed. I stood at the examiner's lectern after the room cleared and looked at the eleven empty spaces they had occupied and permitted myself thirty seconds to examine what had happened to my reasoning during the two and a half minutes it had taken Calloway to answer a question she should not have needed to consider.

The reasoning had been sound going in. Either she knew the restricted text, in which case the pause would be a tell, or she did not, in which case she would simply answer from what she had.

What she had given me was the correct safe answer delivered a beat too late.

This was not, technically, evidence. A pause can mean anything. Discomfort, distraction, a mind that works laterally before landing. I had been wrong before about the
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