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CHAPTER 1 — THE DOOR THAT DOES NOT OPEN

	The Fourth Door stood exactly where the Sovereign had said it would.

	Tall. Seamless. Neither stone nor metal, but something in between—dark, matte, absorbing the light rather than reflecting it. No handle. No symbol. No visible mechanism. It did not invite touch. It did not acknowledge her presence.

	It waited.

	Mara stood before it, the mark on her mask still warm, still present, as if the door were aware of it and unimpressed. Her breath moved carefully beneath the mask, each inhale shaped by discipline rather than need. She did not step closer. She had learned what impatience cost.

	Nothing happened.

	The chamber around her was quiet in a way that felt deliberate, almost evaluative. The walls did not hum. The floor did not pulse. Even the air seemed restrained, as though the House itself had decided to withhold response.

	Behind her, the Pale Student stood at a measured distance.

	Mara did not turn, but she felt her—felt the familiar tension of proximity, sharpened now by the events of the previous chamber. The rivalry no longer felt theoretical. It had weight. It pressed lightly but persistently against Mara’s spine.

	The Sovereign had not yet spoken.

	He stood to the side, half-shadowed, his posture relaxed in a way that suggested certainty rather than ease. He watched the door, not Mara. That alone unsettled her more than any scrutiny could have.

	Minutes passed.

	Or perhaps it only felt that way. Time behaved strangely near the Fourth Door, stretching and contracting without warning. Mara’s breath remained steady, but a quiet awareness began to surface beneath her composure.

	It should have opened.

	She had been marked.
 She had been chosen.
 She had obeyed.

	The door remained closed.

	The Pale Student shifted her weight.

	The movement was subtle, nearly silent, but the chamber noticed. A faint tightening of the air followed, a reminder that nothing here went unrecorded. Mara resisted the urge to glance back. The door had her attention now—its refusal, its stillness, its absolute lack of response.

	At last, the Sovereign spoke.

	“Not all doors open when you arrive.”

	His voice did not echo. It did not resonate. It landed with precision, each word placed exactly where it was meant to be.

	Mara did not respond.

	She waited.

	The Sovereign stepped closer—not to her, but to the door. He did not touch it. He did not gesture toward it. He simply stood beside it, his presence altering the chamber in a way Mara could feel but not name.

	“This door does not test obedience,” he continued. “It tests readiness.”

	The Pale Student inhaled.

	The sound was controlled, disciplined—but not invisible. The Sovereign’s gaze shifted toward her briefly, then returned to the door.

	“Readiness,” he said, “is not proven by desire.”

	Mara felt the words settle into her body, heavy and deliberate. She adjusted her stance almost imperceptibly, grounding herself, aligning her posture the way she had been taught.
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