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Chapter One: The Arrangement
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The file on Ren Ashford was eleven pages long.

Soren had read it four times on the flight over — not because he needed to, but because repetition was how he made things manageable. He reduced problems to their components, learned the weight of each piece, and arranged them into something he could carry without it showing.

By the time the car turned through Harlow’s east gate, he had the file memorized.

Ren Ashford. Twenty-two. Second year. Pre-law, though the academic record suggested he treated the degree as an inconvenience rather than an ambition. GPA sitting at a comfortable 3.4 — not because he lacked the intelligence for higher, the aptitude scores made that clear — but because he applied himself selectively, like a man who had decided some things weren’t worth the full weight of his attention.

Disciplinary notes: two formal complaints from faculty, both for disruption, both withdrawn before escalating. One incident report from campus security involving a confrontation outside the east hall — the other party had declined to press the matter further.

Under known associations, the file listed four names. Under known enemies, it listed seven.

Most people Soren assessed had those numbers reversed.

The car stopped.

Soren looked up from the page he’d already read and at the building through the window — pale stone, ivy at the corners, the kind of architecture that wanted you to understand something about permanence. Harlow University had been educating the children of important men for a hundred and forty years, and it wore the history like a pressed suit. Deliberate. Immovable.

He got out without waiting for the driver.

The apartment was on the fourth floor of a residential building reserved for upperclassmen and a small number of graduate-adjacent students whose circumstances warranted separation from the standard dormitories. Soren’s circumstances, apparently, warranted it. The rooms were clean, neutral, furnished in the specific shade of beige that communicated comfortable enough to ignore — which suited him. He didn’t need a space that spoke. He needed a space that contained.

He unpacked in forty minutes. Methodically. Everything in a designated location, nothing left to chance or mood. His books on the desk in order of relevance, not preference. His laptop positioned at the precise angle that prevented screen glare from the east-facing window. His single personal item — a photograph, taken a long time ago, of a woman with light eyes and a complicated smile — placed face-down in the top drawer, out of sight, still present.

He stood in the center of the finished room and assessed it.

Functional.

He opened the file again, though he didn’t need to.

The dinner was held in a private room on the ground floor of Harlow’s oldest administrative building — a room normally used for faculty meetings and endowment discussions, now cleared and set for seven. White tablecloth. Crystal that caught the candlelight in a way that was probably intentional. Two men at the far end of the table, already seated when Soren arrived, neither of whom he recognized from the file but both of whom had the particular stillness of people who managed things from a distance and never got their hands directly involved.

Ivar was already in position along the wall, back straight, eyes on the room. He gave Soren a single nod as he entered. Everything is as expected. Soren crossed to the table.

He was the fourth to arrive.

He knew the moment Ren Ashford walked in, not because he was watching the door, but because the room shifted. Not dramatically — just the small recalibration of air and attention that happens when someone enters a space and the space notices.

Soren looked up.

The file photograph had been a candid, taken from a distance, and had not been especially useful as a reference. This was more useful. Ren Ashford was taller than the listed height suggested — not the measurement, but the impression of it, something in the way he stood that added dimension. Dark hair, cut short on the sides and left longer on top in a way that managed to look both careless and deliberate. The jacket he wore was expensive and slightly wrong for the occasion, like he’d chosen it knowing it was slightly wrong.

His eyes moved across the room in a single sweep, landed on Soren for approximately one second, and moved on.

He sat down two seats away without speaking.

The dinner proceeded the way these things always proceeded — carefully, incrementally, each piece of conversation a negotiation disguised as small talk. The two representatives from the Voss side discussed logistics with the patience of men who had done this before. The Ashford associate — older, wire-framed glasses, a pen he kept clicking — responded in kind.

Soren ate and said nothing that wasn’t required.

Ren, across the table and one seat to the left, said considerably more than was required.

It started quietly enough — a comment about the wine that was technically a compliment and technically wasn’t, delivered to no one in particular with the relaxed confidence of someone who had never once in his life second-guessed whether a room wanted to hear from him. The Ashford associate smiled with the practiced warmth of a man managing his principal’s volatility from long experience.

Soren noted it.

Then the conversation turned to the structure of the year — the arrangement, as Gregor had called it on the phone, with the specific tone he used when he wanted something to sound smaller than it was. Both heirs at Harlow. Both visible. The alliance demonstrated through proximity, through shared space, through the implicit message sent to the rival faction that the Voss and Ashford organizations were not going to fracture under pressure.

One year, Gregor had said. Uncomplicated.

Soren had said, Yes.

He had not, at that point, met Ren Ashford.

“So essentially,” Ren said, breaking a pause in the conversation with the ease of someone who found pauses personally offensive, “we’re decorative.”

The Ashford associate’s pen stopped clicking.

“The arrangement serves a strategic—” the Voss representative began.

“I understand what it serves.” Ren reached for his glass. “I’m asking what we’re supposed to do with the rest of it. The year. The part that isn’t a show.” He looked across the table then — directly at Soren, for the first time since they’d sat down — with an expression that was almost pleasant and almost a challenge and precisely neither. “What do you think?”

The table went quiet in the particular way that happened when something small became load-bearing.

Soren looked at him.

Ren Ashford looked back. Still almost pleasant. Waiting.

Soren picked up his water glass, took a measured sip, and set it back down. “I think it doesn’t matter what we think,” he said. “Which is presumably why no one asked us.”

Something moved in Ren’s expression — not offense, not amusement exactly. Something that hadn’t been named yet. He held Soren’s gaze for one more beat, then turned back to his wine with a small sound that might have been a laugh and might have been something else.

“Fair enough,” he said.

The conversation resumed. The representatives relaxed by degrees. Ivar, along the wall, remained still.

Soren returned his attention to his plate and did not look at Ren Ashford again for the remainder of the evening.

He was aware, with the low-level precision of a man trained to track things at the periphery, that Ren looked at him three more times.

After, in the corridor outside, while the representatives exchanged final pleasantries at the far end of the hall, Ren fell into step beside Soren without announcement.

Soren kept walking.

“The silent treatment already.” Ren matched his pace without effort. “We haven’t even made it to the first week.”

“I’m not giving you the silent treatment. I have nothing to say.”

“You had something to say at the table.”

“I had one thing to say. I said it.”

Ren was quiet for approximately four seconds. For Ren Ashford, Soren would later come to understand, four seconds of quiet was the equivalent of a significant pause for anyone else.

“You’re going to be a nightmare to share a campus with,” Ren said.

Soren stopped at the door to the corridor. Pushed it open. Cold air moved in from the courtyard beyond, carrying the smell of wet stone and cut grass.

He looked at Ren. “The feeling,” he said, “is mutual.”

He walked out.

The door closed behind him.

He crossed the courtyard alone, hands in his pockets, the lit windows of Harlow’s buildings throwing yellow rectangles across the dark ground. The file on Ren Ashford was precise in its facts and useless in its conclusions. Volatile. Reckless. Unreliable.

Soren had met volatile men. He knew what they looked like when they were simply volatile — the kind of reckless that was just reckless, no structure underneath, no engine running it.

That was not what he’d seen at the table.

What he’d seen at the table was a man asking a real question in the only register he’d been given to ask it. What do we do with the year. The part that isn’t a show.

Soren had not answered that question. He had redirected it, efficiently, and Ren had let him — had turned away and laughed and let the moment dissolve. Like someone practiced at releasing things before they could be taken from him.

Soren filed this.

He didn’t examine why he filed it under important rather than irrelevant.

He crossed the remaining length of the courtyard and went inside.

Above him, from somewhere in the upper floors of the east building, a light was still on.

He didn’t look up to see which window.
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Chapter Two: First Blood
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The thing about Soren Voss was that he didn’t react.

Ren had been testing people his entire life — not maliciously, or not always, but because reaction was information and information was the only currency that had ever actually kept him safe. You pushed, you watched what moved, and you learned the shape of a person faster than any conversation would show you.

Soren hadn’t moved.

Not at the table when Ren asked the question. Not in the corridor when Ren pushed harder. Not even at the door when Ren had said the thing about sharing a campus — which was not his most sophisticated line, fine, but it had landed on harder men and gotten something back.

Nothing.

Flat, gray eyes and one sentence delivered like he was reading from a document.

The feeling is mutual.

And then he’d walked out into the dark like the conversation was a room he’d already left before his body caught up.

Ren lay on his back in his apartment — his real apartment, the one he’d had for two years, not whatever neutral beige box they’d presumably put Voss in — and stared at the ceiling.

It was eleven-forty. Locke had texted three times. He hadn’t answered.

He was thinking about a man he’d decided not to think about, which was a position he didn’t usually find himself in because he was generally better than this at deciding things.

Locke showed up at quarter past midnight with a bottle and the expression of someone who had already formed an opinion and was waiting for permission to share it.

Ren let him in without looking away from the ceiling.

“You’re doing the thing,” Locke said, dropping onto the couch and cracking the bottle open with practiced ease.

“I’m not doing a thing. I’m lying down.”

“You lie down like a normal person when you’re tired. You lie down like that when something’s gotten under your skin and you’re mad about it.” Locke held out the bottle. “So which Voss was it.”

Ren sat up and took the bottle. “I met exactly one Voss.”

“And?”

“And nothing. He’s exactly what the brief said. Cold, controlled, probably sleeps in a pressed shirt.” He drank. “He’ll be easy to handle.”

Locke looked at him for a moment with the patient, slightly infuriating expression of someone who had known Ren for four years and had learned to read the specific frequency of his deflections.

“Right,” Locke said.

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to say something.”

“I was going to say I’m glad it’s going to be easy.” Locke took the bottle back. “Since you look completely relaxed and not at all like someone who spent the last ninety minutes making friends with your ceiling.”

Ren said nothing, which was, as Locke well knew, its own kind of answer.

He found Soren in their shared elective by accident.

Criminal Justice Ethics was a gap-filler in Ren’s schedule — one of three options that fit the slot and the only one that didn’t require a textbook he’d have to actually purchase. He walked in seven minutes late on the first day, scanned for a seat, and stopped.

Soren was in the third row from the front. Left side, aisle seat, laptop open, posture immaculate in the way of someone who hadn’t been told to sit up straight since childhood because they’d never needed to be told. He had a pen in his hand and was making a note on something before the professor had even finished her introduction.

He didn’t look up when Ren walked in.

Ren considered the open seat at the back.

He sat down next to Soren.

The pen stopped moving.

Ren pulled out his phone, tilted back slightly in his chair, and waited. The professor launched into the first lecture — jurisdiction, ethics, the social contract and its discontents — and Ren listened with the portion of his attention that wasn’t occupied by the quality of the silence coming from the person beside him.

Soren’s silence had texture. Most people’s silence was just an absence of sound. Soren’s had weight and edge, like something constructed and maintained at low, constant effort. Ren had met a handful of people who had that quality. They were uniformly dangerous, every one of them, though not always in the ways that were visible first.

Twenty minutes in, he leaned slightly toward Soren and said, quietly enough not to carry, “Do you actually use shorthand or are those just decorative marks.”

Soren didn’t look up. “Shorthand.”

“Who taught you shorthand.”

“I taught myself.”

“Of course you did.”

The pen kept moving. “Is there a point to this conversation?”

“I’m being friendly.”

“You’re being disruptive.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.” Ren glanced at the notes. They were dense, organized, structured with a precision that was genuinely impressive and slightly irritating. “You’re going to make the rest of us look bad.”

Soren turned a page. “You were already managing that independently.”

Ren looked at him. Soren was still watching the professor, pen moving, expression unchanged. If he knew that had landed, he showed nothing.

Ren faced forward and spent the remaining forty minutes in a state he would not have described as intrigued, because he wasn’t, and any evidence to the contrary was circumstantial.

He started paying attention the way he paid attention to problems.

Not consciously, not as a decision — it was closer to the way water found a crack, the way something in his peripheral awareness oriented without him telling it to. He noticed Soren in the library Thursday evening, sitting in a corner with a book that had nothing to do with coursework — the spine worn, the pages soft, the kind of reading you did because you wanted to, not because it served a function. He noticed the coffee cup at his elbow, half-finished, long cold by the look of it. He noticed that Soren turned pages slowly, not skimming — actually reading, fully present in a way he never quite was in any room that contained other people.

Ren stood in the stacks for approximately forty-five seconds longer than he needed to.

Then he walked over and sat down across from him.

Soren didn’t look up immediately. He finished the paragraph — Ren could tell by the slight pause before the page turned — and then he looked up.

“You’re bored,” he said. “Find someone who cares.”

“I’m not bored. I was in the library anyway.”

Soren looked at him. The flat gray eyes moved to Ren’s hands — empty, no book, no bag — and back up.

Ren met the look without adjusting his expression. “I forgot my jacket.”

“You’re not wearing a jacket.”

“I was going to get one.”

A pause. Soren looked at him for one more second — measuring something, or perhaps simply waiting to see what Ren would do next — then lowered his eyes back to the page.

He didn’t tell Ren to leave again.

Ren pulled out his phone and stayed for thirty-five minutes. He left when Soren closed the book, not because he was following the cue but because he had a seminar at eight and had been about to leave anyway, which was completely different.

He was halfway across the library when he realized Soren had never once asked why he was still there.

He’d simply let him stay.

Ren turned that over on the walk back to his apartment and didn’t find an angle on it that made comfortable sense, which was unusual, and unusual things had a tendency to keep him awake.

He was awake until two.

He ran into Locke outside the dining hall Friday morning and made the mistake of being two minutes late to managing his expression.

Locke stopped walking. Looked at him.

“Don’t,” Ren said.

“I genuinely haven’t said—”

“Whatever face you’re making, stop making it.”

“This is just my face.”

“It’s not just your face. It’s the face you make when you’ve already figured something out and you’re waiting for me to catch up.”

Locke considered this. “And if I have?”

“Then keep it to yourself.”

“Okay.” They resumed walking. Locke held the door. “How’s the alliance going.”

“Fine.”

“And Voss?”

“Also fine.”

“Also fine,” Locke repeated. “Great. Glad it’s all fine.”

Ren took a tray. Locke took a tray. They moved through the line in the specific comfortable silence of people who had been friends long enough that silence didn’t need to be managed, and Ren was grateful for it because what he needed right now was to eat something and stop thinking about a man who read novels with the focused devotion of someone protecting a private world, and who had watched Ren stay for thirty-five minutes without asking a single question about it.

He was not, he decided firmly, thinking about that.

“He said two things to me in the seminar,” Ren said, without planning to.

Locke sat down across from him. Picked up his fork. Said nothing, which was Locke’s most effective technique and he knew it.

“One of them was actually sharp.” Ren looked at his plate. “Didn’t see it coming.”

“What was the other one?”

“A correction.”

“A correction.”

“About shorthand.” Ren ate. “It’s not important.”

“Sure.” Locke ate. “So it’s still fine.”

“It’s completely fine.”

“Glad we cleared that up.”

Ren pointed his fork at him. “I’m aware you think you know something.”

“I think,” Locke said carefully, with the measured tone of someone choosing each word like it was weight-bearing, “that you came back from that dinner and spent an hour with your ceiling, and you just voluntarily brought up a man you’ve told me twice is not a concern, and that the specific way you’re holding your fork right now tells me you’re about one more comment away from throwing it at me.” He picked up his coffee. “So I’ll just say: be careful.”

“I’m always careful.”

Locke looked at him over the rim of the cup with an expression that communicated, with great efficiency and zero cruelty, that this was among the least accurate things Ren had ever said.

Ren put his fork down.

“He’s a liability,” Ren said. “He’s here because our fathers decided to use us as window dressing for an alliance neither of them actually trusts. He reports back to Gregor Voss, I guarantee it. The file we have on him says controlled, meticulous, and loyal to the organization above everything else.” He looked at Locke. “He’s the last thing I need to be wasting attention on.”

“Okay,” Locke said.

“Okay?”

“Okay.” Locke shrugged. “You’ve clearly thought it through very rationally and reached a very sensible conclusion.” He finished his coffee. “So you’ll have no problem leaving it there.”

He stood, picked up his tray, and went.

Ren sat alone at the table.

Through the dining hall window, across the courtyard, the east building’s main entrance opened and Soren Voss walked out into the morning with a coffee cup and a bag over one shoulder, heading toward the lecture halls. Unhurried. Contained. The weak autumn light making no impression on him whatsoever, like he’d already factored weather into his calculations and found it irrelevant.

He didn’t look toward the dining hall.

Ren watched him until he turned the corner and was gone.

The last thing, he thought, I need to be wasting attention on.

He picked up his fork.

He ate.

He thought about the paragraph Soren had finished before he’d looked up from the book, and the fact that he hadn’t asked Ren to leave, and the single sentence in the corridor that had been sharp enough to draw blood, and the way none of this was adding up to the eleven-page file he’d been handed, and the way that was, against every rational interest he had —

The most interesting thing that had happened to him in two years.
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Chapter Three: The Cold Science of Irritation
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The seminar was called Criminal Justice Ethics and met on Monday and Wednesday mornings at nine, which Soren had selected because the time slot was efficient and the subject matter was professionally relevant and because the professor — Dr. Anara Veld, published, precise, with a reputation for dismantling weak arguments without raising her voice — was the kind of instructor who made attendance worth the hour.

He had not selected it because of Ren Ashford.

Ren Ashford had selected it because of him, which Soren had concluded by Wednesday of the first week based on the following: the seat Ren chose was never the same one twice, but it was always adjacent, and the expression Ren wore when he dropped into it — that particular quality of casual that required more effort than its opposite — was the expression of someone performing a decision rather than making one.

Soren noted this and said nothing about it, which was its own kind of strategy.

Wednesday. Nine-oh-four. Ren arrived late again, which Soren was beginning to suspect was not carelessness but preference — a way of entering a room that had already settled, so the disturbance was entirely his.

He sat down on Soren’s right.

Dr. Veld was midway through a breakdown of the philosophical tension between punitive and restorative justice models — sharp, methodical, building an argument that rewarded close attention. Soren was paying close attention. He had two pages of notes and a question forming in the margin that he hadn’t decided whether to raise.

Ren pulled out a single pen, uncapped it, and wrote nothing.

Soren kept writing.

Twelve minutes passed. Dr. Veld moved into case precedent — a series of rulings that tested the boundary between rehabilitation and accountability — and Soren was tracking the thread carefully when Ren shifted in his seat and said, at the precise low register that carried to Soren and no further, “She’s going to reverse the argument in the last ten minutes.”

Soren didn’t look up. “She’s building a premise.”

“She’s building a trap. Watch the structure — she’s presenting the punitive case too cleanly. She wants someone to agree with it.”

Soren’s pen slowed without stopping. He looked at the board. At Dr. Veld’s notes, the sequence of them, the way the restorative counterarguments had been introduced and then set aside rather than dismantled.

He had seen it as scaffolding. Ren had seen it as bait.

He wrote nothing for approximately fifteen seconds, which was unusual for him.

“You’ve taken her before,” he said.

“First year.” Ren was watching the front of the room with the look of someone enjoying something. “She failed four people in one semester for agreeing with premises she’d planted. Academically ruthless. I respect it enormously.”

Dr. Veld turned from the board. “The punitive model, as I’ve outlined it, has a compelling internal logic.” She looked across the seminar. “Would anyone like to defend it?”

Two hands went up. Soren looked at the structure of the argument again — the precision of it, the way the counterweights had been carefully removed — and kept his hand down.

Ren glanced at him sideways. Said nothing. The corner of his mouth moved in a way that wasn’t quite a smile and wasn’t quite not one.

Both students who’d raised their hands spent the next eight minutes being carefully, courteously demolished. Dr. Veld didn’t raise her voice once. When she finished, she looked at the room.

“The punitive model,” she said, “has an internally consistent logic and is philosophically indefensible. I trust this will inform how you approach the first paper.” She closed her notes. “For Wednesday, I want eight hundred words on where the model fails at the individual level. Not the systemic level. The individual.”

She dismissed them.

Outside, the corridor filled with the low-level noise of departing students. Soren was repacking his bag with the efficiency of a man who had a twelve-thirty seminar across campus when Ren stopped beside him — not walking away, just stopped, like he’d decided something.

“You were going to raise your hand,” Ren said.

“I was considering it.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.”

“Because you’d caught it by then or because I told you?”

Soren looked at him. It was a real question, which was occasionally what Ren’s questions were, underneath the register of provocation. “Because I’d caught it. Your observation confirmed rather than informed.”

Ren considered this. “That’s a very precise distinction.”

“It’s an accurate one.”

“Most people would’ve just said thanks.”

“I’m not thanking you for something you didn’t do.”

Ren looked at him for a beat — that particular look, the one that Soren had begun cataloguing without meaning to, that moved across his face when something landed differently than he’d expected it to. Not offense. Not amusement. The thing between them that didn’t have a clean name yet.

“You’re serious all the time,” Ren said. “Not performing it. Actually.”

“Is that a problem.”

“No.” He sounded faintly surprised. “It’s just unusual.”

Soren zipped his bag. “I’ll note your feedback.”

Ren laughed — a short, real one, unguarded in a way his other laughs weren’t — and Soren had his bag over his shoulder and was three steps down the corridor before he processed what had changed in it. The laugh Ren aimed at rooms was larger, easier, constructed for the space it needed to fill. This one had been small. Involuntary.

He filed it.

He didn’t examine why it warranted filing.

The paper took him ninety minutes. He sent it Thursday evening, four days before it was due, and spent the remaining time before his next obligation reading — the novel he’d had since Vienna, purchased at an airport bookshop on a six-hour delay, chosen because the cover was plain and the first page had one sentence that stopped him and made him read it again.

He was two-thirds through it. He read slowly, which people who knew him found surprising, as though speed were the point of reading. He read the way he did most things — thoroughly, without rushing toward the end, because the end was the part that closed something, and closed things didn’t open again.

His phone was face-down on the desk. It buzzed twice — Gregor’s assistant, then Petra — and he read both messages without responding immediately, which he was allowed to do and which Gregor found consistently irritating, which was one of the few small freedoms Soren had been consistently unwilling to give up.

Petra’s message said: Tell me it’s not as grim as the pictures suggest.

The pictures, presumably, being whatever Ivar had filed in his weekly summary. Soren typed back: Harlow is architecturally sound. The rest remains to be assessed.

Petra replied in under ten seconds: That’s the most you’ve said about anything in two months. I’m concerned.

He put the phone face-down again.

He read for another hour.

Friday morning, Ivar appeared at his door at seven-fifteen. He was the kind of man who communicated primarily through posture, and his posture that morning communicated something he hadn’t decided to say yet.

Soren poured a second coffee and set it on the table.

Ivar sat. Drank. “Gregor wants a preliminary assessment by end of week.”

“It’s been six days.”

“I’m aware.” He turned the cup in his hands — a habit, a tell. “He’s looking for behavioral indicators. Whether Ashford is as undisciplined as the previous reports suggest. Whether the alliance is going to hold or require active management.”

“And if it requires active management?”

“Then you’ll actively manage it.” Ivar set the cup down. “He wants your read on the son specifically.”

Soren sat. He thought about the seminar. About the library, about the eight-hundred word paper that had probably taken Ren forty minutes and been deliberately, perversely adequate. About the question in the corridor — because you’d caught it or because I told you — that had been, underneath everything else, a question about honesty.

“Too early for a reliable assessment,” he said.

Ivar looked at him. “That’s not what you’ll write.”

“No. That’s not what I’ll write.”

“What will you write?”

Soren thought about it. “That the behavioral record is consistent with the reported profile. Sufficient volatility to require monitoring. No immediate indicators of threat to the alliance structure.” He picked up his coffee. “Which is accurate.”

“It’s partial.”

“Most assessments are.”

Ivar held his gaze for a moment — the specific look of a man who had known Soren long enough to distinguish between economy and omission, who had not yet decided which this was. He didn’t push. That was one of Ivar’s more valuable qualities: he knew when to wait.

“There’s a gathering tonight,” Ivar said. “Off-campus house, east of the main gate. Half the student body, by the look of it. You should be seen.”

“Seen by whom.”

“Anyone who matters. Including Ashford.” He stood. “Optics, not strategy. Two hours.”

“I’ll be there.”

Ivar nodded and let himself out. Soren sat with his coffee and looked at the window, at the October light coming flat and clean through the glass.

He had written a partial assessment. He had written it without debating the decision, which meant the decision had already been made somewhere he hadn’t been paying attention.

He identified the reason for the omission with the detached precision he brought to most diagnoses: he didn’t yet know what he was looking at, and he preferred not to file things under the wrong heading.

This was professionally sound.

He was nearly convinced by it.

The house was full by nine. The kind of full that meant noise and heat and the specific social density that Soren found draining in the clean, measurable way that certain inputs drained him — not distressing, simply expensive. He positioned himself with a drink he wasn’t consuming against a wall that gave him a clear sightline to most of the room, and he waited for two hours to pass.

He saw Ren in the first ten minutes.

He wasn’t looking for him. He simply saw him, the way you saw a fire in a dark room — not because you directed your attention at it, but because attention moved toward light and heat regardless of instruction.

Ren was across the room and slightly elevated — the house had a split level, the far side raised by two steps, which gave the people standing there a fractional advantage of position that Soren suspected Ren had identified and used deliberately. He was talking to three people at once, the fluid way of someone who managed groups the way a conductor managed an orchestra — drawing each section forward in turn, making each player feel briefly central.

He was performing. Soren could see the seams of it. He could also see the quality of the performance, which was high.

What he hadn’t expected to see was the moment it stopped.

It happened at the far edge of the elevated section — a man Soren didn’t recognize, broad, the kind of posture that was looking for an occasion — who moved into Ren’s space and said something close to his ear. Something short. Ren went very still in the way that Soren had seen exactly once before, at the dinner table, when the stillness had preceded a careful, measured response.

This time it didn’t precede that.

Ren’s hand moved first. The drink went somewhere. The man’s collar went somewhere else.

Three people got between them in the first five seconds. Another two in the next three. Someone was saying his name — Ren, Ren — and Ren was not responding to his name, which was different from not hearing it.

Soren watched.

He watched Ren get pulled back — still not fully present, still running on whatever signal had fired — and watched the room redistribute itself around the incident with the practiced ease of people who had seen this happen before, who had systems for it, which meant it wasn’t the first time.

Eventually Ren surfaced. The man was gone. Locke had materialized from somewhere and had a hand on Ren’s arm and was talking to him in a low voice, the tone of someone walking someone else back from a ledge through sheer familiarity.

Ren looked up.

Across the room, directly, he looked up and found Soren’s eyes as though he’d known where they were.

Soren didn’t look away.

Ren held it for a moment — something moving through his expression that was not the performed version, was not the laugh or the provocation or the managed surface, but something rawer and less finished underneath, visible only because his guard had been stripped back by something Soren hadn’t heard and couldn’t assess.

Then Locke said something and Ren looked away.

Soren stood against the wall for another forty minutes and didn’t move.

He had a new line to write in the assessment.

He had no intention of writing it.
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Chapter Four: The Wrong Kind of Curious
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Ren didn’t remember the walk back from the party.

He remembered pieces — Locke’s hand on his arm, the cold air when they got outside, the specific quality of Locke’s silence that meant I’m not going to ask right now but I will ask — and he remembered stopping at the corner of the east path and realizing he didn’t know how long he’d been walking.

He remembered Soren’s eyes across the room.

Not the incident. Not what Briggs had said, though the words were in his head the way certain things lodged, not in the memory exactly but in the tissue around it, tender when pressure was applied. He remembered Soren watching with that particular stillness — not the stillness of someone who didn’t care, not indifference, something else that he hadn’t categorized yet — and looking up and finding those eyes already on him without having to search.

He didn’t know what to do with that.

He went to bed and didn’t sleep well, which was not unusual, and woke up at five-forty with the low-grade tension that lived in his chest on bad mornings and reminded him that certain things didn’t stay filed where you put them.

He ran.

The track was empty at this hour. The sky was the particular shade of pre-dawn gray that made everything look provisional, like the world hadn’t committed to the day yet. His breath came in even pulls and he ran the same circuit he always ran — four laps to settle the engine, then pace, then the last lap faster than necessary because some mornings the point was to outrun something and the specific thing didn’t matter.

He was halfway through the third lap when he heard footsteps behind him.

Even. Measured. Not gaining, not falling back.

He didn’t slow down.

Neither did whoever was behind him.

He finished the third lap and moved into the fourth and the footsteps stayed at the same distance, the same tempo, and after ninety seconds of this Ren accepted that it was either an extraordinary coincidence or he was already aware of who it was and had been aware since the first lap and simply hadn’t decided what to do about it.

He let the fourth lap finish without turning around.

At the end of the straight he stopped, hands on his knees, breathing. The footsteps behind him slowed and stopped.

He straightened and turned.

Soren was ten feet back, breathing controlled, dressed for running with the same lack of excess he brought to everything else. He looked at Ren the way he always looked at him — level, measuring, waiting to see what came next.

“You didn’t say anything,” Ren said. “For four laps.”

“You didn’t ask anything.”

“Most people would’ve announced themselves.”

“I was running.” Soren’s breath had already settled. “You knew I was there.”

It wasn’t a question. Ren found this more irritating than he would have if it had been wrong.

“What are you doing here at six in the morning.”

“Running.” He said it the way he said most things — simply, without insulation, as though the question deserved exactly the answer it had asked for and not one word more.

Ren looked at him for a moment. “Do you do this every morning.”

“Yes.”

“You never said.”

“You never asked.”

“I’ve barely known you two weeks.”

“I’m aware.” Soren looked at the track, then back at Ren. “Do you want to keep going or is this the end of it.”

Ren started running again.

He heard Soren fall into stride four feet to his left, and they ran the next two laps without speaking, and somewhere in the middle of the second one Ren’s chest unknotted by approximately thirty percent, which was the most it had unknotted since last night, which he was not going to think about.

They walked off the track without discussing it.

The campus was still mostly quiet — a few early movers, a facilities van crossing the far end of the main quad, pigeons with opinions about the library steps. Soren fell into step beside Ren at the gate and neither of them moved to separate, which Ren noticed and decided not to comment on, because commenting on it would make it a thing and currently it was simply what was happening.

“Last night,” Ren said, after they’d walked most of the path between the track and the east residential building.

“You don’t have to explain it.”

“I know I don’t.” He looked straight ahead. “Briggs is a third-year. We have a history that I handled badly two years ago, and he knows exactly which four words will skip every rational process I have.” He paused. “I’m not telling you this because you need to know it. I’m telling you because you were watching and now you’re going to file it wrong.”
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