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Chapter One

The morning before the Dungeon was supposed to take him, Kael Dawnmarch woke to the smell of his own funeral breakfast, and to the grey light that came through the gap in the shutters this time of year — not the confident gold of high summer, but the thin, apologetic light of a season already halfway out the door, filtering through air that smelled of turned earth and the first cold breath off the Greyfen hills.

That wasn’t fair, exactly, to call it a funeral breakfast. It was just porridge. His mother made the same porridge every morning of his life, oats boiled soft in goat’s milk with a spoon of last autumn’s honey stirred through until it went the color of old amber, and there was nothing about the smell of it that should have felt like a eulogy. But she’d made too much. He could tell before he’d even come fully awake, lying still under the low slant of the eaves and listening to the weight of the pot she’d chosen — the big one, the one that only came down off its hook for harvest suppers and sickness and the handful of days a year when the whole extended family crowded in from the outlying farms. She’d made enough for four, and there were three of them in the house, and Kael understood without being told that the fourth bowl was for the version of him that wouldn’t be sitting at this table in a week.

He lay in the dark a while longer than he needed to, mapping the room the way he’d mapped it every morning of his nineteen years without ever once having to open his eyes to do it. The slanted ceiling that met the wall two feet above his head, low enough that his father still ducked from old habit even though he hadn’t hit it since Kael was small. The single window, shuttered, letting in that thin grey light through a crack no wider than a knife blade. The smell of the barn rising up faintly through the floorboards — hay and old leather and the warm animal must of the two plow horses below — a smell he’d stopped noticing around the age of six and started missing, faintly, the one week he’d stayed in his aunt’s guest loft in Thessendale and discovered that a room could smell like nothing at all. A room that smells like nothing, he’d decided at eleven, watching dust motes turn in a shaft of unfamiliar light, is a room nobody has actually lived in. He’d never once found a reason to revise the thought.

Outside, beyond the shutter, Xarath was beginning the long, unhurried business of waking. He heard it before he saw any of it — the low, complaining groan of the mill wheel two streets over, catching the current and beginning its first slow turn of the day; a rooster somewhere past the tannery making the kind of noise that suggested he alone had personally arranged the sunrise; the creak of a cart axle being greased in someone’s yard, oil and iron and the particular patience of a farming town that had done this exact morning ten thousand times before and fully expected to do it ten thousand times again. Four miles east, past the last of the cultivated fields, past the low grey rise where nothing grew and the trees leaned oddly away from something none of them could see, the Xarath Hollow sat exactly where it had always sat — a wound in the land that the whole town had spent generations learning not to look at directly, the way you learn not to look directly at the sun.

He got up in the dark, because the sun in Xarath in late summer rose like it was faintly embarrassed to be doing so, one reluctant degree of grey at a time, and there was no sense lighting a candle for something that was going to happen regardless of whether he watched it happen. He dressed by feel — the same worn homespun shirt, the same trousers gone soft and pale at the knees from years of kneeling in the dirt beside his father — and came down the narrow stair, skipping the second step out of an instinct fifteen years deep, the one board in the whole house that had creaked for as long as he could remember and would apparently go on creaking long after he was gone, one way or another.

The kitchen was low-ceilinged and warm and smelled of woodsmoke and boiled oats, lit by the banked coals of the hearth and a single tallow candle his mother had allowed herself despite the hour. His father sat at the scarred plank table with the good scythe laid across a folded cloth in front of him, working a whetstone along its edge in long, unhurried strokes — the rasp of stone on steel a sound so constant in this house that Kael sometimes thought he could hear it even in the silence, the way a person keeps hearing the ocean after they’ve left the shore. Aldric Dawnmarch was a broad, sun-weathered man who solved most of his feelings by finding something to sharpen, and Kael had inherited the shoulders and, he suspected, the coping mechanism, minus the actual scythe.

“Morning,” Kael said, in the flat tone reserved for mornings that were trying too hard to pretend they were ordinary.

“Morning,” his father said, not looking up from the blade.

His mother stood at the hearth with her back very straight — straighter than the work required, straighter than the low fire and the heavy iron pot demanded — which was the shape her spine took whenever she’d privately decided that today, of all days, she was not going to cry in front of him. Marren Dawnmarch was small and quick-handed, her dark hair pulled back beneath a linen kerchief gone soft grey with years of washing, and when she finally turned from the fire her face was composed in every particular except her eyes, which had clearly not received the same instructions as the rest of her.

“Porridge is ready,” she said. “Sit.”

He sat. Four bowls waited on the table, set with the same careful precision she brought to everything, and he looked at them for a long moment — the extra one steaming faintly in the cool morning air, exactly like the other three, indistinguishable except for the fact that no fourth person existed to eat it.

“Ma,” he said. “There’s an extra bowl.”

“Is there,” she said, to the fire, not turning around.

“There’s four bowls and three of us.”

“Your father eats like two men.”

“I do,” his father agreed, still not looking up, with the flat, immediate conviction of a man who had clearly agreed, at some point in twenty years of marriage, to cover for his wife in considerably worse arguments than this one.

Kael let it go, because he had learned over nineteen years of being raised by these two specific people that this was, more often than not, the correct move — not because the fourth bowl wasn’t sad, but because naming the sadness out loud wouldn’t make it smaller. It would only make everyone sit with it fully lit instead of mercifully dim. He ate his porridge slowly, watching the grey light strengthen by degrees through the shutter crack, watching his mother eat almost nothing of her own portion and quietly push the extra spoon of honey toward his bowl instead, pretending not to notice him noticing her pretending not to notice. This was, broadly, the whole grammar of how his family loved one another — through logistics and small unspoken gestures, an economy of care so quiet it might have looked, to a stranger passing the window, almost exactly like indifference.

Beyond the shuttered window, Xarath kept waking — smoke rising in thin grey threads from a dozen chimneys, bending east on a wind that smelled faintly of the coming autumn, of cut hay and river damp and, underneath it all, so faint most days that no one but Petra Thall ever seemed to notice it at all, something colder and older drifting up from four miles east, carried on a wind that had crossed the Hollow’s mouth on its way here.




Chapter Two

Xarath did not look, in the low gold light of a morning finally committing to itself, like a town that lived four miles from a hole in the world. That, Kael had always thought, was rather the point of it.

He took the long way to the market square, the way he always did when he needed the walk more than he needed the destination, past Old Ferris’s orchard where the trees stood heavy and slightly guilty-looking under a crop of apples come in early and hard this year — a fact the whole town had spent the last month assigning meaning to, in the particular anxious way a farming community assigns meaning to weather the same season a birth-cohort turns twenty, without anyone ever quite agreeing on what the meaning actually was. The orchard rows ran down toward the low stone wall that marked the edge of cultivated land, and past that wall the ground began its long, gentle fall toward the river — silver-brown and slow this time of year, moving between banks thick with rushes and the skeletal white shapes of long-dead alders that no one had ever bothered to clear, their roots exposed and grey where the current had worn the bank away beneath them.

The town itself sat in the shallow crook of that river the way a stone sits in the crook of a hand — one real street, cobbled unevenly by some optimistic and under-skilled ancestor two generations back, running from the small stone chapel at the north end down to the town well at the south, with the market square crouched in its crooked middle like a comma nobody had ever gotten around to removing. Thatched roofs the color of wet straw crowded close along both sides, chimney smoke rising and bending in a wind that carried, this morning, the sweetish rot of fallen apples, the mineral tang of the river, and beneath both of those, so faint it could have been imagined, a colder note that didn’t belong to either.

A dog he didn’t recognize slept curled in the doorway of the tannery, entirely unbothered, in the posture of an animal that had already worked out, through some canine calculus of its own, that this particular doorway would never turn it away. Xarath kept more strays than any sensible town should have, on the general theory — never spoken aloud, but understood by everyone — that a place which sent its own children into the dark once a year had no business turning away anything else that wanted somewhere warm to sleep.

He found Petra Thall exactly where he expected to find her: crouched at the low stone lip of the well with a corked jar of river silt held up against the strengthening light, muttering to herself in the rhythm of a woman conducting an argument with a colleague who existed only in her own head and had, quite possibly, never existed anywhere else at all.

“Sediment’s wrong,” she announced, without turning, the moment his shadow fell across the water.

“Morning, Petra.”

“It’s wrong, Kael. The silt from the Hollow’s outflow channel has run four shades darker than it should for the better part of a week, and every soul in this town has decided that means nothing at all, because it is deeply inconvenient to think about the day before Cohort Week, and I would like it noted, for whatever passes as the historical record of this godforsaken well, that I noticed.”

Petra was somewhere past fifty, sharp-featured and sun-browned, dressed in a man’s traveling coat gone thin at the elbows and stitched at the cuffs so many times the original cloth had nearly disappeared beneath the mending. She had been, by her own frequently contradicted account, dismissed from three separate academies in three separate cities for reasons that shifted depending on the day and her mood, and had settled at last in Xarath because it was, she said, the one place in the whole region close enough to a Threshold to study it properly and far enough from anyone important enough to stop her. The town regarded her with the fondness reserved for a beloved eccentric whose theories had an unsettling habit of turning out, upon later and often much later inspection, to be correct.

“What does darker silt mean?” Kael asked, because ignoring Petra never actually stopped the information from arriving — it only delayed it, and delay had never once made her news better.

“I don’t know yet,” she said, with real delight, screwing the jar’s cork down tight. “Could be the water table shifting. Could be something down there’s been disturbed for the first time in longer than either of us has been alive. Could be nothing at all — silt, I remind you, is famously indifferent to narrative convenience, unlike certain overeager storytellers.” She finally looked up at him properly, and something in her face changed — softened, in a way that put him instantly and correctly on guard, because a soft Petra was rarer, and more alarming, than an excited one. “You’re going in tomorrow.”

“So I hear.”

“You, and the Halloran girl, and the Thornwood girl, and the little thief.”

“That’s the cohort.”

She studied him a long moment with the same clinical intensity she usually reserved for a jar of river mud, and when she spoke again her voice had lost its eccentric edge entirely. “You know what the Hollow actually does, don’t you? Not the story version children get told at the chapel. The true shape of it.”

“It’s a labyrinth that reads people and hands out a class at the end.”

“‘Reads’ is a generous word, and I’d ask you to set it down.” She capped the jar, tucking it into the deep pocket of her coat. “It’s older than that word makes it sound, boy. Water doesn’t decide the shape of a riverbed — it keeps moving until it finds the ground already worn thin, and it goes there, because that’s the path offering least resistance, and it makes no distinction between a gift and a wound when it arrives. To the Hollow, that’s the same material entirely.”

“Is that what kills the thirty percent, then? Being shown their own worn places?”

“No,” Petra said, flatly, with none of her usual relish. “Being shown a thing rarely kills anyone outright. What kills them is what waits further down, where the showing stops and the testing of what you can actually survive begins in earnest. I’ve buried enough of this town’s children to know the difference. Sella Marrow’s boy came apart on the honesty of a mirror, three years back, and walked out the other side hollowed but breathing. Old Ferris’s own nephew never walked out at all, and it wasn’t a mirror that took him — it was something with teeth, four floors down, that didn’t care one particle for what he’d confessed to along the way. Don’t mistake surviving the truth for surviving the Hollow entire. They’re not the same trial, and it very rarely tells you which one you’re standing in until you’re already standing in it.”

“Has anyone ever simply refused to go? Waited it out somewhere the gate couldn’t reach?”

“Two, that I know of, in thirty years of watching this town’s ledgers. Both left Xarath outright rather than turn twenty within four miles of that gate. The Hollow found them anyway — one in a river town two counties over, the day after her birthday, no warning, no fissure opening to announce itself, gone from her bed one morning the way morning fog goes. The other made it further, past his thirtieth year even, and by every account went peacefully in his sleep at last, which some in this town still whisper wasn’t sleep at all, so much as a very old debt finally calling itself in. I don’t put much stock in whispers. But I’ve never once heard of a third who tried and simply got away with it clean.”

She rose from the well’s edge with the small effortful sound of a woman whose knees had strong opinions about crouching near cold water at dawn, and fixed him with a look that had, for one disorienting moment, nothing eccentric left in it at all — only age, and clarity, and something that might, in a woman less determined to seem unbothered by everything, have passed for tenderness. “Whatever it shows you down there won’t be a lie, precisely. It won’t care whether the truth is kind. So know your own worn places, Kael Dawnmarch, before something older than this whole town finds them for you instead — and don’t ever mistake the finding of them for the whole of what you’ll be asked to survive.”




Chapter Three

Senna Halloran’s bedroom, at the hour Kael’s boots were still crossing the market square, looked like the inside of a mind that had stopped believing in tidiness sometime around the third year of an obsession and never looked back.

She sat cross-legged on the bare floorboards with her back against the bed frame, a fan of paper spread before her in careful, overlapping rows — four years of accumulated research given physical shape, columns ruled in a hand that had gotten smaller and more furious in exact proportion to how much genuine certainty it actually contained. Beside the paper sat the books: a water-stained, nearly illegible volume she had stolen from behind a shelf of unremarkable sermons in the chapel archive at the age of fifteen, two slimmer pamphlets acquired since through means she preferred not to discuss even with herself, and a single sheaf of transcribed lecture notes she’d paid for across eleven increasingly expensive letters to a traveling scholar’s apprentice who almost certainly thought she was either a prodigy or entirely unhinged, and had, wisely, declined to ask which.

Grey light came through her narrow window in a long pale bar that crossed the floor and climbed, by slow degrees, up the opposite wall — the same reluctant Xarath sunrise that had woken Kael two streets over, though Senna had been awake considerably longer than the sun, had in fact not properly slept at all, caught in the fever of a mind that knew, with total certainty, that it was running out of time to finish a piece of work four years in the making.

Patron Candidate. Known Domain. Historical Reliability. Contract Flexibility. Vibes. The old columns, worn soft at the creases from handling, had gotten too crowded with marginalia to be of any further use, and she’d started a fresh sheet sometime past midnight, adding a sixth heading in a hand gone tight with fatigue: Compatibility With My Actual Self, As Judged By Me, Since Evidently No One Else Intends To Bother.

This was not, she understood with the small cold clarity of someone too tired to lie to herself convincingly, a normal way to spend the last full day before her life changed forever. Kael would spend today doing chores and pretending not to be afraid. Brynn would eat something inadvisable and commune, in her particular fashion, with whatever tree happened to be nearest. Xandar would steal something on pure principle, the way other men breathed. And Senna would sit here on the cold floor of her own bedroom with four years of half-legal scholarship spread around her like a moat, attempting to interview an unknowable cosmic entity before it had ever bothered to show up — because the alternative, walking into that dark tomorrow and hoping whatever found her there was something she could live inside of afterward, was not a plan. It was a shrug dressed up in the clothing of one.

She did not intend to enter the single most permanent relationship of her adult life on the strength of a shrug.

“You’re going to give yourself a headache,” her mother said from the doorway — not for the first time in four years, and delivered now in the weary, affectionate tone of a woman who had long since stopped fighting her daughter’s strangeness and had simply, eventually, begun narrating it instead.

“I already have one,” Senna said, not looking up. “It’s the research kind. Those are the good kind.”

Mirelle Halloran came in anyway and settled on the edge of the narrow bed, the way she always did when she’d decided a conversation was happening whether or not her daughter had agreed to it. She was a small, weathered woman, her hair the same dark shade Senna’s had been before four years of candlelit reading had somehow, impossibly, put the first threads of grey in it early, and she looked now at the fan of paper across the floor — the diagrams, the crossed-out theories, the small furious handwriting — with an expression that mixed exhaustion and tenderness in a proportion Senna had never quite learned to read cleanly.

“You know it doesn’t work like that,” her mother said, gently. She had said some version of that sentence perhaps forty times across four years. It had never once landed. She said it again regardless, because that too, in its own quiet way, was a kind of love.

“Everyone keeps telling me what it isn’t. Nobody’s told me what it actually is, which suggests to me that either no one truly knows, or the people who do know have some private reason for the rest of us staying ignorant — and either way, that seems like precisely the kind of gap a careful person tries to close before making a decision she can’t undo.”

“It isn’t a decision, love. That’s the part you keep walking past. You don’t choose. You’re chosen.”

“That’s the part I find genuinely insulting,” Senna said, and heard her own voice come out sharper than intended, sharpened by four years of a fear she had never once spoken aloud to anyone, least of all herself. “Everyone else in this whole arrangement gets handed something that was already inside them. Kael walks in a farmer’s son who takes hits meant for people he loves, and he’ll walk out a fighting man who does the same thing with a fancier name attached. It isn’t creation, for them. It’s translation. But whatever finds a warlock doesn’t translate anything — it simply reaches in and picks, for its own reasons, which it owes no one an explanation for, and I am meant to stand there in the dark and let it, with no interview, no say, no way of knowing in advance whether the thing that chooses me actually wants what’s good for me or only wants a hand. A tool. A convenient shape to pour itself into.” Her hands had curled, at some point, into fists against her knees, without her quite noticing. “I don’t do well with things I cannot prepare for, Ma. You’ve known that about me since I was small.”

Her mother was quiet a moment, and when she spoke again the gentle correction had gone out of her voice, replaced with something plainer, and older.

“I’ve known it,” she said, “since you were seven, and you cried for two whole days because no one could tell you what lay past the mountains, and everyone said ‘nothing, probably,’ and you decided, then and there, that ‘probably’ would never again be an acceptable answer to anything.”

“I still think about that. I still think it was an unacceptable answer. Nobody’s ever gone to actually check. That’s not an answer. That’s everyone agreeing to be incurious at once and calling it consensus.”

Her mother reached over, gently, and lifted the water-stained old book from her daughter’s lap, setting it face-down on the boards, and took both of Senna’s hands in her own instead — smaller hands than they used to be, a detail that had unsettled Senna the first time she’d noticed it a year ago and continued to, faintly, every time since. “Here is the one true thing I know, from having lived rather longer than you,” she said. “You can prepare for the shape of a thing. You cannot prepare for the thing itself. I prepared for marriage by reading every book the peddler carts ever brought through this town on the subject, and then I met your father, and none of it mattered in the slightest, because he wasn’t a shape on a page. He was a person, and persons refuse to hold still long enough to be properly studied. Whatever waits for you down there tomorrow won’t be the thing in your books. It will be itself, entirely, and the only thing four years of reading will actually have taught you, when the moment comes, is how to think clearly in a room with no good answers left in it. Which,” she added, rising, moving toward the door, “is not nothing. It may, in fact, turn out to be the whole of the point.”

She paused in the doorway, one hand on the frame.

“Also,” she said, “you need to eat something that isn’t ink.”




Chapter Four

By the time the sun had climbed high enough to burn the last of the grey haze off the river, Senna had abandoned the sixth column of her list entirely — Compatibility With My Actual Self had proven, on reflection, impossible to score, since she had no reliable knowledge of what any given entity actually valued, which made it difficult to judge in advance whether it would value her — and moved instead to what she privately considered the load-bearing question beneath all the others: not who would find her tomorrow, but what kind of person she intended to be regardless of who did.

This, four years of increasingly obsessive reading had taught her, was the one true piece of leverage a new contractor actually possessed. No one chose their patron. Every text she’d ever found agreed on that point with the specific, weary unanimity scholars only reach after a thing has proven itself wrong, disastrously, at least once a century. But a person could choose — within the narrow, brutal margin any mortal was allowed — what they carried to that first meeting. What they refused outright. What they would let the whole arrangement burn to ash before they’d give away.

She had a second list for that. Shorter than the first, and it had taken longer to write, because it demanded a kind of honesty about herself that the rankings never had.

Things I will not trade, whatever the terms offered: 1. My name. Names carry weight. Every source agrees. I won’t sell mine for a discount. 2. My memory of my mother’s face. Certain things are known to ask for precisely this. I don’t care what’s offered instead. 3. The ability to say no, later. I don’t yet know what this one fully means. I only know it’s the one I’m most afraid of losing without noticing it go.

She was still staring at the third line, turning her pencil slowly between two fingers, when Kael’s whistle sounded from the lane below her window — three descending notes, the same call he’d used to fetch her out of the house since they were both young enough that fetching had meant scaling the garden fence rather than the fifteen-second walk down her own front path.

She very nearly didn’t go. She had been sitting on this floor, she realized with quiet embarrassment, for the better part of six hours, and the light through her window had moved from the thin grey of dawn to genuine gold without her once noticing the transition, and there existed a version of today in which she simply stayed exactly where she was, running the numbers on entities she couldn’t yet name, until the Threshold opened tomorrow and rendered every column of every list she had ever written entirely beside the point in the space of a single step through its gate.

She went anyway. Some questions, she was beginning — with real reluctance — to suspect, did not resolve through the addition of more research. Her mother had said something like that this morning, and Senna had filed it, at the time, under things mothers say that sound wise but are chiefly meant to make a daughter stop worrying. Six hours later, and no closer to an answer than when she’d started, she found herself willing to entertain the possibility that it had also been true.

Kael was waiting at the garden fence in the particular posture of a man who had been sent on an errand and knew it, and had decided, with visible effort, to be gracious about the assignment. “Your mother came and found mine,” he said, by way of greeting, “and asked whether I might ‘go retrieve’ you, and I want it noted for the record that I am merely the messenger in this arrangement and accept no responsibility whatsoever for the phrase ‘go retrieve.’”

“I wasn’t lost. I was working.”

“On the list.”

“On research.”

“Senna.” He fell into step beside her as she came out through the gate, and something in his voice had shifted, gone quieter, more careful — the register he saved for perhaps four conversations a year, and had apparently decided, without warning, that this would be one of them. “I’m not going to tell you to stop. You’ve been at this since we were fifteen. It’s the most you thing about you, honestly, the way you go at something frightening by trying to out-know it before it can surprise you. I understand it. I just don’t want you walking in there tomorrow believing that if it doesn’t unfold the way your notes predict, it means you did something wrong. You didn’t do anything wrong by being afraid and calling it homework. You just did it your way.”

She didn’t answer right away, because there was a pressure gathering behind her eyes that she recognized as the early architecture of tears, and she had no intention whatsoever of crying on a public lane in front of the tannery at eleven in the morning, the day before the most important day of her life.

“That’s annoyingly perceptive of you,” she managed at last.

“I’ve known you fifteen years. I contain multitudes.”

“You contain, at most, one and a half multitudes.”

“I’ll take it,” Kael said, and bumped her shoulder gently with his own, and that small, wordless gesture — more than the four years of stolen books, more than the careful architecture of ranked columns she’d built like scaffolding around a hole she couldn’t otherwise bring herself to look at directly — was the thing that finally let some of the pressure behind her eyes ease, just enough to breathe around.

They walked the rest of the way toward the square in a silence that had, somewhere in the last exchange, become entirely comfortable — past the low stone wall where Old Ferris’s orchard gave way to common ground, past the mill wheel turning its slow patient circle in water gone the color of weak tea in the strengthening light, toward the crooked heart of a town that had no idea, yet, exactly how much its ordinary rhythms were about to be tested.


