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PROLOGUE

	The Hollow, Eighteen Years Ago

	Della Mercer had run out of road, out of weave, and very nearly out of daughter.

	The rain had been falling since dusk, hard and sideways, turning the dirt track at the edge of the Hollow into a river of black silk. She ran along it with the baby crushed to her chest, one hand cupped over the small skull to keep the rain off, and she could feel the threads of the world fraying around her like wet thread under a blade. Tonight the Veil was thinner than it had been in thirty years. Tonight, if you knew how to look, you could see the seams of everything — the bright cords that ran between the four houses, the deep places where the dark pressed up against the world like a tongue against a tooth.

	Della had always known how to look. That was the whole trouble. That was why they were going to kill her.

	“Almost there,” she said into the baby’s hair. “Almost, almost. You’re so good. You’re not even crying.”

	The baby wasn’t crying. The baby was looking up at her with eyes too steady for a creature six weeks old, and Della’s heart broke clean down the middle, because she knew that steadiness. She’d worn it herself. It was the look of a child who already saw too much.

	The lights of the safe-house showed through the trees ahead — a crooked human cottage at the very lip of the wards, where the academy’s power thinned to nothing and the ordinary world began. A human woman waited in the doorway with a lantern, a midwife who owed Della a debt older than either of them wanted to remember. Beyond that door was the only country in the world where the Concord could not follow. The human world. The blind, loud, beautiful, untraceable human world, where you could lose a child so thoroughly that not even the weave could find her again.

	“They’ll look for you,” Della whispered, running, “but they’ll be looking in the wrong place. They always think there’s only one of anything worth keeping. That’s their mistake. That was always going to be their mistake.”

	She reached the door. The midwife reached for the baby.

	“No records,” Della said, pressing the bundle into the woman’s arms. Her voice came out shredded. “No name they can trace. Let the humans name her whatever they like. Let her be ordinary. Let her be bored.” She caught the woman’s wrist hard enough to bruise. “Promise me she’ll be bored.”

	“Della—”

	“Promise me.”

	“I promise.”

	Della bent, one last time, and turned the baby’s tiny fist over in the lantern light. There, on the inside of the small wrist, pale as a scar that had healed before birth: a thin curved mark, like the rind of a moon, like a sickle laid on its back. The mark every one of them was born with. The mark that told the world exactly what she was and exactly what she could do to it.

	“I’m sorry about that,” Della murmured, and kissed it. “I’d take it off you if I could. Wear long sleeves, my love. Don’t let anyone see.”

	Then the threads behind her went taut, all at once, like a net drawing closed, and she knew her time was spent.

	She stepped back into the rain and pulled the door shut between them.

	They came out of the dark without hurry, because people who have already won are never in a hurry. Four of them. Five. She didn’t bother counting. At the front walked a figure in a hood the color of wet ash, and she couldn’t see his face, and she understood that she was not supposed to. He was the kind of man who arranged things. The kind who was never quite present at the thing he arranged.

	“Della Mercer,” the hooded man said, pleasantly, as if greeting her at a party. “You’ve made a great deal of trouble for a woman who only wanted to be left alone.”

	“I only wanted to be left alone,” she agreed.

	“And the child?”

	“What child?”

	He sighed — a small, disappointed sound, the sigh of a man who had hoped she would be reasonable. Then he lifted one gloved hand and beckoned, and from the back of the group a young man came forward.

	He was barely more than a boy, really. Twenty, perhaps. He had a scholar’s soft hands and a scholar’s careful face, and when the lantern light caught him Della saw that he was weeping — quietly, steadily, the tears running down into his collar while his expression stayed perfectly composed, as if his grief and his duty lived in two different houses and had agreed long ago not to speak.

	“You don’t have to do this,” Della told him gently. She felt, absurdly, sorrier for him than for herself. “You know that, don’t you? They told you it was mercy. They told you we’re the thing that ends the world. But it’s a lie, sweetheart. We’re the thing that ends theirs. That’s all. That’s the only world we threaten.”

	“I know what you are,” the young man said. His voice shook. “I’m sorry. I truly am. I’d give anything for it to be otherwise.” He raised both hands, and the weave between them lit. “But I’ve read the prophecies. I’ve seen what a Keystone can do to a world that isn’t ready. And I love this world too much to gamble it on the hope that you’re the gentle kind.”

	“There’s no gentle kind,” Della said. “There’s only the kind that binds and the kind that breaks. And nobody finds out which they are until it’s far, far too late to stop them.” She lifted her chin and looked, one last time, at the seams of everything — the bright cords, the deep dark, the whole glittering machinery of the world she was about to be cut out of. “Do it, then. But know this. You’re not saving anything tonight. You’re just teaching the next one of us that you can’t be reasoned with.”

	The young man closed his hands.

	The threads that ran through Della Mercer — the cords that made her a Keystone, the deep bright weave that had let her hold the whole world in her sight since the day she was born — drew tight, and frayed, and let go.

	There was no sound. That was the part nobody ever told you. An unmaking made no sound at all.

	By the time the rain washed the track clean, the only thing left of Della Mercer was a wet patch on the dirt and a young man on his knees in the mud, crying without a single change in his face, already practicing the sentence he would tell himself for the rest of his life:

	I did it because I love the world.

	Behind the cottage door, the human midwife held a baby who had not made a sound, who would not make a sound, who only stared up at the dark with eyes that already saw too much — and waited for the men outside to leave, the way they always did, having looked for one thing and found nothing, and never once thinking to wonder what a desperate woman might do with the time a closed door buys.

	---

	
ONE

	The Doorless Smile

	On the morning of my eighteenth birthday, I watched a man lie to a child, and I did the one thing I’d spent eighteen years training myself not to do.

	I opened my mouth.

	To be fair, I’d made it almost the whole shift without incident, which for me is basically a clean record. The Hollow Diner — no relation, I’d find out later, to any Hollow that mattered, just a sad chrome box off Route 9 with a name some optimist picked in 1962 — was dead quiet that morning, the way diners get on a Tuesday in February. Two truckers in a back booth. An old woman nursing decaf and a crossword. The cook, Manny, swearing at the grill in three languages. And me, eighteen years and about six hours old, refilling coffee I didn’t care about, counting down the days until the state stopped pretending I was its problem.

	Then the man came in with the little girl, and everything went wrong, because everything always goes wrong the moment somebody decides to lie where I can see it.

	Here’s the thing you have to understand about me, and it’s the thing that’s gotten me thrown out of four schools, three foster homes, and one church youth group that really should have known better: I can see when people lie. Not figure out. Not suspect. See. When somebody says a thing they know isn’t true, something happens to them — a kind of smear, a wrongness, a flinch under the skin that has nothing to do with their face. Their face can be perfectly calm. The wrongness doesn’t care about their face. It rises off a liar like heat off a road in August, and I have never in my life been able to not notice it, the way you’ve never once managed to not notice a fire alarm.

	When you’re a kid, this makes you a nightmare. You announce, loudly, at dinner, that Uncle Rick did not in fact catch a fish that big, and Uncle Rick does not appreciate it, and neither does anyone else, and pretty soon the adults start exchanging the look — the what is wrong with this child look — and pretty soon after that you’re in a new house with new adults who haven’t heard yet that you’re difficult.

	By eighteen I’d learned. Mostly. I’d learned to keep my face flat and my mouth shut and let the world tell itself whatever it needed to. Liars run the world; I figured that out early. There’s no percentage in being the only one who can see it.

	And then the man set the little girl up on a counter stool, and crouched down to her level, and said, “Daddy’s gonna be back Sunday, okay? I promise. I’ll be back Sunday and we’ll get pancakes.”

	And the wrongness came off him like steam off soup.

	He wasn’t coming back Sunday. He knew he wasn’t coming back Sunday. Maybe not ever — the lie was too big, too thick, for it to be a near-thing. And the little girl, who was maybe five, with her hair in two crooked braids somebody who loved her had clearly done their best on, looked up at him with her whole entire heart in her face and said, “Pancakes,” like it was a holy word.

	I have a rule. The rule is: not my circus, not my liars. The rule has kept me housed and fed and out of three separate group-home incident reports.

	I looked at that little girl believing in Sunday with everything she had, and I thought about being five and believing in things, and I broke my rule into approximately nine hundred pieces.

	“She’s gonna be at that window all Sunday,” I heard myself say. The coffee pot was still in my hand. “Just so you know. She’s gonna sit at whatever window faces the road and she’s gonna watch it get dark. You should maybe not have told her a day.”

	The diner went very quiet.

	The man stood up slowly. He was bigger than he’d looked crouched down, with the kind of soft, mean face that’s used to people backing off. “The hell did you just say to me?”

	And this is the part where, if I were a smarter person, I’d have said nothing, sir, more coffee? and lived to refill another carafe. But I’d been awake since four, and it was my birthday, and nobody on this entire earth had so much as texted me happy birthday, because there was nobody on this entire earth who had my number for that, and I was just so tired of watching people lie and getting yelled at for being the one who noticed.

	“I said you’re not coming back Sunday,” I told him. “You know it, I know it. The only one in this building who doesn’t know it is her. So maybe don’t dress it up in pancakes. Maybe just tell her the truth, since she’s gonna have to learn it eventually, and it’s a lot easier to learn at five than it is to learn at a window.”

	I don’t know how I knew that last part. I knew it the way I knew everything — bone-deep, no working shown.

	The man’s soft mean face did something ugly. He opened his mouth.

	Manny got there first. “Bryn.” From the grill, low, weary, the voice of a man who’d warned me about this exact thing on this exact subject more than once. “Apron. Now.”

	So that was that. That was the job.

	I untied the apron and folded it on the counter, neat, because I’m petty but I’m not a slob, and I didn’t say anything else, and the little girl watched me go with a confused crease between her eyebrows, and the worst part — the part that stuck under my ribs all the way out the door — was that her father crouched right back down and said, “Don’t listen to her, baby. I’ll be back Sunday. I promise,” and the wrongness came off him exactly as thick the second time, and she beamed, because she didn’t have my eyes, lucky kid, and she was going to get to believe in Sunday for a few more days.

	I stood in the parking lot in the cold and did the math on my life, which didn’t take long, because there wasn’t much of it.

	Eighteen as of 1:14 that morning, which meant the state of my residence was about to revise its opinion of me from foster youth to somebody else’s problem. I had four hundred and some dollars, a duffel bag’s worth of clothes back at the Pines, half a tank of gas in a car that ran on spite, and exactly one fact about where I came from: a name. Della Mercer. Mother. No middle name on file, no photograph, no address, no living relatives, no nothing — I’d seen my own file once, when a sympathetic caseworker left the room, and it was the emptiest document I have ever read. Infant, female, no documentation, no identifying information. Found. That was the word the state used for me. Not born. Found.

	You spend a lot of years wondering what kind of woman names you nothing and leaves you nowhere and then disappears so completely she doesn’t even cast a shadow in a filing cabinet. I’d built that woman about a thousand different ways in my head. Most of them I didn’t like. The likable ones hurt worse.

	So. Happy birthday to me. No job, no family, no plan, and a gift for seeing exactly the one thing the entire world has agreed to pretend it can’t.

	I was so busy feeling sorry for myself that I almost didn’t notice the man at the edge of the lot, standing very still beside a black car that was much too nice for Route 9, watching me with the patient, pleasant expression of a person who has been waiting a while and doesn’t mind.

	He was older — fifties, maybe, with silver at the temples and a long gray coat and the careful, soft-handed look of a man who’d spent his life around books. He smiled when he caught my eye. It was a good smile. Warm. The kind that made you want to trust it.

	I looked at him the way I look at everybody, because I can’t not. I braced for the smear, the wrongness, the little heat-shimmer of a person about to tell me whatever they’d come to tell me.

	And there was — nothing.

	Nothing at all. Not the flatness of a person telling the truth, which has its own texture, a kind of clean stillness. Something else. Something smooth, like a wall painted to look like a door, and for the first time in my entire remembered life I looked at another human being and could not tell what was underneath.

	It should have frightened me. I want that on the record. Later, when I knew what I know now, I’d lie awake going over this exact moment, the first time I ever met a lie I couldn’t see, and I’d want to reach back through time and grab myself by the collar.

	But in the moment? In the moment it just felt like relief. Like silence after eighteen years of a noise so constant I’d forgotten it was a noise. Here, finally, was a person who didn’t broadcast. A person I’d have to take on faith, the way everybody else got to take everybody.

	“Bryony Mercer,” the man said. Not a question.

	Nobody calls me Bryony. It’s on my paperwork and nowhere else. I stopped walking.

	“It’s Bryn,” I said. “Who’s asking?”

	“My name is Magister Crowe.” He inclined his head, an old-fashioned little gesture, almost a bow. “I do apologize for the ambush. I’ve found there’s no graceful way to approach someone in a parking lot. I was rather hoping to catch you before today, but” — that warm smile again — “I gather today is something of a milestone. Eighteen.”

	“Lot of people seem to know my business this morning.”

	“Only one, I’m afraid. And only the parts that matter.” He didn’t move toward me, which I appreciated; he just stood by his too-nice car with his hands folded, giving me all the room in the world to bolt. “Miss Mercer, I represent a school. A very old, very particular school, that takes a very particular kind of student. We’ve been looking for you for a long time. Longer than you’ve been alive, if I’m honest, though that’s a longer story than a parking lot deserves.”

	“A school.” I almost laughed. “Mister, I just got fired from a diner. I’m not exactly Ivy League material.”

	“It isn’t that kind of school.” He studied me, and there was something underneath the warmth now, something almost — hungry isn’t the right word. Attentive. The way you’d look at a thing you’d searched for and finally found and couldn’t quite believe was real. “Tell me. The man inside. The one with the little girl.” He nodded toward the diner. “How did you know?”

	The hair went up on my arms.

	“Know what,” I said carefully.

	“That he was lying. You knew the moment he opened his mouth. You knew before he finished the sentence. You’ve always known, haven’t you — your whole life — when people aren’t telling the truth. And every single person who was supposed to take care of you decided that made you a liar, or a troublemaker, or worse.” He said it without heat, like he was reading it off a page, like he’d known me for years. “They told you that you saw things that weren’t there. Miss Mercer, I’m here to tell you something no one has ever bothered to. You don’t see things that aren’t there.” He paused. “You see things that are. And it is the rarest, most valuable thing a person can be born with — which is precisely why no one in your world has ever once been able to handle it.”

	I’m not a crier. I want that on the record too. I went eight years in the system without crying where anyone could see, because crying where they can see is how you become the troubled one.

	I came embarrassingly, humiliatingly close, right there in the parking lot of a diner I’d just been fired from, because in eighteen years he was the first person who’d ever said you’re not broken and not had a single fleck of wrongness on him when he said it.

	“What school,” I managed.

	“It’s called Hollowmere.” He reached into the inside pocket of his long gray coat, slow, the way you’d move around a stray that might run. “There’s a place there for you. A real one. Room, board, an education unlike anything you can imagine, and answers — to all of it, to every question you’ve ever had about what you are and why you’re like this and where you come from.” He drew out something small and flat, an old photograph, the colors gone warm and faded with age. “And I thought you should have this. Before you decide. It seemed only fair.”

	He held it out.

	I should have asked more questions. I had a hundred of them, lined up and reasonable: who funds a school that recruits failed waitresses, what’s the catch, what’s it cost, why me, why now, why a parking lot. I’m not a stupid person. The questions were right there.

	I took the photograph instead, because of the word he’d said. Answers. Where you come from.

	It was a picture of a young woman, maybe nineteen or twenty, standing on a stone staircase in front of a building too grand and too strange to be any school I’d ever heard of — old gray towers, ivy, a sky behind it that didn’t look quite like our sky. She wore a dark uniform with some crest I didn’t recognize stitched at the breast. She had dark hair and a sharp, dry, slightly impatient set to her mouth, like she’d been told to hold still for the photo and resented every second of it.

	She had my face.

	Not kind of. Not a family resemblance. My face — my exact chin, my exact too-much-seeing eyes, the same expression I make in every photo anyone has ever managed to trick me into, the one that says I already know how this ends and I’m not impressed.

	My hands started shaking. I turned the photograph over. On the back, in faded fountain-pen ink, in handwriting I had never seen and somehow recognized in my whole body:

	Della Mercer — Hollowmere — First Year.

	The world went very quiet and very loud at the same time, the way it had in the diner, except this time the thing under my ribs wasn’t pity. It was eighteen years of an empty file with one word in it. Found.

	“That’s her,” I said. It didn’t come out like a question. Nothing was coming out like a question anymore. “That’s my mother.”

	“That’s your mother,” Magister Crowe agreed gently. “She was one of ours, a long time ago. She was extraordinary, Miss Mercer. Truly. And there is so much more I can tell you — but not here, not in a parking lot, not in five minutes. Some of it you’ll find difficult to hear.” Something flickered behind his eyes, there and gone, smooth as ever. “Some of it I’ve waited eighteen years to tell you.”

	I looked at the photograph of the woman with my face standing in front of a building that didn’t exist, and I thought about the duffel bag at the Pines, and the four hundred dollars, and the car that ran on spite, and the absolutely nothing that was waiting for me if I got in it and drove away.

	And I thought, with the bone-deep, no-working-shown certainty that has run my whole life and never once been wrong:

	Go.

	I didn’t know yet that it was the first time my certainty had ever lied to me. I didn’t know that the smooth, kind, unreadable man in the gray coat had been to that building before — that he had stood on a track at the edge of those wards eighteen years ago, with soft scholar’s hands and tears running down into his collar, and closed those hands around the threads of the woman in the photograph until they let go.

	I didn’t know any of it.

	I tucked my mother’s face into my jacket, over my heart, and I said, “When do we leave?”

	And Magister Crowe smiled his warm, smooth, doorless smile, and opened the passenger side of the too-nice black car, and said, “Right now, if you’re willing. We’ve kept you waiting long enough.”

	
TWO

	The Road North

	We drove north for three hours, and somewhere in the second one the world stopped being a place I recognized.

	I want to be precise about that, because it matters later. It wasn’t sudden. There was no curtain, no flash of light, none of the things you’d expect from the movies. It was more like the slow way a fever comes on — the road got narrower and older, the towns thinned out and then stopped, the trees crowded closer and grew stranger, and the light started doing something I didn’t have a word for, going gray and gold at the same time, like dusk and dawn had gotten into an argument and refused to leave.

	Magister Crowe drove the way he did everything, smoothly, with both soft hands on the wheel, answering exactly as many of my questions as he wanted to and not one more.

	“Start with the easy one,” I said, because I’d learned in three hours that the easy ones were the only ones he’d take. “What kind of school recruits a fired waitress out of a parking lot.”

	“The kind that isn’t looking for waitresses.” A small smile. “Hollowmere takes students with — let’s call them aptitudes. Aptitudes the ordinary world has no framework for, and therefore no patience with. You’ve spent your whole life being told you were difficult, Miss Mercer, when the truth is you were simply the only honest instrument in a room full of liars, and no one likes to be measured.”

	“Okay. Try a harder one. What’s the aptitude? What is it I actually do?”

	“You see what’s true.” He said it like it was obvious. “Most people can’t. Most people spend their entire lives unable to tell the difference between what is and what they’ve been told, and they call that peace. You’ve never had the option. It’s made your life very hard and it makes you very, very rare.”

	“Rare how. Rare like there’s three of us, or rare like—”

	“In time.”

	That was his other phrase. In time. He had two — in time and the school will show you — and he deployed them like a man closing doors he was perfectly happy you’d noticed were there. Every time I pushed on the big question — what am I, what was my mother, why has a school been looking for an orphan for longer than the orphan’s been alive — he’d give me that warm look and one of his two doors, and I’d let it go, because here is the thing about being raised the way I was raised: you learn to take what you’re given and not spook the person giving it. I’d been spooking people my whole life. For once I wanted to see how far the road went before I ruined it.

	I should have pushed. I know that now. I had a lifetime of evidence that the one face I couldn’t read was the one I most needed to. Instead I sat there with my mother’s photograph warm against my chest and let a stranger close doors, because he’d said you’re not broken and meant it, and I was eighteen and starving for exactly that.

	Then we crossed the wards, and I stopped being able to think about anything at all.

	I felt it before I saw it. The car came up over a rise where the road ducked between two standing stones I’d have sworn weren’t there a second before, weathered gray things taller than the car, and as we passed between them something went through me — a pressure, a held note, like the moment your ears pop on a plane but in my whole body, in my teeth, behind my eyes. I gasped. Crowe didn’t slow down.

	And the world peeled open.

	I don’t have good words for it. I’ve tried, since, and I always come up short, because it wasn’t like seeing more — it was like discovering that everything I’d ever seen had been a drawing of a thing instead of the thing. The trees weren’t just trees anymore. They were trees and the slow green light moving under their bark like blood. The air over the road shimmered with thin bright lines, thousands of them, a vast loose net of glowing cord strung between the stones
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