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Prologue: What the River Remembers

The river had a name before the city swallowed it.

Sylvia knew this the way she knew most things, quietly and without anyone telling her, the knowledge sitting somewhere behind her sternum like a coal that never quite caught fire. The river's old name was Verath, which meant the one who carries the dead to morning, and on certain nights when the fog came in low and the bridge lamps flickered in that particular nervous way, she could almost hear it speaking beneath the concrete channel they'd pressed it into three hundred years ago.

Tonight was one of those nights.

She sat on the edge of the Aldenmere Bridge with her legs dangling over twenty feet of nothing, her notebook open across her knees, a pen bleeding ink into her left palm because she'd been gripping it too hard again. Below her, the river moved in its steady, secret way, dark and certain and unbothered by the city that had tried to civilize it. Somewhere behind her, the Aldenmere Quarter was waking up for its nightly performance, all lanterns and violin music and the particular smell of sugar-fried dough that the Calloway sisters sold from their cart on Vex Street.

Sylvia was seventeen, and she was trying very hard not to think about the letter.

The letter, which had arrived that morning, tucked into the bread delivery her mother received every Tuesday from the Fenwick bakery. The letter, which was sealed with wax the color of dried blood, stamped with an astronomical symbol she didn't recognize, addressed in handwriting so precise it looked printed. The letter, which read, in full:

You have been found, Sylvia Merrick. Stop pretending you haven't.

That was it. No signature. No return address. Just those two sentences and the weight of them, which was considerably heavier than two sentences had any right to be.

She'd tucked it into her notebook and told herself it was a prank.

The river didn't believe her. She could tell by the way it was moving.

"Talking to the water again?"

The voice came from her left, and she didn't flinch, because she'd heard the footsteps three minutes ago and had been deciding whether to acknowledge them. She turned her head slowly, because turning quickly on a bridge railing was genuinely inadvisable.

The boy standing six feet away was not anyone she recognized, and in the Aldenmere Quarter, that was unusual. She knew everyone here, at least by sight. The Quarter was exactly the kind of place where everyone knew everyone else's face even if they'd never spoken; neighborhoods like this collected familiarity the way coat pockets collected lint.

This boy, she had never seen.

He was maybe eighteen, possibly older, with the kind of face that seemed assembled from contradictions: a sharp jaw that softened into an unexpectedly gentle mouth, dark eyes that looked like they were doing math on everything they encountered, hair that was either very artfully disheveled or genuinely a disaster, she couldn't decide. He was wearing a coat two seasons too heavy for the weather and boots that had walked a significant number of miles. He was looking at her with an expression she couldn't immediately catalog.

"I'm not talking to it," she said. "I'm listening."

"What's it saying?"

"Nothing I want to hear."

He was quiet for a moment, which she appreciated. Most people filled silences the way they feared them, frantically and poorly. This boy let it exist.

"You're Sylvia Merrick," he said finally.

She closed her notebook. "You say that like it's an accusation."

"I say it like it's a fact. Which it is." He took one step closer, stopped, seemed to decide that was the appropriate distance. "My name is Caelum. I was sent to find you."

Sylvia looked at him for a long moment. The river moved below them, carrying its old name through the dark.

"By whom?" she asked.

"By people who've been watching the stars go wrong," he said. "By people who think you're the reason why."

The coal behind her sternum finally caught.

She didn't run. She thought about it, measured the distance to the far end of the bridge, calculated her chances, and decided that if someone had found her once, they would find her again, and she was tired, actually, of being found.

"I have a letter," she said, pulling her notebook open and removing the envelope. "I assume it's from them."

He looked at it, and something moved across his face, something that might have been relief and might have been grief, and she filed that away for later consideration.

"It is," he said.

"It says I've been pretending."

"You have been."

She looked at the river one last time, memorized the way it moved in the lamplight, the way the water caught and released each small star of reflection. She'd been sitting on this bridge for three years, listening to the river's old name, letting herself believe she was just a girl in a notebook-keeping habit.

She was not, apparently, just a girl.

"All right," Sylvia Merrick said, climbing down from the railing with the careful dignity of someone who refused to make anything look difficult. "Tell me what I've been pretending not to know."








Part One: The Cartography of Wrong Things




Chapter One: The Notebook Problem

The notebook was the first thing people noticed about Sylvia, usually before they noticed her face.

This was partly because she carried it everywhere with the devotion typically reserved for religious objects, and partly because it was the kind of thing that demanded attention: seven inches by ten, bound in dark green leather that had gone soft with handling, filled with a cartographer's density of observation. She wrote down everything. Not because she had a particularly systematic personality, actually she was constitutionally incapable of organizing a sock drawer, but because the act of writing things down seemed to be the only reliable method she'd found for making the world make sense.

The world, in Sylvia's experience, frequently declined to make sense.

She wrote down the river's old names, all three of them, one for each era of the city's history. She wrote down the architectural inconsistencies in the Aldenmere Quarter's older buildings, places where the stonework shifted from one century to another mid-wall, as if someone had tried to stitch two different histories together and hadn't quite managed the seam. She wrote down weather patterns, anomalous ones, the way certain corners of certain streets always seemed to be a season ahead of everywhere else, spring coming two weeks early to the alley behind the Vex Street market, frost arriving a month late to the courtyard behind Saint Aldric's. She wrote down conversations she overheard, not to eavesdrop but because people said things in passing that struck her as cosmically significant, small observations that seemed to be pointing at something larger the way fingers point without understanding at stars.

She also wrote down, in a separate section she kept in the back, the things she could do that she didn't talk about.

These included: reading the weather a full week in advance with an accuracy that exceeded any meteorological model. Knowing when someone nearby was lying, not suspecting it but knowing it, feeling it as a distinct physical sensation, a tightening behind the eyes. Occasionally, when she was very tired or very frightened, causing small disruptions in the immediate atmosphere, not storms, nothing dramatic, but a sudden pressure change, a localized wind, a flickering of nearby electric lights.

