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The last time Wren Ashworth had crossed the Veil Strait, she'd been dragged across it. This time, at least, she was walking in on her own two feet, which she counted as an improvement, even if her feet were currently soaked through and her teeth were currently clenched hard enough to ache.

The Hinge Tide had come and gone three days ago, and the water between the mortal shore and the Gloaming Isles had folded itself back into whatever pocket of nowhere it lived in the rest of the year. What remained was a black ribbon of tidal sand, glistening under a sky the color of a healing bruise, and at the end of it: Ashvane Keep, all thorn and iron and old, old stone, crouched over the cliffs like something that had grown there instead of been built.

She had exactly one week before the crossing sealed again. One week to find her sister, or she'd be waiting until the winter solstice to try a second time, and Wren did not have six months. She wasn't sure Elin had six days.

The gate guards didn't so much as blink when she gave her name. That was the first wrong thing. In her experience, mortals-turned-fae with hedge-witch training and no court affiliation did not walk up to the seat of the Thorn Court and get waved through like expected mail.

"They're expecting you," the taller guard said, in the flat tone of someone repeating an order he didn't care to examine.

"They very much are not," Wren said. "I didn't tell anyone I was coming."

The guard shrugged, which was somehow worse than an answer.

⁂

Ashvane Keep's great hall smelled like woodsmoke and old blood-oaths — a scent Wren hadn't known existed until three years ago, when the Reckoning had first opened its ledger against her and she'd learned, badly, what it cost to owe something to someone with teeth. The hall itself was all black stone and hanging chain, thorn-motifs worked into the iron sconces so that even the candlelight seemed barbed.

The Ash General was not sitting on a throne, which she'd half expected. He was standing at a long table covered in maps, one hand braced against the wood, and he didn't look up when she was announced.

"Leave us," he said, to the guards, not to her.

They left. Of course they did.

Wren made herself stay very still and catalogue him the way she'd have catalogued a bramble patch she needed to get through without bleeding: where the thorns were, which ones gave, which ones didn't. Kastian Vaelor was taller than the stories made him, which annoyed her on principle, and he had the kind of stillness that came from a body that had spent decades deciding violence was always available and therefore never needed to announce itself. Dark hair, unfashionably short for a court that prized ornament. A scar through one eyebrow that the candlelight didn't soften.

He looked, in short, exactly like a man who would burn a Lark Court village to the roofline and not lose sleep over it.

"You're the hedge-witch," he said finally, still not looking up from the maps. "The one with the sister in my dungeons."

"She's not in a dungeon. I checked the paperwork before I crossed. She's a tribute-collateral, which means she's supposed to be housed, fed, and unharmed, and if any of those three things are currently untrue, General, you and I are about to have a much shorter conversation than you'd like."

That got his attention. He looked up.

His eyes were the pale gold of old amber, and there was nothing warm in them at all.

"You've read the tribute statutes," he said, sounding almost — not impressed. Recalculating.

"I read everything before I do something stupid. It's a personal policy. Doesn't always work." She let that land, let him take it as the small insult it was. "I'm here to buy her out. I assume that's still permitted under the same statutes I just quoted at you."

"It's permitted." He set down whatever he'd been holding — a compass, she realized, brass and old, the kind used for reading ley-lines rather than direction. "It's also going to cost more than you have."

"Try me."

⁂

He named a price that made the room go very quiet in her own ears, a ringing kind of quiet, the kind that came right before something broke.

Not gold. He didn't want gold — Thorn Court didn't need it, sat as it did on three iron mines and half the Isles' blood-oath trade. What he wanted was a blood-debt. Hers. Owed to him, specifically, callable at any hour, for any task he named, until he considered it repaid.

"No," Wren said, immediately, before her brain had finished parsing the shape of the thing he was asking. Blood-debt wasn't like the years-price the high fae paid so casually, aging gracefully and evenly over decades of spellwork. Blood-debt was a leash. She'd watched what a called debt did to a person — she'd watched a woman in her own village collapse mid-sentence, memory-price already spent dry, forced into a debt she couldn't refuse and couldn't survive gracefully. Blood-debt was worse. Blood-debt didn't ask. It compelled, and refusal cost you in pain that didn't stop until you complied or died trying not to.

"You haven't heard the terms," Kastian said.

"I don't need the terms. I need my sister and I need to still be a person when I walk back out of here, and you're asking me to trade the second thing for the first."

"I'm asking you to trade a debt for a debt." His voice hadn't changed at all, and that, more than anything, told her he'd had this argument before, with someone, and won it. "Your sister already owes the Thorn Court a debt, hedge-witch. That's why she's here. I'm offering to move the ledger from her name to yours, on terms you can actually survive, instead of leaving her to work it off a girl of nineteen who's never held a blade in her life. You want to be angry at someone for the existence of the debt, be angry at whoever put her name on it in the first place. I didn't write the statute. I'm just the one who has to enforce it."

It was, infuriatingly, not an unreasonable thing to say. Wren hated that it wasn't.

"Who put her name on it," she said. Not quite a question.

Something moved behind his eyes — there and gone before she could be sure of it. "That's not information I can give you."

"Can't, or won't?"

"Does it matter?"

"It matters to me whether you're hiding something because you're cruel or because you're gagged," Wren said. "I've met plenty of the first kind. I'd like to know which one I'm bargaining with before I put my name on anything of yours."

For a long moment he only looked at her, and she had the strange, unwelcome sensation of being read the way she'd been reading him — thorns catalogued, weak points noted, and not liking, particularly, what he found either.

"Three days," he said. "Consider the terms. I'll have the debt-writ drawn so you can see exactly what you'd be signing, line by line, no tricks buried in the footnotes. You can walk away from it. But you can't walk away with your sister without it, and the Hinge Tide closes in a week, so I'd think fast if I were you."

⁂

"I want to see her," Wren said, before he could dismiss her. "Before I go anywhere near a room you've picked for me. I want to see my sister with my own eyes, and I want to hear her say she's unharmed in her own voice, or there's no debt-writ in the world that gets my name on it."

She expected an argument. She'd braced for one — had a second and third demand already loaded behind the first, the way she always did when she expected to be refused.

Kastian only inclined his head, a fraction, like the request cost him nothing at all. "That's reasonable. I'd have insisted on the same, in your position." He said it the way a man states a fact about weather, not a courtesy, and that unsettled her more than an argument would have. Monsters weren't supposed to find your terms reasonable. Monsters were supposed to make you fight for every inch.

He called for the guard himself, gave the order himself, and did not send her with an escort of strangers — he walked the corridor beside her, close enough that she was aware of the exact height difference between them in a way she resented on principle.

"You could have sent a guard," she said, mostly to fill the silence, because the silence was doing something to her nerves she didn't like.

"I could have. I didn't." He didn't elaborate, and she didn't ask him to.

⁂

The tribute cells were nothing like the dungeon Wren had pictured on the crossing over — no water on the stone, no chains, nothing so theatrically cruel it would have made her feel better, in a strange way, to see it. Instead there was a row of small, clean rooms behind iron lattice doors, a fire going at the end of the hall, and Elin sitting cross-legged on a narrow cot with a book open on her knee like she'd been camping out in someone's guest room rather than held as collateral against a debt she hadn't chosen.

"Wren." Elin was on her feet and at the bars before Wren had finished crossing the hall, hands wrapped white-knuckled around the iron. "You came. You actually — I told them you wouldn't be stupid enough to—"

"Apparently I'm exactly that stupid," Wren said, and pressed her own hand flat against the lattice, as close to her sister's fingers as the iron allowed. Up close, Elin looked thinner than she had in the spring, shadows under her eyes that hadn't been there before, but no bruises, no obvious cruelty, nothing that matched the stories Wren had spent the crossing bracing herself for. "Are you hurt? Anywhere. Tell me the truth, not the version you think will keep me from doing something reckless."

"I'm not hurt." Elin's eyes flicked, once, past Wren's shoulder to where Kastian stood a deliberate few paces back, giving them the illusion of privacy without actually granting it. "He hasn't touched me. Nobody has. It's — it's almost worse, honestly, how ordinary it's been. I keep waiting for the part where it's a nightmare."

"That's not comforting."

"It wasn't meant to be comforting. It was meant to be true." Elin's grip tightened on the bars. "Wren. Whatever he's asked you for — whatever the price is — I don't want you paying it for me. I mean that. I'd rather work it off myself than watch you put your name on something you can't take back."

"That's not your decision," Wren said, gently, because it wasn't, and because some decisions belonged to the person doing the paying and not the person being saved, and Wren had made her peace with that particular unfairness a long time ago. "Let me worry about the ledger. You worry about staying exactly this unharmed until I get you out."

Behind her, close enough to hear every word, Kastian Vaelor said nothing at all — and Wren found she couldn't decide whether his silence was mercy or just another kind of watching.

⁂

They gave her a room in the east tower that was nicer than she'd expected and locked from the outside anyway, which told her precisely how much her presence in Ashvane Keep was, and was not, a courtesy.

Wren sat on the edge of the bed and did not cry, because crying wouldn't get Elin out of a tribute-cell three floors down, and because she'd promised herself three years ago, the night the Reckoning first took its first price out of her — two years off the end of her life, gone in a blink, paid for a warding-spell she'd needed to survive her own botched crossing — that she would never again let anyone see exactly how much something cost her.

She thought about the flat, careful way Kastian Vaelor had said that's not information I can give you, and the difference between can't and won't sitting in his mouth like something he chewed on often and never swallowed.

She thought about the burned husk of Thistlewick village, and the friend she'd made there, once, who didn't have a home to go back to anymore because — everyone said — the Ash General had put it to the torch himself.

Everyone said. She'd never actually asked him.

Three days, he'd told her. Three days to decide whether to hand her own name over to a man the entire Isles called a monster, in exchange for a girl who was the only family Wren had left.

She lay back on a bed she hadn't asked for, in a keep full of thorn-iron and old blood-oaths, and started, against every instinct she owned, to actually think it through.

The trouble was, every angle she turned the problem over came back to the same two facts, sitting side by side and refusing to reconcile. Fact one: a blood-debt was the worst price the Reckoning could ask of a person, worse than years, worse than memory, because it didn't just take something from you — it left you owned, in the small print, for however long the holder decided to keep collecting. Fact two: Elin had already been sitting inside that exact arrangement for three months, and every day Wren spent being too careful to sign anything was another day her sister spent as someone else's collateral instead of her own person.

She thought of Kastian walking the corridor beside her instead of sending a guard. She thought of his face when she'd said can't or won't, and the flicker there, gone too fast to name, that had looked almost like relief at being asked the right question by the wrong person. She thought about Thistlewick's burned rooftops, and the fact that in an hour of conversation, she had never once heard him deny it — only decline, very precisely, to discuss it at all.

None of that made him safe. She wasn't foolish enough to mistake careful for kind, or a debt-writ with clean footnotes for a debt that wouldn't still cost her everything, eventually, in whatever currency he decided to collect. But she had three days to decide, and a week before the tide sealed her out of any decision at all, and somewhere down three flights of stairs her sister was sitting in a cell that was clean and warm and still, unmistakably, a cage.

Wren closed her eyes and let herself, finally, do the one thing she'd been refusing since she crossed the Veil Strait that morning: she let herself be afraid, quietly, where no one could see it cost her anything at all.
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Chapter Two
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Wren did not take three days.

She took one night, most of it sleepless, lying in a borrowed bed listening to the Keep settle around her like something breathing, and by the time gray light came through the tower's one narrow window she'd already made the decision her body had apparently reached before her pride caught up with it. She dressed, unlocked her own door from the inside — a small, petty satisfaction, finding the bolt wasn't warded, just heavy — and went looking for the Ash General before he could come looking for her.

She found him in the same map-room, in the same position, as if he hadn't moved in the hours since she'd left him. There was a fresh sheaf of parchment on the table that hadn't been there before, sealed with a black thorn pressed into wax.

"That's fast," he said, without looking up. "I told you three days."

"You told Elin's jailer three days. You're talking to Elin's sister, and her sister doesn't like leaving people in cages any longer than she has to." Wren nodded at the parchment. "Is that the writ?"

"It's the writ." He finally looked up, and something in his expression — not quite surprise, more like recalibration, the same look he'd worn the day before when she'd quoted statute at him — made her wonder exactly how many people walked into Ashvane Keep and made him revise his opening assumptions twice in as many days. "You should read every line of it before you touch the seal. I mean that as a warning, not a courtesy."

"I intend to read every line of it twice."

⁂

She did. He let her sit at the far end of his own map table to do it, which she suspected was less about hospitality and more about keeping her where he could watch her reactions, and honestly, she'd have done the same in his position.

The writ was worse than she'd braced for and better than she'd feared, in the specific, maddening way that made it impossible to simply hate the man who'd drawn it. The debt transferred cleanly — Elin's name struck from the tribute ledger the moment Wren's went on in its place, no lag, no loophole where both of them stayed bound at once. The terms of collection were bounded: he could call the debt for tasks relevant to Thorn Court's defense or governance, not for anything he simply wanted, and there was a clause — she read it three times to be sure it said what she thought it said — capping the debt's duration at five years, after which it discharged in full regardless of whether he considered it repaid.

"Five years," she said. "That's not standard. Blood-debts don't discharge on a timer. They discharge when the holder says they're satisfied."

"I wrote it to discharge on a timer." His voice was even, but there was something underneath it, tight and old, that she recognized because she'd heard it in her own voice more than once. "I don't hold debts that don't end. I have opinions about people who do."

"Based on experience, or based on principle?"

"Does it matter?"

"You keep saying that like it's an answer."

For a moment he looked like he might actually give her one — his jaw did something complicated, and his eyes went somewhere that wasn't the map-room at all — and then he closed it down, the way she'd already watched him close down twice before, like a door with a very good hinge.

"Sign it or don't," he said. "The terms don't change based on how much of my history you manage to extract in the process."

"Careful, General. Almost sounded like there was history to extract."

"Sign it or don't," he said again, and this time there was the faintest thread of something that might, in a kinder man, have been called amusement.

⁂

She signed it.

The Reckoning took its price the way it always did — not with drama, not with lightning or a wound she could point to, just a sudden cold weight settling into her chest like something had been set down inside her that hadn't been there a moment before. A tether. She could feel the shape of it without being able to see it: a line running from her sternum to somewhere across the table, taut but not yet pulling.

Kastian's breath caught, just slightly, at the exact moment hers did. So he felt it too. That was new information, and she filed it away with everything else she was cataloguing about him, one thorn at a time.

"Elin is released within the hour," he said, once the ink had dried and the tether had settled into something she could almost ignore if she didn't think about it directly. "She'll be escorted to the crossing point herself, under guard, with supplies for the trip back. You, however, stay."

"That wasn't in the writ."

"It was in clause nine. You read it twice, you said." A ghost of something crossed his mouth — not quite a smile, but its blueprint. "The debt is callable for tasks relevant to Thorn Court's defense and governance. As it happens, I have a task. Now."

"Of course you do."

"There's a delegation arriving from the Lark Court in four days to discuss the border wards along Thistlewick's old boundary. I need someone who can read a ley-line compass and doesn't flinch at blood-magic in the room, and my own warders are currently occupied rebuilding half the eastern wall after a storm took it down last week. You're a hedge-witch with ward-training. Congratulations. You're conscripted."

Wren stared at him. "You're putting the woman you just bought a blood-debt from in a room with a diplomatic delegation from the court whose village you allegedly burned to the ground."

"Allegedly," he repeated, very quietly, like the word itself had teeth. "Yes. I am."

"Why?"

"Because you're the most competent person currently under my roof who isn't already exhausted from rebuilding a wall, and because," he added, before she could press further, "it will be useful for you to see, firsthand, exactly what happens in that room. You seem like a woman who prefers evidence to rumor. I'm offering you a seat with a view."

It was, she thought, an extremely strange thing for a supposed monster to offer his newest hostage — a front-row seat to the exact conversation that might prove, one way or the other, whether he deserved the name the Isles had given him.

"Fine," she said. "I'll read your ley-lines. But General — if I find out this is a trick to keep me quiet in a corner while you manage the narrative, the five-year timer on this debt is going to feel like the least of your problems."

Something in his face shifted at that — not quite a smile, but close enough to its cousin that she noticed, and hated that she noticed.

"Noted," he said. "Welcome to Ashvane Keep, Wren Ashworth. Try not to trust anyone who tells you it's simple."

"I wasn't planning to start with you."

"Good," he said. "I'd have been disappointed if you had."

⁂

He kept his word about the hour, which was more than Wren had let herself expect.

She walked Elin down to the courtyard herself, past guards who didn't so much as glance at either of them now that the ledger had already been rewritten, and found the strangeness of it settling into her chest alongside the new, cold weight of the tether: an hour ago her sister had been collateral, and now she was simply a woman being escorted to a gate, because the paperwork said so, because Wren had put her own name where Elin's used to sit.

"You didn't have to sign anything today," Elin said, for the third time, standing at the edge of the courtyard with a travel-pack over one shoulder and an escort of two guards waiting a courteous distance away. "You could have waited. Read it properly. Argued the terms."

"I read it properly. I argued what needed arguing." Wren reached out and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her sister's ear, an old habit from when Elin had been small enough to need it. "Five years, capped, bounded to defense and governance tasks only. It's not nothing, but it's not the leash you were bracing for either."

"And what happens in five years?"

"In five years it discharges whether he's satisfied with the terms or not. He wrote that into the writ himself. I checked the clause three times."

Elin's eyes narrowed, the particular narrowing she'd inherited from their mother, the one that meant she was doing math Wren didn't want done out loud. "Why would he write himself out of his own leverage? That's not how anyone here works, Wren. Nobody gives up power for free."

"I don't know," Wren admitted, because it was true, and because lying to Elin had never once worked in the whole of their lives together. "I don't know why. But I read the clause, and it's real, and I signed it anyway, because a debt with an end date beats a sister with a cage."

"That's not an answer either."

"It's the only one I've got right now."

The guards shifted, the polite kind of impatience that meant the crossing window wouldn't wait on family reunions, and Elin pulled her into a hug that was too tight and too brief and exactly what Wren needed anyway.

"Write to me," Elin said, into her shoulder. "The moment you can. And Wren — be careful with him. Whatever he is, I watched three months of guards talk about him like he was the only reason half of them still had families to go home to after the border skirmishes last spring. That doesn't sound like the man the rest of the Isles describe. I don't know which version is true. Neither do you yet. Just — be careful which one you decide to believe before you have proof."

"When have I ever believed anything without proof?"

"Never," Elin said, stepping back, already being drawn toward the gate by the patient tug of an escort with a schedule to keep. "That's exactly why I'm not worried about you falling for a story. I'm worried about you falling for the truth."

Wren watched the gate close behind her sister and did not let herself think too hard about what Elin had meant by that, because she suspected, uncomfortably, that she already knew.

⁂

She found Kastian back in the map-room within the hour, because the tether made it strangely easy to know where he was without asking — a faint, directional pull, like a compass needle that had opinions about north. She didn't like that it worked both ways. She liked less that some small, traitorous part of her found it useful.

"You felt Elin leave," he said, without looking up from the parchment in front of him. Not a question.

"I felt the tether go quiet, the way it does when the person on the other end isn't paying attention to it. I assume that means she's already past the gate." Wren crossed her arms. "How long does that last? The awareness. Is it constant, or does it fade once we're both used to it?"

"It fades. Mostly." He set down his pen. "The first few weeks are the worst. You'll know roughly where I am in the Keep, whether I'm angry or calm, whether I've called on the Reckoning recently enough to be paying a price for it. It's not pleasant. I won't pretend otherwise."

"You have this memorized like you've explained it before."

"I have." Something closed in his face, brief and total, the same door-with-a-good-hinge motion she'd already catalogued twice. "I held a debt once before this one. It didn't go the way I intended. I've had time to think about what I'd do differently."

"What happened to it?"

"It discharged. Eventually." He picked the pen back up, which she was beginning to recognize as his particular way of ending a line of questioning without the rudeness of saying so outright. "You'll want to sleep. The delegation from Lark Court arrives in four days, and I'd rather you walked into that room having read every treaty on the old Thistlewick boundary than having spent the intervening nights lying awake resenting me. Plenty of time for resentment later, if it turns out you've earned the right to it."

"Confident, for a man who won't answer a direct question."

"Efficient," he corrected. "There's a difference. I answer the questions that matter to the task in front of us. The rest keeps until it's relevant."

"Everything about you feels relevant right now, General. That's rather the problem."

He looked up at that — really looked, the amber of his eyes catching the candlelight in a way that made her suddenly, uncomfortably aware of how long she'd been standing in a doorway with a stranger who now had a literal thread running into her chest.

"Then we're going to have an interesting five years," he said, quietly, "aren't we."

It wasn't a question either. Wren didn't have an answer for it — not one she trusted herself to say out loud — so she turned and went to find her room instead, the tether humming faint and low behind her sternum the whole way there, like something that had already decided it wasn't going to let her forget it existed.
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Chapter Three
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The room they gave her to work in had a window that looked out over the eastern wall, which meant Wren spent her first morning at Ashvane Keep watching a crew of Thorn Court warders rebuild storm damage with their bare, blistered hands, because — she learned by the second hour, listening to two of them argue outside her window — half the Keep's ward-stock had been drained rebuilding the harbor defenses after a Tide Court incursion in the spring, and nobody could spare the Reckoning-price to speed the physical labor along.

That was the first crack.

She'd expected Ashvane Keep to run the way the stories ran it: cruelty as policy, blood-debts handed out like currency because the Ash General enjoyed collecting people the way other men collected land. What she found instead, in her first three days of actual proximity to the place, was a keep running on thin margins and careful rationing, warders mending walls by hand because the cost of doing it by magic wasn't worth spending on stone that could be fixed the slow way instead.

It kept not fitting. That was the maddening part of it. Every story she'd grown up hearing about the Thorn Court painted a place drowning in casual cruelty, blood-oaths extracted for sport, a General who collected debts the way other men collected trophies — and instead she was watching a household that rationed its own magic like a besieged garrison rationed grain, and a warlord who apparently thought a wall built slowly by hand was worth more than one raised in an afternoon at somebody else's expense. She didn't know yet whether that made the rumors wrong, or simply incomplete. She suspected, uneasily, it was going to turn out to be the second.

"You're staring," said a voice from the doorway, and Wren turned to find one of the guards from the great hall — younger than she'd first placed him, with the particular exhaustion of someone who'd been on duty longer than his shift technically allowed — leaning against the frame with two cups of something hot.

"I'm cataloguing," Wren said. "There's a difference."

"Cataloguing what?"

"Whether the rumors match the building." She accepted the cup he offered, more out of surprise than thirst. "Why are you being kind to me? I'm fairly sure I'm supposed to be the enemy hostage."

"You're the General's, not ours." The guard — Bram, she'd later learn, third year in the household guard — said it like it settled something. "He doesn't collect people for cruelty. Whatever he collects you for, it's not that. Ask anyone who's served under him more than a season."

"That's not an answer. That's a rumor with better manners."

Bram laughed, short and surprised, like he hadn't expected her to push. "Fair. Ask him yourself, then. Just — don't expect a straight answer. He doesn't do those, on the subject of himself."

⁂

She was still turning that over three hours later when Kastian found her in the ward-archive, up to her elbows in a hundred years of Thistlewick boundary treaties, most of them written in a legal hand so cramped she was fairly sure the original clerks had been paid by the word and resented every one of them.

"You've made a mess of my archive," he said, though there was no real heat in it.

"Your archive was already a mess. I'm imposing order on it. You're welcome." She didn't look up from the treaty in front of her — a border-ward agreement, forty years old, with the Lark Court's silver-lark seal pressed into wax that had cracked with age. "This says the boundary ward at Thistlewick was jointly maintained. Split cost, split labor, both courts contributing warders. That's not what I'd expect if Thorn Court had unilaterally decided to burn the village on the other side of it."

"No," Kastian said. "It isn't."

"So why does everyone say you did?"

He was quiet long enough that she looked up from the treaty, and found him watching her with an expression she hadn't catalogued yet — something careful, weighing, like a man deciding how much rope to pay out before the line went taut.

"Because the truth would require me to explain something I'm not able to explain," he said finally. "Not won't. Can't. There's a difference, and I know you don't believe me yet, but I'd ask you to hold the possibility open a little longer before you decide which one it is."

"That's a very convenient kind of can't."

"It is," he agreed. "I'm aware of exactly how convenient it sounds. That doesn't make it less true."

⁂

She kept working the archive after he left, partly because the treaties genuinely interested her — a hedge-witch's habit, she supposed, the itch to understand a system down to its smallest working part — and partly because sitting still with her own thoughts had started to feel dangerous in a way she didn't like examining too closely.

Bram found her there past the dinner hour, a plate balanced in one hand like he'd smuggled it out of the kitchens specifically for her.

"You missed the meal," he said, setting it down among the treaties with more care than she expected from a man built like a career soldier. "Figured you'd forgotten there was one."

"I did." Wren pulled the plate closer, grateful in a way she didn't say out loud. "Bram — can I ask you something, and will you actually answer it, or is that against some code I haven't learned yet?"

"Depends on the question."

"The wall crew. Rebuilding by hand instead of ward-work. Is that normal for Thorn Court, or is that specific to right now?"

Bram considered it, the way a man considers a question he's never had to answer for an outsider before. "Specific to right now, mostly. We've been stretched thin since the Tide Court pushed at the harbor wards in spring. The General could conscript labor from the villages if he wanted — plenty of lords do, when their own coffers run short on Reckoning-price. He doesn't. Says a wall built by force doesn't hold as well as one built by people who'll actually live behind it." He shrugged, like it was a small thing, though something in his voice said he didn't think it was small at all. "Ask any of the crew out there if they'd rather be conscripted by someone who makes them do it magically for free, at the General's expense, or paid honest coin to do it with their own hands on their own time. They'll all tell you the same thing."

"That doesn't match the man who supposedly burned Thistlewick to the roofline."

"No," Bram agreed, quiet now, careful in a way that told her he'd chosen his next words with some deliberation. "It doesn't. I wasn't in the household guard yet when that happened — I was barely past my first oath-year — but I've heard enough of the older guard talk about it, in the corners, when they think no one new is listening, to know the story everyone tells outside these walls isn't the one anyone tells inside them."

"Then why does no one correct it?"

"Because the General's never once asked anyone to." Bram picked up the empty cup from earlier, straightening as if to leave, then paused at the doorway. "Make of that whatever you like, hedge-witch. I've learned it's usually smarter to watch what a man does with his own two hands than to trust what an entire archipelago says about him behind his back."

He left her with that, and Wren sat a long time afterward, treaty forgotten in her lap, turning the shape of it over — a man who wouldn't correct a lie that made him look worse than he was, in a world where reputation was its own kind of currency, and she couldn't for the life of her work out what he thought he was buying with the silence.

⁂

The crack widened further two nights later, when a fever took hold of one of the wall-crew warders — infection setting into a burn he'd taken during the storm repair, the kind of thing that in the mortal world would have meant a physician and a long recovery, and in the Gloaming Isles meant a healer with enough training to draw the poison out through blood-magic, at a price someone would have to pay.

Wren found Kastian in the infirmary at an hour when he should have been anywhere else, one sleeve rolled back, a healer working a binding-ward into the crook of his own arm while the fevered warder slept on, oblivious, in the cot beside him.

"You're paying his price," she said, from the doorway, before she'd decided to say anything at all.

"He has a wife and two children in the lower village. He can't afford years off his own life for a fever he caught rebuilding my wall." Kastian didn't look up. The healer's ward-work left a thin red line tracing up his forearm, and Wren recognized, with a lurch she didn't examine too closely, the particular tightness around his mouth that meant the price being drawn wasn't years. It was memory.

"What are you losing?"

"Nothing important."

"That's not an answer either."

He looked at her then, and for the first time since she'd crossed the Veil Strait, something in his face wasn't careful at all — just tired, and human, in a way the stories about the Ash General had never once accounted for.

"A morning," he said. "Some morning, from some year I won't remember losing until I go looking for it and find the shape of an absence instead. It's a fair price for a man's life. I've paid worse for less."

"You do this often."

"Often enough that the healers stop asking whether I mean it." He rolled his sleeve back down, wincing at something only he could feel. "Don't make it into more than it is, hedge-witch. It's not kindness. It's arithmetic. I have more years and memories to spend than most of the people under this roof, and spending mine instead of theirs is simply the correct math."

"That's a very cold way to describe something that looks, from where I'm standing, exactly like kindness."

"Then you're standing somewhere I'm not used to being looked at from," he said, quiet enough that she almost missed it, and the crack in her assumptions, the one that had started with a wall being rebuilt by hand instead of by cruelty, split a little further open, and refused, stubbornly, to close back up.

She didn't leave the infirmary right away. She told herself it was because the healer might need a second pair of hands if the ward-work went wrong, and told herself that lie firmly enough that she almost believed it, and sat instead on the bench across from Kastian's cot while the healer finished binding the last of the price into his skin and packed her kit to go.

"You should sleep," Wren said, once they were alone, the fevered warder's breathing gone even and untroubled in the cot beside them. "Whatever you just lost, losing sleep on top of it isn't going to help you find it again."

"I don't sleep well in this Keep. Haven't in years." He said it the way he said most things about himself — flat, unadorned, offered up like a fact about the weather rather than a wound. "Too many rooms in it that remember things I'd rather not."

"Is that a general statement, or a confession?"

"Both, probably." A ghost of something crossed his face — tired amusement, she thought, or its nearest cousin. "You ask a great many direct questions for a woman who's known me four days, hedge-witch."

"You give a great many indirect answers for a man who claims to prefer efficiency." She matched his own words back at him, and watched it land — the corner of his mouth doing something that wasn't quite a smile but wanted, badly, to become one. "I told you. I read everything before I do something stupid. That includes people."

"And what have you read, so far?"

"That the man the Isles call a monster rebuilt a wall by hand instead of drafting free labor out of villages that couldn't refuse him. That he pays a healer's price himself rather than let a warder's family bear it. That he'll tell me can't instead of won't, and ask me to believe the difference matters, and somehow — infuriatingly — I find that I do."

Something shifted in his face at that, subtle enough that she'd have missed it a week ago, before she'd started cataloguing him thorn by thorn. It looked, for one unguarded moment, almost like hope — the kind a man keeps buried so deep he's forgotten it's still there until someone accidentally digs it up.

"Careful," he said, low. "That's a dangerous thing to admit to a man you're bound to for five years."

"I'm aware." Wren stood, because staying any longer felt like standing too close to a fire she hadn't decided yet whether she wanted to be warmed by or burned. "Goodnight, General. Try to actually sleep, this time, instead of just lying there resenting the rooms."

"I'll consider it." His eyes followed her to the door, amber and unreadable and, for the first time since she'd crossed the Veil Strait, not entirely unkind. "Wren."

She paused at the threshold.

"Thank you," he said, "for asking the right question, even when you already suspect you won't like where the answer leads."

She didn't have a response for that either — not one she trusted herself to say out loud — so she left him to the quiet of the infirmary, and carried the weight of his voice back to her own room, where it kept her, despite every instinct telling her not to let it, awake a good while longer than she'd intended.
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Chapter Four
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The Lark Court delegation was due in two days when the border ward at Thistlewick failed.

Wren felt it before anyone told her — a wrongness in the tether at her sternum, Kastian's end of it gone sharp and urgent in a way it hadn't been since the night in the infirmary, and she was already pulling on her boots when Bram hammered on her door with the actual words.

"Ward's down at the old boundary," he said, breathless, a runner's flush still high in his face. "Something's coming through where nothing should be able to. The General's riding out with the wall-crew. He asked for you specifically — said you're the only one who can read a failing ley-line fast enough to matter."

⁂

The boundary ward at Thistlewick had been quietly rotting for longer than anyone wanted to admit, Wren realized within minutes of reaching it — the joint-maintenance treaty she'd read in the archive hadn't accounted for what happened when one signatory's warders were stretched thin rebuilding a harbor and the other signatory hadn't sent anyone to check the seams in over a year. Whatever had originally held the boundary between Thorn and Lark territory in place was failing not from malice but from neglect, the ordinary, unglamorous kind that took generations to matter and then mattered all at once.

The ride out had taken the better part of an hour, the wall-crew moving at a pace that told her exactly how seriously they took a border-failure this close to a diplomatic delegation's arrival, and Wren had spent the whole of it with one hand pressed flat against her own sternum, feeling the tether pull her steadily toward Kastian's position at the front of the column, a compass needle she hadn't asked for and couldn't quite bring herself to resent anymore.

And something was using the gap.

"Wraith-hollow," Kastian said, low, crouched beside her at the edge of a ward-circle scored into the dirt, watching a shape move through the treeline that didn't quite hold together the way a body should — a smear of wrongness, more absence than presence, the kind of thing the old lore called up when a boundary thinned enough to let it. "They live in the seams between territories. Feed on the confusion of a border that doesn't know what it is anymore. This one's been growing fat on this exact stretch of dead ward for longer than I'd like to guess."

"Can you kill it?"

"Not with steel. It isn't fully in this world — steel goes through it like smoke. I need to re-seal the boundary hard enough that it either gets shoved back through the gap or trapped and starved on this side of it, and I need someone who can read the ley-lines fast enough to tell me exactly where the seam is thinnest before it reaches the wall-crew."

Wren was already pulling the compass from her satchel — brass, ley-sensitive, the same kind of instrument she'd seen on his own map table the first day. "Give me sixty seconds."

"You have thirty. It's already noticed the crew."

⁂

She found the seam in twenty-two, which she'd remember later as the single most useful fact she'd ever produced under pressure in her life — a thread of wrongness running through the ley-lines like a tear in fabric, thin at one end and widening toward the old boundary stones where the original treaty-ward had been anchored a hundred years ago.

"There." She pointed, hand not quite steady. "The anchor stone's cracked. That's the whole failure — not the length of the boundary, just that one point. If you can re-seal the stone itself instead of trying to hold the entire line, you might not need to spend nearly as much."

Kastian's head snapped toward her, something sharp and startled in his expression that had nothing to do with the wraith-hollow closing on the wall-crew's flank. "That's not how boundary wards are taught. Every warder I've ever trained anchors the whole line first, then reinforces the weak point second. You'd burn through the price on the full boundary before you even got to the actual problem."

"Then your warders are taught wrong, or taught by someone economical with information for reasons that have nothing to do with what actually works." She didn't have time to feel smug about it, not with the wraith-hollow's shape rippling closer through the trees, but some small, fierce part of her filed the moment away anyway. "Anchor the stone. Just the stone. It's cheaper, and it's faster, and it's the only version of this that gets done before that thing reaches your crew."

He didn't argue further. He simply moved — closing the distance to the cracked anchor stone at a speed that shouldn't have been possible for a man his size, palm flat against the stone's broken face, and Wren watched the Reckoning take its price in real time for the first time since she'd learned what it was: not years, this time, not memory, but something rawer, a visible strain across his shoulders as though he were physically holding a door shut against a wind that wanted it open, sweat breaking at his temple, his breath coming ragged through gritted teeth.

"Kastian—"

"Talk later." His voice was strained thin, barely his own. "Keep them off me. Thirty seconds."

⁂

She had exactly nothing to fight a wraith-hollow with — no steel would touch it, he'd said so himself — but she had a hedge-witch's training and three years of half-remembered warding theory, and when the smear of wrongness surged toward the anchor stone, toward Kastian with his back turned and both hands full of a magic he couldn't stop mid-working, Wren did the only thing she could think to do: she threw every scrap of ward-craft she owned into a rough, ugly, improvised circle around them both, paid for in the only currency she had — a handful of years, gone in an instant, a cold lurch through her chest like something reaching in and taking a fistful of her future without asking permission.

It wasn't elegant. It wasn't even, by any technical measure, correct. But it held, just long enough, the wraith-hollow's edge recoiling off a ward drawn by someone who'd learned the theory from books and desperation rather than a proper Keep's training, and by the time it gathered itself to try again, Kastian's working finished with a sound like a held breath finally released, the anchor stone flaring white-hot for one instant before settling, whole, back into ordinary granite.

The wraith-hollow didn't so much flee as simply stop being visible, shoved back through whatever seam it had been feeding on, and the boundary ward hummed back to life around them, solid in a way Wren could feel even without the compass to confirm it.

Kastian dropped to one knee in the sudden quiet, breathing hard, and Wren was at his side before she'd decided to move.

"How much did that cost you?" she demanded, hands hovering, not quite touching, unsure if touching was allowed or wanted or safe.

"Enough." He looked up at her, amber eyes bloodshot with the strain of it, and something in his face when he saw her — really saw her, saw whatever the price of her own improvised ward had cost written plain across her face — went sharp with an alarm that had nothing to do with the wraith-hollow at all. "What did you spend? Wren. What did you pay."

"A few years. It doesn't matter—"

"It matters." He caught her wrist, grip careful even through the roughness of the moment, and for the first time she saw him afraid of something that wasn't strategic — afraid, plainly, for her, in a way that didn't fit any version of the Ash General the Isles had ever described to her. "You shouldn't have had to pay anything. That was my working to hold, my crew to protect. You weren't supposed to be the one bleeding for it."

"Neither were you, if we're assigning blame for who's supposed to bleed around here." She let him keep her wrist, because some traitorous part of her didn't actually want him to let go, and because the tether between them was singing low and startled and entirely too honest for either of them to pretend otherwise. "We did the thing that worked, General. Cheaper ward, faster casting, both of us paying instead of one. That's not a tragedy. That's just — arithmetic. Your word, not mine."

Something in his face cracked then — not the careful door-with-a-good-hinge kind of closing he usually did, but the opposite, something opening, unguarded and startled by its own honesty.

"I don't want your arithmetic bleeding for mine," he said, low, rough. "Not ever again, if I can help it."

"That's a very inconvenient thing to want from someone you hold a five-year debt over."

"I'm aware," he said, "of exactly how inconvenient it is."

Neither of them moved to break the moment, the boundary ward humming whole around them, the wall-crew's shouts of relief carrying faint through the trees, and for one long, unguarded breath, Wren let herself simply look at him — not the General, not the monster the Isles named him, not even the puzzle she'd spent four days cataloguing thorn by thorn — just a man, exhausted and afraid for her, still holding her wrist like he hadn't yet decided whether he was allowed to.

⁂

The wall-crew reached them a few minutes later, out of breath and wide-eyed, and Wren watched something shift in the way they looked at Kastian — not fear, not the deference of soldiers to a commander, but something closer to relief, the specific relief of people who'd genuinely worried he might not walk out of whatever had just happened.

"You're bleeding, General," one of them said, nodding at a shallow scrape along his forearm Wren hadn't noticed until it was pointed out.

"It's nothing." Kastian was already on his feet, offering Wren a hand up that she took before she could decide whether accepting it meant anything. "The ward's re-anchored. Get the crew back to the Keep before the light goes — I want a proper survey of the entire boundary line at first light, every anchor stone checked, not just this one. If it's rotted this far without anyone noticing, I want to know how many other seams we've been ignoring."

"Yes, General." The crew leader hesitated, glancing at Wren with open curiosity. "The hedge-witch's ward held it off long enough for the re-anchoring. Whole crew saw it. That's — that's not a small thing, what she did."

"No," Kastian said, quiet, still holding Wren's hand a beat longer than the assistance required. "It isn't."

⁂

They walked back to Ashvane Keep together, the wall-crew ranging ahead and behind, and for a long stretch neither of them spoke at all — the kind of silence that would have felt tense between them a week ago and now felt, disconcertingly, almost comfortable.

"You're going to lecture me," Wren said eventually, mostly to break it before the silence could turn into something else. "About the years I spent. I can feel it coming."

"I'm considering it."

"Save it. I'd do it again. I did the math before I did the ward — a handful of years against a wraith-hollow reaching your crew, or worse, reaching you mid-working with your back turned. That's not a difficult equation."

"It's not the equation I'm objecting to." He kept his eyes on the path ahead, but his voice had gone lower, rougher at the edges. "It's that you did it without hesitating. Without waiting to see if I'd manage on my own. Most people who've held a blood-debt as briefly as you've held mine would have let the man who owns their ledger take his own risks and counted the loss as convenient, if it came to that."

"I'm not most people."

"No," he said, and something in the way he said it made her chest tighten around the tether in a way that had nothing to do with the Reckoning's price. "I'm beginning to understand that."

⁂

She asked him, once the Keep's gates were in sight and the wall-crew had peeled off toward the barracks, the question she'd been holding since the anchor stone flared white and settled: "Why did wraith-hollows only start feeding on that seam recently? The treaty's a hundred years old. The boundary's been thin before, surely, in all that time."

Kastian was quiet long enough that she thought he might close the door on this one too — but instead he exhaled, slow, like a man setting down something heavy he'd been carrying a long while.

"Because the last time that boundary was properly maintained on both sides was the year Thistlewick burned," he said. "Lark Court stopped sending warders to check the anchor stones after that. I can't blame them for it — from where they stood, sending people to cooperate with the court that supposedly torched their village would have looked like complicity. So the seam's been rotting, quietly, quantifiably, for exactly as long as the rumor's been allowed to stand unchallenged." He glanced at her, something raw and tired in his expression. "That's the actual cost of a lie no one corrects, hedge-witch. It isn't just reputation. Boundaries fail. Wraith-hollows feed. People almost die in the gap it leaves behind. I've known that the whole time, and I still haven't told anyone the truth."

"Then tell me," Wren said, quiet, urgent. "Right now. Just me. Not the whole Isles, not the delegation arriving in two days — just tell me what actually happened at Thistlewick."

He looked at her for a long moment, amber eyes carrying something that looked almost like longing, and almost like grief, tangled together too tightly to separate.

"I want to," he said. "You have no idea how much I want to. But the vow that keeps my mouth shut isn't mine to break just because I've decided I trust the person asking." His jaw tightened. "Give me time, Wren. I'm working on it. I've been working on it longer than you know."

It wasn't an answer. But it wasn't a closed door either — not the flat, final can't he'd offered on the first day, but something with a crack of light showing through it, and Wren found, standing at the gates of a Keep she'd entered as a hostage four days ago, that she was willing, for now, to wait and see what grew through that crack.

The tether hummed quiet and steady between them the whole way through the courtyard, no longer a stranger's weight in her chest but something she was beginning, against every instinct that had carried her across the Veil Strait in the first place, to think of as almost familiar.
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Chapter Five
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The Lark Court delegation arrived at Ashvane Keep on a morning gray enough to match their sigil, three warders and a silver-haired envoy named Faolin who greeted Kastian with the particular coldness of someone who'd rehearsed civility because the alternative wasn't available to her, not because she felt any of it.

Wren sat at the map table with her ley-compass and a stack of boundary treaties, exactly where Kastian had put her, and watched the envoy's eyes catalogue her the way Wren had spent five days cataloguing Kastian — thorn by thorn, weak point by weak point.

"You've brought the hostage to the negotiating table," Faolin said, not quite a question.

"I've brought the warder who found the anchor stone's fracture two days before it would have let a wraith-hollow into your own territory," Kastian said, even, unbothered. "If you'd rather negotiate without the person who actually understands the current state of the boundary, I'm happy to send her away and let the wraith-hollows sort out the treaty terms instead."

Something in Faolin's expression shifted — not warmth, but a recalculation Wren recognized, because she'd made the same one herself, more than once, in the last five days.

"Fine," the envoy said, taking the seat Kastian gestured toward with the stiff grace of someone conceding a point she hadn't expected to lose. "Let the hostage stay. Though I'll note, General, that it's a curious choice — arming a woman with a blood-debt to you with information about the very border her sister's release depended on."

"She's not armed with information I gave her out of charity, envoy. She found the fracture in the anchor stone herself, with a compass and a hundred years of your own court's paperwork, before either of our sides thought to look." Kastian's tone stayed level, but there was something underneath it that Wren was beginning to recognize as the particular restraint of a man choosing not to say something sharper. "If Lark Court would prefer to negotiate boundary maintenance without the person who's actually done the maintenance work in question, I'm happy to have this conversation with your warders instead and let them explain to you afterward why the numbers don't add up without her."

Faolin's mouth thinned, but she said nothing further on the matter, and Wren allowed herself the small, private satisfaction of being defended by a man she still hadn't decided whether to trust.

⁂

The negotiation itself was tedious in the specific way that made Wren grateful for her ley-compass, something to occupy her hands while the actual business of the meeting circled the same three points for the better part of an hour: whose warders would maintain which stretch of the anchor line going forward, how the cost would be split, whether either court could afford, honestly, to keep pretending this particular border wasn't a shared liability neither side had the resources to ignore any longer.

Wren found herself, more than once, called on directly — Faolin's own warders deferring to her ley-readings with a grudging respect that surprised her, given how the morning had started, and by the time the maintenance schedule had been roughly hammered into shape, she'd begun to understand that the coldness in the room wasn't really about her at all. It was old grief wearing the shape of diplomacy, the kind that hardened into procedure because the alternative — actually feeling the loss of a burned village, out loud, in a room with the court everyone believed responsible for it — was more than any of them could afford to do and still get through the day's business.

It was Faolin who brought up Thistlewick, an hour in, with the careful precision of someone laying a trap she'd built well in advance.

"Perhaps," the envoy said, "before we discuss future maintenance, the General would care to address why Lark Court warders stopped attending this boundary in the first place."

The room went very still.

"You know why," Kastian said, quiet.

"I know the story the Isles tell. I'd be curious to hear the General's version, for once, given how carefully he's avoided offering one for eleven years."

Wren's compass hand stilled entirely.

⁂

"There was a boy," Kastian said, after a silence long enough that Wren thought he might simply decline to answer at all, "in the household of Thorn Court's ruler — Lord Serrick Thorne, who still sits that throne today. The boy held a blood-debt to him. A hostage-debt, not unlike the one Wren currently holds to me, except drawn by a man who had no intention of ever letting it discharge."

Wren went very still, the shape of where this was going arriving a half-second before the words did.

"The boy tried to run, eleven years ago, the week of the autumn Hinge Tide. He crossed into Lark territory hoping the border's confusion would break the tether long enough to get free of it. It didn't. Blood-debts don't care whose land you're standing on." Kastian's voice had gone flat in the particular way Wren now recognized as the sound of a man holding something back by main force. "The debt-holder called it in, from a distance, across the boundary. Compelled the boy to set the fire himself — Thistlewick burned because a fifteen-year-old hostage was made to burn it, unable to refuse the compulsion any more than you could refuse to breathe. The debt-holder wanted Lark Court blamed for harboring an escaped Thorn Court asset. He got exactly what he wanted. Nobody ever asked who actually held the debt that made it happen."

"Who was the boy?" Faolin asked, though something in her face said she already suspected.

Kastian didn't answer with words. He simply looked, for one unguarded moment, entirely too old for his own face, and Wren understood, with a lurch that felt like the floor tilting under her, exactly whose name belonged in the space where he refused to put it.

⁂

"You," Wren said, once the delegation had adjourned for the day and the two of them were alone in the map-room, the fire burned low, the ley-compass forgotten on the table between them. "You were the boy. You burned Thistlewick."

"I was compelled to burn Thistlewick. There's a difference, though I understand if it doesn't feel like one from where you're sitting."

"I know there's a difference. I've watched what a called debt does to a person who tries to refuse it. I've watched the shape of what it costs you to pay someone else's price instead of your own." Her voice had gone rougher than she intended. "That's not what I'm reeling from, Kastian. I'm reeling from the fact that you've spent eleven years letting the entire Isles believe you did it willingly, and letting your own vow keep you from correcting a story that's cost you your name and cost the borderland its warders and nearly cost your own crew their lives two days ago, and you never once — not once — tried to find a way around the vow to say otherwise."

"You think I haven't tried."

"Have you?"

The silence that followed had teeth in it.

"The vow that binds my tongue on this doesn't simply forbid the words," he said finally, low, rough. "It's older and uglier than that. It's tied to the same debt-holder who compelled the fire in the first place — Lord Serrick Thorne, who still rules the Thorn Court today. My mother sold my hostage-debt to him when I was fourteen. He never intended it to discharge, and eleven years later, it hasn't. I've earned enough standing under him — command of his armies, a General's authority — that he can't simply discard me anymore. But the debt itself has never once come close to ending. The vow doesn't just stop me from saying who set the fire. It punishes anyone who hears the truth from my own mouth and believes it — a compulsion meant to make the confession worthless even if I found a way to force it out. I could tell you everything right now, plainly, and the vow would simply make you doubt every word the instant it left my mouth. That's the trap. Not silence. Sabotage."

Wren felt something in her chest go cold and still, the tether at her sternum humming low with an emotion she suspected wasn't entirely her own. "So when Faolin asked, just now, and you told the room what happened—"

"She heard it. She'll doubt it by tomorrow morning, unless something independent confirms it for her first. That's how the compulsion works. I've watched it happen four times now, with four different people I tried to tell. The truth comes out of my mouth clean and whole, and by the next day it's curdled into something they've talked themselves out of believing." His jaw tightened, and for the first time since she'd crossed the Veil Strait, Wren saw something that looked, unmistakably, like despair. "I stopped trying, eventually. Not because I stopped wanting to be believed. Because watching someone believe me for one evening
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