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END OF BOOK ONE

Chapter One — The Hall of Records

The vow-ledgers smelled like dust and citrus oil, and Wren Ashdown had long ago decided that was the safest smell in the world. It was a smell that asked nothing of her, made no claims on her attention beyond the next page, and had never once, in six years, given her away.

She kept her sleeves rolled to the elbow and her ink-stained fingers moving, because a clerk who stopped moving was a clerk someone might look at twice, and Wren had built six years of invisibility out of never once giving anyone a reason to look twice. She catalogued the morning's vows in the order they'd been sworn at the city register: a marriage oath between a tanner's son and a baker's daughter, binding them to fidelity the moment the words left their mouths. A trade bargain between two grain merchants, its terms now as unbreakable as bone. A blood-debt repayment, sealed, filed, done.

Magic did this. Not love, not law — magic. Every vow sworn in Caldris took root in the speaker the instant it was spoken, a live thread of binding that would yank and burn and break something inside you if you ever tried to walk away from your own words. It was why the kingdom worked at all, Wren's old instructor used to say. People could lie all they wanted. They simply couldn't lie in a vow.

Wren knew better than anyone alive how wrong that was.

She was halfway through filing the grain bargain when the floor moved.

Not shook — moved, the way a held breath moves a ribcage, one long roll that came up through the stone floor of the Hall of Records and into the soles of her boots. The ink bottles on her desk rattled in a perfect, eerie unison, like they were listening to something she couldn't hear yet.

Old Maren, three desks down, didn't even look up from her ledger. "Wardstone's grumbling again," she muttered. "Third time this month."

"It wasn't doing that last month," Wren said, and hated how level she managed to keep her voice.

"Wasn't doing a lot of things last month." Maren licked her thumb and turned a page. "Drink your tea before it's a wasted vow on your part to ever pour it."

Wren laughed, because that was the correct thing to do, and went back to filing, because that was also the correct thing to do, and underneath both of those performances some old animal part of her had gone very still and very alert, the way it had the day they'd dragged her mother into the square.

She knew what the Wardstone was supposed to feel like. She'd spent six years memorizing the schematics of its old binding-script in the deep archive, the better to know exactly how far away from it she needed to stay. The first queen's oath, three hundred years old, layered into the bedrock under the capital like a held note that never stopped singing. It wasn't supposed to grumble. It wasn't supposed to do anything except hold, silently and forever, the way a good oath should.

The tremor came again an hour later, sharper this time, and from the window above her desk Wren watched a smear of grey nothing — not smoke, not fog, something with no texture at all, like a torn place in the air — roll briefly across the rooftops of the lower city before the watch-bells started screaming and it was gone.

Hollow-touch. She'd read about it. She'd never seen it.

By the time the bells stopped, half the Hall had crowded the windows, and Wren made herself crowd in among them, because standing apart from a crowd was its own kind of vow-mark, its own kind of signature that said look here, this one is different. She pressed her sleeve to her mouth like everyone else and said nothing, and underneath her ribs the old animal stillness sharpened into something with teeth.

If the Wardstone was failing, the Crown would want answers. And there were only two kinds of people who could give the Crown the truth about a failing oath: scholars who'd spent their lives on theory, and the one kind of person who could feel a vow's architecture from the inside without being bound by it at all.

Wren had spent six years making sure no one in this city remembered that the second kind of person still existed.

She went back to her desk. She finished filing the grain bargain. She did not let her hands shake until she was home, alone, with the door barred and her mother's old prayer beads — not a vow, never a vow, just beads, just memory — pressed hard enough into her palm to leave a mark.

Stay small, she told herself, the way she'd told herself every night for six years. Stay careful. Stay alive.

Outside, three streets over and rising, the watch-bells started again.


Chapter Two — The Lower City

The lower city, after the watch-bells stopped, did what the lower city always did after a fright it couldn't afford to dwell on: it went back to work.

Wren walked home through it deliberately, the long way, the way she sometimes did when the day had left something in her chest that needed walking off before she could trust herself to sit still. The lower city was where the Hollow-touch had rolled across the rooftops, and already the street-sweepers were out with their brooms and their careful, practiced unconcern, sweeping ash and grey dust off doorsteps as though it were nothing stranger than soot from a chimney fire.

It was not soot. Wren had seen, from her window, exactly what it was, and she suspected most of the people sweeping it away knew it too, and swept anyway, because knowing and affording to stop were two very different luxuries in this part of the city.

She passed the bakery where the tanner's son and the baker's daughter she'd filed that morning would, by tonight, be bound together for the rest of their lives by a vow neither of them could ever walk back from, and she thought, the way she always thought when she filed marriage oaths, about how strange it was that an entire kingdom had built its whole understanding of trust on magic instead of choice — as if a promise only meant something once it could no longer be broken, as if love required a leash to be believed in at all.

Her mother had never sworn a marriage vow. Sera Ashdown had told her once, when Wren was young enough to ask uncomfortable questions and old enough to understand the careful answers, that an Oathless woman who married would be marrying a lie — that she could stand in front of the whole city and speak every word of the binding ceremony and feel nothing catch, nothing take root, nothing bind her to anything at all, while the man beside her felt his own half of the vow lock into his bones like an iron collar. "It would not be fair to him," her mother had said, "to ask him to be bound to a woman who could never be bound back." Wren had thought, at the time, that this was the saddest thing she had ever heard. She thought, now, walking past the bakery with the memory of a market-day kiss she hadn't had yet sitting unrealized somewhere in her future, that she understood it considerably better than she wanted to.

A boy of perhaps ten sat on the bakery steps, sharing a heel of bread with a younger sister, and as Wren passed she saw the old grey scarring along his collarbone — Hollow-touch, old and survived, the way Or'in Dask's would be when she met him, though she didn't know that yet. The lower city carried more of these scars than the official Crown reports ever admitted to, because the official Crown reports were written by people who never had to walk this far from the palace gates to see what the Wardstone's long, slow failure was actually costing.

She gave the children the last of the coin in her pocket, which she could not strictly afford, and did not examine too closely why she'd done it, except that some old, careful part of her recognized something in the boy's collarbone scar that she had spent six years learning to recognize in herself: the specific, quiet posture of a person who has survived something the rest of the world would rather not look at directly.

By the time she reached her own door, the watch-bells had gone fully silent, and the city had resumed its evening business as though nothing at all had cracked open over the rooftops that afternoon. Wren understood, climbing the stairs to her small rented room above a tailor's shop, that this practiced forgetting was its own kind of survival — the same survival she'd built her entire adult life out of, multiplied across an entire population that had decided, collectively and silently, that some truths were safer left unswept.

She did not yet know how soon she would no longer have the luxury of sweeping anything under anything at all.


Chapter Three — The Oathblade

Cassian Vale had executed eleven oathbreakers in his life, and he remembered every one of their faces and none of his sister's.

That was the shape of the price he'd paid. The blood-vow that let him see a broken oath the way other men saw a wound — bright, specific, impossible to mistake — had been sworn nine years ago over Liora's dying body, in a healer's tent that smelled of burnt herbs and worse things, and it had bought him exactly what he'd asked for: the strength to carry her out of a war that should have killed them both. It had not asked his permission to keep collecting the price after she died anyway. Vows did not negotiate. They simply took.

He stood now in the execution yard behind the Hall of Inquisition, looking down at a man named Joren Ashe, who had sworn to repay a debt to a moneylender and had instead spent the silver on passage out of the kingdom. The Fracture had caught him three streets from the harbor gate — broken vows always left a mark, a kind of seared absence where the magic had torn loose, and once an Oathblade saw it, there was no further argument to be had.

"Anything to say," Cassian asked, because it was procedure, not because he expected anything useful.

"I was going to pay him back," Joren said, the way every single one of them said it. "From the new country. I swear—"

"You already swore," Cassian said, not unkindly. "That's rather the problem."

He didn't enjoy this part. He'd stopped pretending otherwise around the fourth execution, when he'd understood that the only honest thing left to him was precision, not mercy — mercy was not in the job description, and pretending it was just made the cruelty harder to carry afterward. He drew the ceremonial blade, which was not ceremonial at all, which was vow-forged and would only kill a man whose own oath had already half-killed him, and he did the thing he was bound, body and blood, to do.

Afterward, in the quiet, his memory slipped.

It happened the way it always did — no warning, no pain, just a door swinging shut somewhere behind his eyes. He reached for his sister's face and found, for three full heartbeats, nothing at all. Not gone — misplaced, the healers had told him, as if that distinction were a comfort. The vow was still feeding on him, slow and patient, the way it had fed on him every year since he'd made it, and the healers said two more years, perhaps three, before there was nothing left of Liora in his memory for it to take, and after that —

After that, no one knew. No Oathblade had ever lived long enough to find out what a blood-vow did once it had eaten everything it was promised.

Her face came back, finally. Dark hair. A scar through one eyebrow from when they were children. He held onto it the way he held onto everything now — too hard, too carefully, like a man memorizing a room before the lamp goes out.

A runner found him still standing in the yard. "The king wants you. Now."

"The king always wants me now," Cassian said, but he was already moving, already wiping the blade clean, already burying Liora's face back down where the vow couldn't reach it quite so easily.

He did not yet know that the kingdom was about to ask him to hunt the one kind of person who might be able to unmake the oath that was killing him.

He would have laughed, if he'd known. It would have been the first real thing he'd laughed at in nine years.

He did not laugh. He simply finished his rounds, filed his report on the morning's execution in the same flat, procedural hand he used for all of them, and walked back toward his own quarters through a palace that had no idea yet how thoroughly its own foundations had already begun to crack — and how little time remained before the cracking became impossible for anyone, king or soldier or careful archivist, to keep pretending they hadn't noticed.


Chapter Four — The Order

The throne room at this hour was empty of everyone but the king, two guards who pretended not to listen, and the particular grey light that came
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