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END OF BOOK TWO

Chapter One — The Border Report

The letter that started the second part of Wren Ashdown's life arrived on an ordinary Tuesday, which she had begun to suspect was simply how the worst news always chose to announce itself — never with appropriate ceremony, never on a day that had taken the trouble to feel significant in advance, simply slipped between an unremarkable breakfast and an unremarkable morning of paperwork, the way disaster so often arrived dressed as routine. She had learned, over the past year, to distrust ordinary mornings precisely because of how reliably they preceded the days that ended up mattering most.

She read it twice at her new desk — the one with her name actually on the door now, four months into a post no one in three centuries of Crown history had thought to create — and felt the old, familiar cold settle into her chest before she'd even finished the second pass. A border garrison commander named Iseult Bray had filed a report so carefully worded it nearly disguised its own alarm: a Hollow-tear at the eastern frontier, opened the week after their return from the Wardstone chamber, had not closed. Had not thinned. Had, if Captain Bray's measurements were to be trusted, grown by nearly a third in the eleven weeks since, and had begun, in the last several days, to make sounds.

"Sounds," Cassian repeated, reading over her shoulder with the particular stillness she'd learned to recognize as him taking something more seriously than his face initially let on. "What kind of sounds does a hole in the world make?"

"According to this, something close to breathing." Wren set the letter down, smoothing it flat against the desk as if order on the page might impose order on the fact underneath it. "Hollow-tears don't breathe, Cassian. They don't do anything except exist and consume what wanders too close. I've read every theoretical text the Hall of Records has on the subject, and not one of them describes anything remotely like sustained, rhythmic sound."

"Then either the captain's exaggerating, or something out there has changed in a way none of those texts accounted for."

"There's a third option." Wren felt the shape of it settle into her even before she'd fully reasoned her way there, the same cold, clarifying instinct that had once told her exactly what a girl's burning oath needed in a crowded market square. "No Wardstone has ever stood on that border. The first queen built her ward to protect the capital specifically — everywhere else in this kingdom has only ever been protected by distance, by the simple fact that the Hollow's accumulated weight has always pooled closer to where vows break most densely, which is to say, close to power, close to the capital, close to everything the old binding-script was built around." She looked up at him. "That border has had three hundred years of small, ordinary broken vows draining toward it with absolutely nothing to disperse them. We've spent our entire lives assuming the Hollow was simply residue. I don't think anyone has ever asked what residue does, given three centuries and no one to interrupt it."

Cassian was quiet for a long moment, and when he spoke, his voice had the controlled, deliberate calm of a man already planning a route before he'd admitted aloud that he intended to take it.

"You think it's becoming something."

"I think," Wren said, "that we should go and find out before whatever it's becoming finishes deciding what that is without us."

They left within the week, on the king's authority and considerably less secrecy than the last time — Aldric, chastened by thirty years of hidden vows, had insisted on an open commission this time, official orders, a proper retinue, none of which made Wren feel any safer, only more visible, which she was still, four months later, in the process of learning to tolerate rather than fear.

The eastern road was nothing like the northern one. Where the road to the first queen's temple had wound through half-wild farmland and abandoned villages, the eastern road ran straight and busy, lined with garrison towns and the old contested border markers that generations of cartographers had redrawn more times than anyone could number, the long, slow argument between Caldris and its eastern neighbor written into the land itself in a dozen overlapping fences. Wren rode it with her satchel light and her name no longer a thing she had to hide, and found that the lightness of that — the simple, ordinary freedom of riding somewhere as herself — did nothing at all to ease the dread building in her chest with every mile closer to the border.

"You're quiet," Cassian observed, on the second day, his horse drawn up close beside hers the way it had been for months now, easy and unremarkable, the particular comfort of two people who no longer needed an excuse to ride near each other.

"I keep thinking about what Or'in Dask said, that first time. That the Hollow doesn't spread from age. It spreads from neglect." She watched the road ahead, the low autumn light catching gold on fields that hadn't yet been harvested. "We fixed the Wardstone. We never asked what happens to every other undefended mile of this kingdom that's been quietly accumulating the same neglect for three hundred years, just slower, just somewhere no one important enough to notice."

"You think we only solved the visible half of the problem."

"I think," Wren said, "that we solved the part of the problem that was about to embarrass the Crown. I'm not certain anyone in that palace has spent much time worrying about the part that was only going to kill people too far from the throne to matter politically." She heard the bitterness in her own voice and didn't apologize for it. "I'd like to be wrong about that. I have a bad habit of being right about exactly the things I'd most like to be wrong about."

Cassian took her hand. Neither of them remarked on it anymore. It had simply become a fact, the way the sun rising had become a fact she rarely thought to marvel at.

"Then we'll go find out," he said, "and if you're right, we'll make sure this time the whole kingdom hears about it before the Crown has the chance to decide quietly which parts of it are worth saving."

They rode the rest of that day in a steady, companionable quiet, the kind that no longer needed conversation to fill it, and Wren found herself, somewhere in the easy rhythm of hooves against the autumn road, grateful for exactly this — not the absence of danger ahead, but the certainty of who she'd be facing it beside.

They reached the garrison town of Marrowfield on the fifth day, under a sky gone the color of a healing bruise, and felt, before they ever saw the tear itself, the same low, wrong pressure Wren remembered from the lower city's worst days — except larger now, and stranger, carrying underneath it something that was not quite sound and not quite silence, a rhythm too patient and too deliberate to belong to anything as simple as decay.

Wren had read, once, that the body recognizes danger before the mind finishes naming it, and she found, dismounting at the garrison gate with that strange, patient rhythm already pressing against her senses, that she believed it completely.


Chapter Two — Captain Bray

Iseult Bray met them at the garrison gate with the brisk, unimpressed efficiency of a woman who had spent fifteen years commanding soldiers and had long ago stopped being charmed by titles.

"Oathblade. Lady Ashdown." She said both names the way she might have read them off a supply requisition, polite and entirely without ceremony. "I'd say you made good time, except I've been watching that tear grow for eleven weeks and good time stopped meaning very much to me around week three."

"Show us," Cassian said, and Bray, visibly relieved to be speaking with someone who shared her sense of urgency, did exactly that.

The tear sat in a wide, shallow valley a mile beyond the garrison's outer watch line, in country that had once, Bray explained on the ride out, been fertile and densely farmed, before three generations of border skirmishes had emptied it of anyone willing to risk planting there. It was larger than anything Wren had ever studied in theory — not a tear so much as a wound, grey and textureless and somehow, impossibly, deep in a way that defied the flat country around it, as though the valley floor had been hollowed out from beneath by something patient and enormous.

And it was, unmistakably, breathing. A slow, vast intake and release, the grey nothing swelling outward and drawing back in a rhythm too steady to be coincidence, too deliberate to be anything Wren's six years of careful theoretical study had prepared her to name.

"How long has it been doing that," she asked, already kneeling at the edge of the watch line, feeling for the architecture of whatever lay beyond it the way she'd feel for any vow, except there was no vow here to feel, nothing bound, nothing structured — only an enormous, gathering pressure with no shape she recognized at all.

"Four days. Started slow. It's gotten more pronounced every night since." Bray's jaw was tight, the particular tension of a commander who had spent a career being unafraid of conventional enemies and had clearly never expected to be tested by anything else. "I've lost two scouts to it. Not killed — vanished. No bodies, no blood, no sign at all, just gone, the way a candle flame's gone once you've pinched it. I don't have the first idea how to fight something I can't get a blade into."

Bray hesitated, and Wren understood, watching her, that the captain had been deciding for some time how much of this to actually say aloud. "There's more, if you want it."

"I want it," Wren said.

"The first scout was a boy named Aldous. Three years in my service, careful, not the sort to wander." Bray's voice had gone very flat, very controlled. "We found his boots at the watch line two mornings after he went missing. Laces still tied. Set down neat, side by side, the way you'd leave them at your own bed. No footprints leading away from them. Not toward the tear, not back toward the garrison. Nothing. As if he'd simply stepped out of his own boots and stopped existing."

Wren said nothing. There was nothing useful to say to that yet.

"The second one, the soldier walking watch that night swears she heard him laughing right before he went quiet. Not calling for help. Not screaming. Laughing, low and easy, like he'd just been told the best joke of his life." Bray's jaw worked once before she continued. "I have buried men killed by blades, by fever, by simple bad luck on a bad road, Lady Ashdown. I do not know how to write a report that says a grown man walked into the fog smiling and never walked back out of it."

"You can't fight this with a blade," Wren said, quietly, still kneeling at the edge of the valley, feeling the strange, gathering pressure pulse against her senses in time with the tear's slow breathing. "I don't think you can fight it the way you'd fight anything else at all."

"Then what is it."

Wren didn't answer immediately, because the honest answer was forming inside her with a dread she didn't yet have words for — the unmistakable, vertiginous sense of standing near something that was, in some manner she couldn't yet articulate, looking back.

"I think," she said finally, "that it's the first thing in three hundred years that's had enough broken vows pooled in one undefended place, for long enough, to actually become something. Not residue. Not decay." She looked up at Cassian, and saw in his face the same cold recognition dawning that she felt in her own chest. "I think it's started to want."

The tear, as if it had heard her, drew one long, slow breath, and for the first time since they'd arrived, the breathing stopped entirely — not fading, not retreating, simply pausing, the way a creature pauses when it first notices it is being watched.

Wren felt the attention land on her with the force of a physical touch, and understood, with a certainty that had nothing to do with theory and everything to do with the same animal instinct that had once kept her silent in a square six years ago, that whatever waited in that valley had just noticed exactly what kind of person had come to look at it.

She did not move. She did not look away. Whatever this was, however much larger and stranger than anything she'd faced at the Wardstone, she found she had no intention of letting the old instinct to hide win out over the harder, more necessary instinct to simply stand still and be seen. That, she had learned the hard way, was the only kind of courage that had ever actually worked for her.


Chapter Three — First Contact

It came to her that night, in the space between waking and sleep, the way the old theoretical texts had always described the rarest and most dangerous category of vow-magic encounter, the kind no living scholar had ever verified firsthand.

She was standing in the valley, except the valley was not the valley
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