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And for the ones who stayed.

“The raven is the only bird that teaches its young to fly and then follows them into the sky to watch what they do with it.”

— Old Dawnveil proverb

“There is a frequency below sound where everything true lives before it has language.”

— From the private journals of Seren Ashveil, Guardian of Valdris

A NOTE ON CONTENT
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Crown of Ravens contains themes and scenes that some readers may find challenging. These include:


Violence and combat, including character death

Genocide and the erasure of a people (depicted on page, explored historically)

Grief, loss, and intergenerational trauma

Captivity and coercive systems of power

Animal sacrifice (referenced, not depicted in detail)

Parental loss






THE FIVE KINGDOMS

A Brief Guide to the World of the Raven Pact
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ERATH

The Weakest Kingdom • The Border Watch

The smallest and least powerful of the five kingdoms, Erath sits on the Pact’s western edge, its border running adjacent to the primary Hollow territories. Its people are border-hardened and practical. Its court is modest. Its third-born daughters are routinely underestimated.

TURAH

The Strongest Kingdom • The Military Power

The largest army, the deepest treasury, the most storied military tradition. Turah has never lost a border war in recorded history and has not entirely forgiven the other four kingdoms for never requiring it to fight one. Its delegates arrive expecting to win.

VALDRIS

The Cursed Kingdom • The Hidden Crime

A kingdom built on performance. Its capital is too grand for its resources, its towers too tall for their function, its court too ornate for honest governance. For sixty years, Valdris has maintained a secret that has sustained it and is going to destroy it.

CALDRIS

The Scholar Kingdom • The Record Keepers

Caldris maintains the Pact’s most complete public library and the most rigorous academic tradition in the five kingdoms. It is the kingdom least likely to start a war and most likely to have predicted one in writing three years before it happened.

MERVATH

The Trading Kingdom • The Neutral Ground

Mervath has built its prosperity on being useful to all four of the other kingdoms simultaneously, which requires a specific kind of diplomatic dexterity and a willingness to hold strong opinions very quietly. Its people are excellent listeners.
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THE CONVERGENCE

Cael Vorn — the neutral city at the exact geographic center of the five kingdoms, maintained by the Pact’s collective funding and governed by no individual kingdom. The site of all formal Pact proceedings, including the Rite of Crowning.

KEY TERMS

The Language of the Raven Pact

––––––––
[image: ]


The Raven Pact. The founding agreement between the five kingdoms and the god Veyrath, sealed in blood at the Pact’s first year. In exchange for the god’s assistance in containing the Hollow, the five kingdoms agreed to provide resources and sacrifice for the god’s maintenance in the mortal realm.

Veyrath. The god of the Raven Pact. Not a god of ravens specifically — the raven is the god’s symbol, its messenger, its eye. Veyrath exists in the mortal realm through the bond maintained with the Singular. Their presence is experienced as a pressure in the air and a blue fire that burns without fuel in their temples.

The Hollow. Creatures of the Pact’s dark territories. Not simply monsters — the nature of the Hollow, what they are and what they were before the Pact’s current configuration, is the question at the center of this series. They move with wrongness — blurred edges, shadows in incorrect directions, the quality of matter not fully committed to being matter. They do not speak. They do not make sound. They are absolutely silent, which is the worst part.

The Singular. The god’s direct chosen — a Raven operative bound to Veyrath not by assignment but by the god’s personal selection. The Singular carries the god’s mark permanently, maintains the bond that allows Veyrath to exist in the mortal realm, and operates with a capability beyond ordinary Raven-trained fighters. There has been one Singular at a time, in every generation, for as long as the Pact has existed.

The Raven Mark. The sigil placed on the Singular at induction — a black mark at the base of the right thumb. It does not disappear when the bond dissolves. It is a scar rather than a brand: the difference between a claim and a history.

The Rite of Crowning. The formal Pact proceeding convened when a kingdom’s crown falls vacant without a legitimate heir. Five trials, five delegates, one throne. Convened only three times in the Pact’s recorded history.

The Ashen Crossing. A dead valley between the eastern kingdoms, grey-white and barren. Formerly the kingdom of Dawnveil. Now a Hollow breeding ground. No plant has grown there in sixty years.

Dawnveil. The kingdom that refused the god’s sacrifice requirement. Erased by the Pact in the three years following the refusal, through the withdrawal of Hollow containment from its borders. Sixty thousand people. Now geography.

The Dormant Classification. A category in the god’s sealed archive for Raven-bound individuals who have not yet been activated. Different from inactive, which means released. Dormant means waiting. Means present but not yet called. Means there is a condition that has not yet been met.

PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS
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ERATH

Seren Ashveil  —  Third-born princess of Erath • Guardian of Valdris

Twenty-three years old. Spent three years at Erath’s border garrison before the Rite. Has been hearing the Hollow since she was eight years old and has told no one. Not a queen. Not a ruler. The one who listens to what everyone else cannot hear.

Mae Ashveil  —  Second-born princess of Erath

Seren’s elder sister. Manages the capital while their father negotiates the new political landscape. Warm in the specific way of people who have always known exactly where they stand and have made peace with it.

THE RAVEN PACT

Kael Dawnreth  —  Former Raven Singular • Last son of Dawnveil

Thirty-one years old. Sixteen years in the god’s service. The most feared and most capable Raven operative in the Pact’s modern history, now mortal, now free, still the best-trained fighter in five kingdoms. Has been building a case against Valdris for eight years. His people’s names are in a book.

Veyrath  —  The god of the Raven Pact

Present as pressure in the air. Speaks at dawn in a voice like cold. Has been in the mortal realm for sixty years through the bond maintained with the Singular. Is not, as it turns out, administering the Pact in good faith.

THE PACT ARBITERS

Prae  —  Head Arbiter of the Raven Pact

Has been administering Pact procedure for forty years. Has a voice that fills rooms designed to dilute it. Has been adding things to an internal list since the Convergence and finding the list increasingly interesting. Knows, at the end, more than she has said.

VALDRIS

Casor  —  Lead delegate of Valdris

Three rings on his left hand. Flat hands on a table. A career court official who has been managing the Valdris crown’s interests since before the current king had interests of his own. Knows exactly what he has been doing. Has been doing it anyway.

TURAH

General Hessa  —  Lead delegate of Turah (retired)

A woman with a face like a drawn bow and the posture of someone who has never wondered if she deserves to take up space. Arrives expecting to win. Revises this expectation over the course of the Rite with the specific grace of someone who has learned to respect what she did not anticipate.

AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This book began, as most books do, with a question I couldn’t stop asking.

The question was: what if the monsters weren’t the monsters?

The Hollow started as a writing problem — I needed a fantasy threat that felt genuinely frightening, and I kept running into the same wall: threats that were simply violent didn’t interest me. What interested me was the threat that was misunderstood. The thing that was dangerous not because it was evil but because nobody had ever asked it the right question.

Seren came from that question. She is a person who has been asking the right questions her whole life, in a frequency nobody else could hear, and who has been carrying the answers alone because she didn’t know who to tell.

Kael came from a different question, which I’ve been asking since I first read about cultures and people erased by the systems that claimed to protect them: what does it cost a person to serve an authority they know is wrong? What does fifteen years of that do to a person’s relationship with themselves?

The answer, I think, is: it makes them very, very still. And stillness, in people who are not cold, is grief. I wanted to write a love story about two people who are both carrying things that nobody else knows about. About what happens when they find each other. About the specific quality of being seen — really seen — by someone who is also, for the first time, being seen themselves.

The enemies-to-lovers arc is my favorite in all of fiction because it is fundamentally a story about two people who are right about each other from the beginning and wrong about what being right means. They see each other clearly. They just misread what the clarity is for.

I hope Seren’s voice finds the people who need to hear it.

I hope Kael’s story finds the people who understand what it means to finally put something down.

Thank you for reading.
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Leila.
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Chapter One
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SEREN

She heard it before the bells did.

A low, resonant pull, like a string plucked at the bottom of the world — not sound exactly, more the memory of it, pressing up through the soles of her boots. Seren had been awake since before dawn, which was not unusual. She slept badly this close to the border. Everyone did. But it was not the nightmares that had drawn her out of the garrison at Ashfield and into the fog-grey morning. It was that sound. That not-quite-sound. She had been following it for twenty minutes along the outer wall when the bells finally rang.

Three long strikes. Then silence. Then three more.

Breach.

She broke into a run.

The village of Meln sat a quarter-mile east of the Ashfield garrison, pressed up against the base of a ridgeline like it was trying to hide from the sky. It was not much of a village — four dozen souls, a mill, a market that opened twice a week when the roads were dry. The kind of place the capital forgot existed until it needed grain. The kind of place the Hollow found first.

Seren could see the smoke before she could see the fire. Not smoke — mist, disturbed. The Hollow moved through cold air the way a hand moves through water, displacing it, leaving trails. She had learned to read those trails when she was twelve years old and had not stopped since, though she had never told anyone what she was reading or how.

The garrison soldiers were still pulling on their armor when she reached the village edge. She did not wait for them.

The square was empty. Doors shut. Smart villagers. Someone had gotten warning out fast enough for people to shelter, which meant the breach was recent. She moved through the silence with her hand on the short knife at her hip — not because a knife would do anything against the Hollow, but because the weight of it steadied her hands. Old habit. Old comfort. Her father's soldiers trained with steel; she had trained with attention.

She heard it again.

Not a sound. A voice.

Beneath the weight of the world, beneath the fog and the bell-echo and the distant shouts of soldiers finally moving, there was something that wanted to be heard. She had spent fifteen years telling herself it was the wind. She had run out of convincing herself.

She turned toward it.

The child was behind the mill.

A boy, perhaps six years old, crouched in the narrow gap between the mill's stone wall and a pile of split wood. He had his knees pulled to his chest and his eyes squeezed shut, and he was making no sound at all, which was the only reason he was still alive. Three paces in front of him, the Hollow crouched too.

She had seen the Hollow a hundred times and it never became ordinary. This one was large — adult-formed, roughly human in silhouette, but assembled wrong in a way the eye kept refusing to accept. Its edges were soft where they should have been solid. Its shadows moved in the wrong direction. It made no sound. It never made sound. That was the worst part, Seren had always thought, that something so enormous could be so perfectly quiet. Like the world itself held its breath around it.

It had not touched the boy yet. It was watching him.

Seren's knife was in her hand. She looked at it. Put it back.

She took three steps into the space between the Hollow and the child, and she opened her mouth, and she did the thing she had never done in front of another living person.

She spoke to it.

Not words — not exactly. The closest she had ever come to describing it to herself was that she stopped translating. The sound that had lived in her chest since childhood and that she had spent a decade swallowing back down — she let it out. Low and steady and shaped somehow, without shape. A tone. A question.

The Hollow went still.

Stiller than it already was, which should not have been possible. It turned toward her with that wrongness, that sliding wrongness of a thing that did not move the way matter was supposed to move. Its attention was a physical weight. She held her ground and kept making the sound and did not let herself think about how close it was or how easily it could close the distance.

She felt the answer before she heard it. A vibration at the back of her teeth. A pressure behind her eyes, not painful — more like the moment before a word arrives, the shape of meaning before meaning has language.

It was not threatening her. It was asking something. She did not know the question well enough to answer it, so she answered the only way she could: she stayed. She held the sound. She did not run.

The Hollow straightened. Its form blurred at the edges like ink dropped in water, and then it was gone — not fled, simply no longer present in a way she could track. The space it left behind felt scraped clean. Cold in a way that had nothing to do with the morning air.

Seren stood there for three full breaths.

Then she turned and crossed to the child, crouched down to his level, and put a careful hand on his shoulder. He flinched. Then, slowly, opened his eyes.

"It's gone," she said. "You can come out now."

The boy looked at the space where the Hollow had been. Then at her. He did not ask what she had done. He was six, and perhaps he had not seen enough of the world yet to know it was impossible. He took her hand and let her lead him back to the square.

She found his mother three houses down, white-faced and shaking, and she handed him over and said nothing about how he had been found or where. When the garrison soldiers arrived, red-faced and clattering, she told them the Hollow had retreated on its own. She described its direction. She answered their questions.

She told no one about the voice.

She told no one about the answer.

By the time she walked back through Ashfield's gate, the morning had turned proper grey and the garrison cook had started breakfast and the world had rearranged itself back into its usual shape. Seren washed the cold from her hands at the pump and went to find something to eat, and she was halfway through a bowl of oat porridge when the courier arrived.

The man was road-worn, his horse lathered despite the chill. He was carrying the seal of the Royal House of Erath — the hawk and the harvest, gold on black — and he was asking specifically for her. Not for the garrison commander. Not for the ranking officer. For the third-born princess of Erath, who was supposed to be at the capital and was very much not.

She put down her bowl and met him in the garrison yard.

The letter was brief. Her father's hand, though the phrasing had the stiffness of dictation.

The Valdris crown has fallen empty. The Rite of Crowning has been declared by the Pact arbiters. All five kingdoms are required to present a delegate by the first new moon. Erath will not be the kingdom that fails to answer.

There was a line beneath it, added after, in a different ink.

You will present yourself at the capital within five days. Bring nothing that cannot be carried on horseback. Tell no one where you are going.

Seren read it twice. Looked up at the courier, who was watching her with the careful blankness of a man who had been instructed not to answer questions.

She looked back down at the letter.

At the bottom, beneath her father's signature, a single word she had not seen there before. Not an official word. A word added by someone — she thought she knew who — who understood what was being asked of her.

The word was: Please.

She folded the letter. Tucked it into her jacket, against her ribs where the cold was still living.

"When do we leave?" she asked the courier.

"An hour, Highness. If you're willing."

She thought about the boy's hand in hers. The Hollow going still. The word beneath the world that she had spent fifteen years pretending not to hear.

"I'm willing," she said.
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KAEL

The god spoke at dawn, as he always did.

Veyrath had chosen the hours of early morning for their conferences with the same precision they chose everything — deliberately, and without explanation. Kael had learned not to ask for reasons. The god did not provide reasons. The god provided instructions, and Kael had spent fifteen years learning to accept the difference.

The temple at Veyrath's Seat was not grand. That surprised most people who saw it for the first time, expecting the divine to announce itself in marble and gilt. Instead it was a single chamber of grey stone, low-ceilinged, lit by a fire that had been burning without fuel for longer than anyone living could remember. The floor was smooth from centuries of feet. There was no altar, only a low block of obsidian at the room's center, and on mornings when the god wished to speak, the fire burned blue.

It was burning blue this morning.

Kael stood before the obsidian block with his hands at his sides and his face arranged into stillness, which was not the same as calm and never had been. Outside, through the temple's single narrow window, the sky was doing its slow work of becoming light. A raven sat on the sill — a real one, black-eyed and indifferent — and watched him in the way ravens watched things, as though they knew something you didn't and had decided not to tell you.

He had stopped finding that funny around year four.

The voice came from everywhere and from the fire and from slightly behind his left ear, which was where it always came from.

"There is a matter requiring your attention."

Veyrath's voice was not loud. It never needed to be. It carried the way cold carried, getting into spaces you hadn't noticed were open.

"There is always a matter," Kael said.

A pause. The god had long since stopped expressing displeasure at his tone. Either they had grown accustomed to it or they had decided it was not worth the effort. Kael suspected the latter.

"The Rite of Crowning has been declared for Valdris. You are aware."

"I am aware."

"The five kingdoms will send delegates to the Convergence. You will accompany the delegate from Erath."

He had expected many possible assignments. He had not expected that one.

"Erath." He kept his voice level. "The weakest of the five kingdoms sends a delegate to contend for the most dangerous crown in the realm, and you want me to watch over them."

"I want you to watch them," Veyrath said. "There is a distinction."

"Who is the delegate?"

"The third daughter of the Erath king. She will not be a contender. She has no training, no military record, no political credentials that would threaten any other delegation." A beat. "She has, however, been spending considerable time near the border. Near the Hollow."

Kael was quiet for a moment. "That's not unusual for border postings."

"No. But she was not posted there. She went of her own choosing. Three times in the last year. And on each occasion, the Hollow in her vicinity retreated rather than breached." Another pause, longer this time, freighted with something the god was choosing not to name. "There are no reports of unusual defensive action by garrison soldiers during these retreats."

Kael looked at the fire. Blue light moved across the obsidian block like water.

"You think she's doing something," he said.

"I think she may be carrying something. Information, ability — I am uncertain which. I am certain that she must not reach the Valdris throne room with it."

"Because if Valdris hears she's been quieting the Hollow—"

"Because I do not yet know whose interests she serves," Veyrath said, and the temperature in the chamber dropped by several degrees. "She is either irrelevant or dangerous. You will determine which. And you will ensure she does not disrupt the Rite in ways that cannot be controlled."

Kael nodded once. The motion of a man who has said yes so many times it no longer requires words.

"Is she being assigned a Raven escort through the trials?"

"She is. I have arranged it."

He had assumed as much. The god did not summon him for observations; they summoned him when arrangements had already been made and they required him to move inside them. He had stopped objecting to this around year seven. Before year seven he had still believed that objection served some purpose. It was a more innocent time.

"I'll leave for the Convergence by midday," he said.

The blue fire drifted lower. The god's attention, beginning to recede — that sensation of pressure lifting from the room, the way a storm front moves on.

"There is one further matter."

Kael waited.

"You will not pursue your investigation into Valdris during the Rite. What you have been doing in the eastern provinces — it ends while the Rite is in session. The Convergence requires neutrality."

The word neutrality, in the god's mouth, sounded like a door closing.

"Understood," Kael said.

He did not say: I have been building this case for eight years. He did not say: I have a name now, and a record, and a source within the Valdris court who has been feeding me documents at the risk of their own life. He did not say: I am closer than I have ever been, and you are asking me to stop.

He said understood, and he meant that he had heard the instruction.

He did not mean anything else by it.

The god departed. The fire burned back to gold. Outside, the raven on the sill made a sound — not quite a word, not quite commentary — and then was gone, out into the morning, toward whatever it was ravens went toward when no one was watching.

Kael stood in the empty temple for a moment longer. The obsidian block reflected a distorted version of his face back at him. He had stopped being surprised by his own expression years ago, but sometimes it still caught him — how still it had become. How much it looked like a man who had made peace with his circumstances.

He had not made peace with his circumstances.

He had made strategy out of them, which was different.

He picked up his blade from where he had left it at the entrance — you did not bring weapons into the god's presence; this was one of the few rules he still observed without resentment, mostly because it had been practical since childhood and habit was a difficult thing to reason with — and he walked out into the early morning.

The Erath girl. Three border visits. Hollow that retreated.

He turned the information over as he walked. Irrelevant or dangerous.

Veyrath had not considered a third option.

Kael had learned, in fifteen years of service, that the god's certainties were almost always incomplete. Not wrong — they saw too much for simple wrongness. But incomplete in a specific way: they understood power and they understood threat, and they understood very little about the space in between, where most things that actually mattered tended to live.

He would watch the Erath girl.

He would determine what she was carrying and whose side she was on.

And somewhere underneath all of it, in the part of himself that eight years of careful patience had not managed to extinguish, he was already thinking about what it meant that she had been near the Hollow. That they had retreated.

What a person who could do that might know.

What a person who could do that might be able to prove.

He did not let himself think it directly. Direct thoughts attracted the god's attention, and Veyrath was very good at reading him. But he let the idea sit at the edge of his mind, quiet and patient as he was, and he walked back through the grey stone corridors toward his quarters to pack for the Convergence.

He had been waiting eight years. He could wait a little longer.

He had learned, after all, how to be very, very still.
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SEREN

The Convergence smelled like ambition and horse and a particular kind of anxiety that Seren had only ever encountered in places where many important people were gathered in close quarters. She had not been to the capital of the neutral territories since she was eleven years old and had been brought along to a Pact summit as a diplomatic afterthought, tucked between her sister Mae and a minor trade envoy like punctuation nobody needed. She had spent three days eating food that was too rich and trying to look less overwhelmed than she was.

She was considerably better at the latter now.

The city of Cael Vorn sat at the exact center point of the five kingdoms, which was either a feat of ancient planning or an accident that everyone had subsequently agreed to call intentional. Its streets were wide and its buildings were stone and its market quarter was the loudest place Seren had ever stood. Five delegations, five sets of livery, five competing ambitions with diplomatic faces on. Everyone watching everyone else from a careful distance.

Erath's delegation was small. Her father had sent her with two advisors she did not know well, three soldiers she trusted moderately, and the kind of budget that suggested he had not expected to need more. She could not decide if this was an insult or pragmatism. It was probably both.

Mae had not come. Seren had asked, in the brief hour she'd been allowed at the capital before departure. Her sister had looked at her from across a dressing table covered in correspondence and said, with the specific warmth of someone delivering a verdict they have already made peace with: "Father needs someone here who can manage what comes after, depending on how the Rite goes. That's me. You just need to be there. That's you." She had said it kindly. That was the thing about Mae — she was always kind, even when she was being entirely honest about how little she expected from you.

Seren had smiled and said of course and thought about it for the five-day ride and then decided to stop thinking about it.

The delegation from Turah arrived the same afternoon she did, which gave her an excuse to observe them from a distance without appearing to stare. Turah was the strongest of the five kingdoms — militarily, economically, by any measure that mattered in rooms where measures were taken — and their delegation knew it the way a river knows it is downhill from everything. Their livery was deep red and their soldiers were enormous and their delegate was a woman of perhaps forty with a face like a drawn bow and the kind of posture that said she had never once wondered if she deserved to take up space.

Seren watched her cross the Convergence square and felt something clarify inside her chest. Not fear. Something more useful.

She needed to find what she had come to find before any of the other delegates thought to look for it themselves.

She had begun to work out the logistics of this — where the Pact archive was housed, how accessible it was to delegates, whether she could construct a plausible reason to be near it — when the man appeared at her left side.

Not appeared. That was not quite right. He was simply there, between one moment and the next, moving with the kind of trained stillness that made arrival invisible. She had met men like that before. They were never people who wished to be liked.

"You're being watched," he said.

His voice was low and even. Not unfriendly, precisely — but not friendly. A voice that had learned neutrality the way people learned a second language: functional, occasionally perfect, never quite native.

He was tall. Dark-clothed, without the livery of any kingdom. A short sword at his left hip and something at his right she couldn't identify from the angle. The Raven mark was on his right hand, at the base of his thumb — a black sigil she had read about in the historical records and seen in illustrated accounts and was now, apparently, looking at directly, on an actual person, while he stood six inches from her elbow and told her she was being watched.

She looked at the sigil. Looked up at him.

His eyes were striking — a pale grey with something colder underneath, like ice with dark water moving beneath it. He was not looking at her the way most men looked at her, which was to say he was not performing assessment and he was not performing indifference. He was simply looking, with complete attention and nothing extra.

It was, she decided, quite irritating.

"By you?" she asked.

"Among others." He had not turned toward her. He was still watching the square, which meant he was somehow speaking to her sideways. She found this choice deliberate and also deliberating. "The Valdris delegation identified you within an hour of your arrival. So did Turah."

"I would expect so. I'm a delegate. Being identified is part of the role."

"Being identified as a delegate and being identified as a person of specific interest are different things."

She looked at him directly. He still hadn't turned. She studied the line of his jaw, the total lack of anything on his face that could be called expression. "And which am I to them?"

He was quiet for a moment. In the square, a cart horse objected to something and required three handlers to re-persuade.

"I don't know yet," he said. "But the Valdris delegate has had eyes on you for the last twenty minutes, and that's not standard welcome protocol."

Something moved in her chest — cold, sharp, familiar. She had felt it on the border. The sense of being larger than you had known you were, and not being certain whether that was a gift or a target.

She breathed through it. "You still haven't told me who you are."

"No."

"Are you going to?"

"Eventually."

She turned back to the square herself, mostly so she could look at something other than his profile and the mark on his hand. She had already worked out what he was. She had been raised on enough stories — the rare ones, the ones the capital kept in restricted sections of the library — to recognize a Raven when she saw one. She had also worked out, in the last thirty seconds, that he had been assigned to her, and that the assignment was not protective in any straightforward sense of the word.

"You're here to watch me," she said. "Not watch over me."

He did not confirm it. That was confirmation enough.

"Then we can skip the part where you recommend I go home," she said. "I've already decided I'm not going to, and we'd both be wasting time we apparently don't have a surplus of."

For the first time, he turned his head toward her. Just slightly. Just enough to look at her from the edge of his vision in the way that said he was recalibrating something.

"Go home," he said. "The Rite is not for delegates who arrive without standing, without allies, and without a viable claim to the Valdris crown. You are a liability to your delegation and a complication to proceedings that don't need complications."

She let that sit for a moment. Examined it. Found it thorough.

"That's quite a complete summary of my inadequacies," she said. "You must have prepared."

"I had five days."

"Mm. And in five days of preparation did you find anything useful, or only the obvious?"

The silence that followed was about two seconds long. She had a feeling that was meaningful, though she could not yet say how.

"Go home," he said again. The same tone. The same weight.

"No," she said. The same tone. She had had five days too, and she had not spent them on inadequacy assessments. She had spent them memorizing the layout of Cael Vorn, the procedural rules of the Rite of Crowning as written in the Pact's public charter, and the names and known associations of everyone on the Valdris delegation. She had spent them constructing a timeline. She had spent them deciding that if she was going to do this — and she was going to do this — she was going to do it as if she had every right to.

"I'm going to assume we'll be spending considerable time near each other," she said, "given that you've been assigned as my escort and you very obviously have not told me that because you're hoping I'll remain manageable if I don't know. So let me be clear about something before we begin."

He had fully turned toward her now. She had his complete attention, which was a more substantial thing than she had anticipated. It pressed. She held her ground against it.

"I am not manageable," she said. "I am not going home. And whatever you've been told about why I'm here, you've been told the wrong thing."

He looked at her. A long, unreadable look, the ice-and-dark-water eyes taking something in that she could not name.

Then he said, "Kael."

She blinked. "What?"

"My name. You asked, eventually, so."

He looked back at the square. The Valdris delegate — she could see him now, now that she knew to look — was standing near the fountain, speaking to a minor official but watching her from beneath the conversation.

"The man by the fountain," Kael said. "Don't look directly. He's a secondary. They'll have a primary somewhere you can't see yet."

She did not look directly. She noted the position, the angle, the sightlines. She catalogued.

"Thank you," she said.

"It wasn't a courtesy."

"I know."

They stood side by side in the Convergence square with a foot of charged air between them, two people who had decided to dislike each other on the most complete and efficient grounds available, while the city of Cael Vorn went about its business around them and the god's mark burned quietly on his hand and the voice that was not quite a voice murmured something at the base of her awareness that she would not, today, be listening to.

Tomorrow. She would sort out what it was saying tomorrow.

Today she had more immediate problems to manage.

And, apparently, company she hadn't asked for.
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KAEL

The Rite of Crowning had not been formally convened in sixty-three years, which meant that most of the Pact arbiters presiding over the opening ceremony had only ever studied it in records and were now performing the role of authority with the particular careful energy of people who are afraid of doing it wrong.

Kael watched them from his position near the chamber's eastern wall and found nothing reassuring about any of it.

The Convocation Hall was the oldest building in Cael Vorn — older than the neutral city itself, constructed in the first years of the Pact when the god's instructions had been fresh and the five kingdoms had still believed, collectively, that cooperation might be something they could manage. The ceiling was vaulted stone, the floor a mosaic of all five kingdom seals, and the air had the particular quality of rooms that had not been opened in many years: stale ambition, preserved.

Five delegate tables, arranged in a loose arc facing the arbiters' dais. Kael had noted their positions before the delegates had even been seated. Old habit. He noted the distance from each table to the exits, the sight lines between delegations, which guards were watching the doors and which were watching the other delegations instead. He noted the Valdris table specifically, and the way the lead delegate — a man named Casor, fifties, career court official, three rings on his left hand, two of them signet — kept his hands very flat on the table in front of him, which was what people did when they were practicing being still.

He noted the Erath table, where Seren Ashveil sat between two advisors she had spoken to collectively perhaps four sentences during the morning's processional. She was doing the thing he had clocked on first observation and had not stopped clocking since — holding herself very calmly, with no performance of calm about it. It was not effort. It was simply her natural register, which he had been trying to decide whether to find suspicious or useful. He had not decided yet.

He also noted that she had not looked at him once since they had entered the hall, which meant she was aware of exactly where he was.

The head arbiter — an elderly woman named Prae, who had been administering Pact procedures for longer than most of the delegates had been alive — raised her hand and the hall went quiet with the obedient speed of rooms full of people who have agendas and need to hear what happens next before they can act on them.

"The Rite of Crowning is convened," Prae said. Her voice was unexpectedly large for her frame — the voice of a woman who had spent decades making herself heard in rooms designed to dilute her. "Under the authority of the Raven Pact, sealed in the first year of the god Veyrath's covenant with the mortal kingdoms, the five trials are hereby announced."

A pause. The hall breathed.

"Trial the First: the Thornwood Passage. Delegates will navigate the Thornwood of the northern territory without garrison assistance. Entry at dawn, exit required before nightfall of the third day. The Hollow hunt after dark."

A stir through the hall, quickly suppressed. The Thornwood. Kael had crossed it four times. Three had been unpleasant. One had been genuinely instructive in the sense that almost dying often was.

"Trial the Second: the Ashen Crossing. Delegates will cross the Ashen Valley. Metal weapons are prohibited — the Hollow are drawn to iron and will be provoked. Non-metal tools are permitted."

He watched the Turah delegate — the woman with the bow-drawn face, whose name was General Hessa, retired, which was not reassuring — absorb this with the expression of someone mentally recalculating a supply list.

"Trial the Third: the Court of Mirrors. Delegates will present their case for the Valdris crown before the assembled arbiters. Evidence must be declared in advance. Three days of session."

Prae continued through trials four and five — navigations and negotiations he had already reviewed in the Pact charter — and Kael listened to their structure while watching the room and thinking about the sequence. The Thornwood first was deliberate. It sorted delegates early: whoever could not manage three days in a forest where the Hollow hunted would not survive what came after. The Ashen Crossing was a different sorting — not endurance, but adaptability. The Court of Mirrors was where the actual contest lived.

Then Prae said: "Each delegate will be assigned a Raven escort for the duration of the
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