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For the ones who learned to keep the ledger closed, counting losses instead of feeling them, because counting was the only grief that let them keep standing.

For the ones who were asked to speak a vow before they’d chosen it, and found, somewhere in the keeping of it, that duty and desire are not always opposites; sometimes they are simply two names for the same slow, stubborn kind of love.

And for anyone who has ever knelt on a beach that already took something from them once, afraid the tide meant to ask for more; this one is for the second chance the water didn’t owe you, and gave you anyway.

EPIGRAPH
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The tide does not rush to prove itself. It withdraws fully, and waits to be asked back.

A vow spoken under duress and a vow spoken freely can occupy the same bond; but only one of them was ever truly yours to give.

— from the old telling of the Tide Vigil, Saltcrag fjord
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

SALTCRAG PACK

Isolde Marrow-Vane — Council-trained tactician and daughter of Saltcrag’s late Alpha. Has run the fjord’s coastal defense from the map room since her father’s death, trusting arithmetic over feeling in all things — until a political marriage asks her to trust something else entirely.

Bram — Isolde’s betrothed, a Saltcrag warrior killed alongside her father in the raid at Tern Cove. Remembered rather than met.

Torbjorn Keel — War Keeper of the Anchor Court. Gruff, direct, and one of the three Keepers who first proposed the Ashgrave alliance.

Beryl Ansett — Trade Keeper of the Anchor Court. Isolde’s sharpest rival in council, and, in time, one of her most honest allies.

Corwin Vashe — Blood Keeper of the Anchor Court. The oldest and quietest of the three, and the one whose approval Isolde has quietly sought since her father’s death.

Fenna Marrow — Isolde’s second-in-command and closest friend, no relation despite the shared name. Trusts true things even when they’re inconvenient.

Ottra — A Saltcrag drillmaster and captain who lost two fingers at Tern Cove. Extends respect only once it’s earned — and extends it fully once it is.

Garrick — A veteran Saltcrag captain who served Isolde’s father for two decades.

Lira Doone — Saltcrag’s healer, and the one person who has seen Isolde at her worst since the night of the raid.

Cressa — Keeper of the Anchor Court’s archive, and a woman who remembers what the written record sometimes forgets.

Isolde’s father — The late Alpha of Saltcrag, killed defending the fjord at Tern Cove.

ASHGRAVE PACK

Kade Ashgrave — Alpha of the inland war-pack of Ashgrave, forced by his own council toward a marriage of alliance. Determined not to repeat his father’s failures — in war, in diplomacy, or in love.

Rurik Stane — Kade’s Beta, and the closest thing to a father Kade has had since his own father’s death. Thirty years in Ashgrave’s service, and the only one who remembers what Kade’s parents’ marriage actually cost his mother.

Osric — An older Ashgrave councilor, initially suspicious of the alliance’s terms. Comes, slowly, to respect what it actually becomes.

Brenna — A younger Ashgrave councilor known for saying little and calculating everything.

Halvard — A young Ashgrave warrior integrated into Saltcrag’s coastal defense during the alliance’s early weeks.

Kade’s father — The previous Alpha of Ashgrave, whose decade of buried intelligence reports and failed alliance marriage shaped everything Kade swore never to repeat.

Kade’s mother — Left Ashgrave when Kade was twelve, after four years of a political marriage that quietly stripped her of every seat and every say she’d once held in her own right.

THE HOLLOW FLEET

An unaffiliated raiding fleet that has tested Saltcrag’s fjord for years, growing bolder with each season — and, in the end, forcing two reluctant packs into the alliance neither had chosen freely.
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EPILOGUE

A Note from Clara Ashvale

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

❦

Dear Reader,

Frozen Heart, Burning Vow Unbroken is a standalone novel and the second book in The Ember and Ice Series. You do not need to have read Frozen Heart, Burning Moon Rises to find your footing here — this is a different couple, a different pack, and a different corner of a much larger world, bound to the first book only by the series’ shared spirit rather than a shared plot.

This is a slow-burn, arranged-marriage romance rather than a fated-mates story. Isolde and Kade are not drawn together by instinct or destiny — they are bound by a political vow neither of them chose freely, and the story is, at its heart, about what happens when two people decide to turn an obligation into something they actually want. If you are looking for instant-love, you may find the first act slower than you’d like. I’d ask you to trust the burn. I think it earns itself by the end.

Thank you for trusting me with Isolde and Kade’s story. I hope you find, in their slow-won honesty, something worth the wait.

With warmth, 

Clara Ashvale
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PROLOGUE
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Six months before the Vow-Speaking, I counted tides for a living, and the tide did not care.

I stood on the seawall above Tern Cove with my father’s spyglass pressed so hard against my eye socket that it left a ring there for two days. Below me, the water was the color of a bruise going yellow at the edges, and the wind smelled of salt and the particular rot of bladderwrack that only surfaces when a storm is three hours out instead of six. I had learned to read that smell before I could read a full sentence. My father taught me tides the way other fathers taught their daughters to dance.

Nine minutes, I thought. The Hollow Fleet’s lead ship will clear the Needle Rocks in nine minutes if the current holds.

It held.

Bram found me there, the way he always found me, without announcing himself first. He simply arrived at my shoulder and matched his breathing to mine, which was his version of holding my hand in public. He was a warrior, broad through the chest, with a scar along his jaw from a training accident he refused to explain properly, and he had loved me since we were both too young to know what the word cost.

“You’re doing the tide thing,” he said.

“Someone has to.”

“Your father’s doing the tide thing too. In the war room. Loudly.” He nudged my shoulder with his. “You could let one of you be wrong for once.”

“We’re not wrong.” I lowered the spyglass. “That’s the problem.”

Below us, the Anchor Court had already sounded the horns twice — once for sighting, once for confirmation — and Saltcrag’s warriors were pouring down the cliff paths toward the cove in the disciplined, ugly scramble that six generations of raid drills had built into muscle memory. My father commanded from the rise above the beach, a gray-bearded shape shouting numbers of his own: how many boats, how many spears, how much time.

I had grown up believing my father was the strongest man in the world. That night I learned strength was not the same thing as enough.

The Hollow Fleet did not raid the way the old stories said raiders raided — loud, drunk on blood, easy to predict. They came in silence, oars muffled with cloth, and they did not want the cove. They wanted the salt caves beneath it, where three generations of Saltcrag’s trade wealth sat stacked in barrels nobody had thought to move because nobody had thought the caves could be reached from the water side.

Someone had told them they could.

I did not know that yet, standing on the seawall. I only knew the count had gone wrong. Six boats became eleven. Eleven became more than our watchers on the ridge had time to signal before the fighting started.

Bram went down the cliff path first. That was his job — first blade in, buying seconds for the archers to find their range. I went down after him with the healer’s satchel I had insisted on carrying since I was fourteen, over every objection that a councilor’s daughter should not be handling blood, because someone in that family needed to be useful in more than one way when the numbers went wrong.

The numbers went wrong that night in every direction at once.

I remember the fighting less as a sequence and more as a series of separated moments, the way a shattered window holds pieces of the same sky in different shapes. My father’s voice, cutting through the din, ordering a fallback to the second ridge line. Bram’s shape silhouetted against a burning skiff, still standing, still swinging. The particular high whine a thrown spear makes when it misses you by less than a hand’s width.

I was reloading a wounded archer’s field dressing when the second wave came up from the water side — the wave nobody had accounted for, because nobody had known the caves connected. My father turned to meet it. I watched him turn. I have relived that turn more times than I can count, though I have tried.

He did not fall like the stories describe deaths. He simply stopped being a shape that moved.

Bram reached him before I did. That was the last thing Bram ever did that made sense to me — running toward my father instead of away from three armed men, because that was who Bram was, and it got him a blade through the ribs from a fourth man none of us had counted at all.

I did not scream. I want that recorded honestly, because everyone who has heard this story since has assumed I screamed, and I did not. I went very quiet and very still and I started counting again, because counting was the only tool I had left that still worked. Distance to the healing house: four hundred paces. Blood loss per minute at that wound’s location: more than the trip would allow. Warriors still standing near enough to help me carry him: two, both wounded themselves.

I did the math and the math told me Bram would die on the beach whether I moved him or not.

I moved him anyway.

I do not remember the four hundred paces. I remember arriving at the healing house with my arms burning and my dress soaked through in a way that would never fully wash out, and Lira Doone’s face when she saw what I’d carried in, and the particular silence that falls over a healing house when everyone in it already knows the outcome and is only waiting for the person carrying the body to understand it too.

They let me sit with him until dawn. Nobody had the heart to move me sooner.

My father they buried on the second day, with the full honors of an Alpha who had held the fjord for twenty-two years without losing it. Bram they buried on the third, beside him, because I asked the Anchor Court for that and because grief, apparently, outranks protocol when a councilor’s daughter asks with enough steadiness in her voice.

Lira sat with me those two nights between the deaths and the burials, not speaking much, only keeping the lamp trimmed and putting a cup of something warm in my hands whenever it went cold, which was often, because I kept forgetting to drink it. She had trained as a healer under my father’s healer and had inherited, along with the herb satchel, a particular gift for knowing exactly how much silence a grieving person could stand before it curdled into something worse.

“You’ll want to write something,” she said, on the second night, when the candle had burned down to a stub and I had not moved from the chair beside Bram’s cooling body in what felt like a very long time and was, by the water clock, closer to six hours. “For tomorrow.”

“I don’t know what to say that isn’t a lie.”

“Then don’t say a comforting thing. Say a true one.” She refilled the cup without being asked. “You’ve never been good at the first kind anyway.”

I gave the eulogy for both. I do not remember writing it. I remember delivering it in the flat, careful voice I would later learn to use in every council session for the rest of my life, the voice that let me say true things without letting them do to me, in front of witnesses, what they had already done in private.

Afterward, alone in the map room that had been my father’s and was now, by a succession law nobody had expected to need for another twenty years, mine to fill or fail, I opened the ledger he kept of the fjord’s defenses. I found the last entry in his handwriting, dated the morning of the raid: a tally of warriors, boats, and stores, and beneath it, in the margin, a note that had nothing to do with any of it. Isolde asked good questions in council today. She will do well when it is her turn.

He had not expected it to be her turn in six days.

I closed the ledger. I opened a new one. I wrote the date, and beneath it, the only entry that mattered: the number of days I estimated Saltcrag could hold the fjord alone against a fleet that now knew about the caves.

The number was smaller than I wanted it to be.

In the weeks after, I learned to run the Anchor Court the way I had once only watched my father run it — not with his easy authority, which I did not have and could not fake, but with the one tool I did have, which was the ability to make a number sound like a certainty even when it was only my best guess dressed in careful language. Torbjorn Keel tested me twice in the first month, the way an older man tests a young woman’s resolve without quite admitting that’s what he’s doing, and both times I answered him with figures precise enough that he stopped testing and started simply listening, which was, I understood, the closest thing to trust I was going to earn from him without a longer apprenticeship than grief had left me time for.

Fenna Marrow became the second person, after Lira, to see me at my worst in those months — the nights I fell asleep at the map table and woke with chart ink smudged along my forearm, the mornings I forgot to eat until my hands had started shaking too badly to hold a quill steady. She never mentioned either to anyone else. She simply began leaving bread and dried fish on the map table each evening before she left, without comment, and I never thanked her for it properly, and she never seemed to expect me to.

I kept the ledger my father had started and the one I had begun the night he died, both of them, side by side on the same shelf, because some part of me could not bring myself to treat his handwriting as finished business. Some nights I read his old entries instead of writing new ones of my own — the small, ordinary notations of a man managing a pack rather than mourning one, tide predictions and grain counts and, occasionally, a private aside about people he trusted or didn’t, written for no one’s eyes but his own. I found my name in those margins more often than I expected to, always in the same tone: a father cataloguing a daughter’s competence the way he’d catalogue anything else worth tracking, proud in a language that had never quite learned how to say the word aloud.

I did not cry over that ledger. I have never cried over a ledger in my life. I simply started, that night, doing the only thing I have ever known how to do with a loss too large to hold any other way. I turned it into a column of numbers, and I began, quietly and without telling anyone, to plan for the day the number would run out.

Six months later, it did.
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Counting the Fjord's Losses


[image: ]


Dawn at Saltcrag arrived the same way it had arrived every morning of my life: gray first, then the particular hard silver that meant the sun had cleared the eastern ridge without yet finding a way down into the fjord itself. I woke before the horn, as I had every morning since Tern Cove, and lay for a moment listening to the three sounds that had always meant home to me — gulls arguing over the tideline below the keep, the slow, patient percussion of waves against the seawall’s base, and, threaded beneath both, the iron creak of the gate winch being tested by whichever warrior had drawn the dawn watch. I had grown up believing every keep in the world woke to that same triad of sound. I knew better now, but the knowing hadn’t changed the comfort of it.

I dressed in the dark, by feel more than sight, my fingers finding the councilor’s chain by habit before they found anything else, and made my way to the Anchor Court chamber along a corridor whose walls I could have walked blind — rough salt-stone under one palm, the cold iron stair rail under the other, the damp-wool smell of the sentries’ cloaks drying near the guard alcove. Small textures, all of them, the kind that had stopped announcing themselves as remarkable sometime in my childhood and had simply become the fabric of every day I’d ever lived, and I found, this particular morning, that I was cataloguing them more deliberately than usual, the way you notice the shape of a room only once you suspect you might soon be asked to leave it.

The Anchor Court chamber smelled of tallow smoke and wet wool, and I had been on my feet in it since before the tide turned.

Three tallow lamps burned along the long table, one for each Keeper, and none of them burned bright enough to make the numbers I was reading look any better. I set the ledger down anyway, squared to the table’s edge, because a crooked ledger read like a crooked mind and I could not afford to look like either today.

“Say it again,” said Torbjorn Keel, the War Keeper, a barrel-chested man whose beard had gone the gray of old rope. “Slower. For the ones of us who count with our fingers instead of our whole lives.”

“Saltcrag can hold the fjord mouth against the Hollow Fleet for four more raiding seasons at current warrior strength,” I said. “Three, if they learn the salt-cave approach fully. Two, if they bring the numbers they brought at Tern Cove.”

“And if we take the alliance.”

“Ashgrave’s inland warriors add enough spears to the wall that the caves stop mattering. The math changes entirely.” I did not look up from the ledger when I said it, because I did not want to watch my own face admit what my voice already had to.

Beryl Ansett, the Trade Keeper, was younger than Torbjorn by two decades and sharper for it. She had the look of a woman doing sums behind her eyes at all times, which was, I suspected, part of why she had never much liked me — we occupied the same kind of mind, and there was only room enough at this table for one person whose value was arithmetic instead of blood or bloodline. “The math also changes,” she said, “if we lose the fjord’s independence to buy the fjord’s safety. That is a cost too, Isolde. Put a number on it, if you’re so fond of numbers.”

“I can’t,” I said. “It isn’t the kind that has one.”

Corwin Vashe, the Blood Keeper, said nothing for a long moment. He was the oldest of the three, and the quietest, and when he did speak the room generally stopped to listen, which was its own kind of arithmetic. “Your father would not have liked this conversation,” he said finally.

“My father is not the one who has to survive it,” I said, and regretted the flatness in my voice the moment it left me, though not enough to take it back.

“There’s a third path,” Beryl said, after a moment, though her tone made clear she didn’t much believe in it herself. “We could petition the river holds instead. Their warriors are closer to the fjord than Ashgrave’s, and there’s no marriage clause attached to a river-hold treaty.”

“The river holds already turned us down twice this year,” I said. “They’ve their own troubles with the timber clans encroaching on the north bank, and they don’t consider the Hollow Fleet their problem until it’s already inside their own harbor. I sent Torbjorn’s letter myself. I read the reply myself. It wasn’t encouraging.”

“Ashgrave’s Alpha is young,” Corwin said, not quite a question. “Younger than you’d expect for a pack that size. Untested in a fight like this one.”

“Untested doesn’t mean unprepared. His pack’s held the inland trade roads against the timber clans for three seasons running without losing a foot of ground. I’ve read the reports.” I closed my hand around the edge of the ledger, steadying something in myself I did not want visible to the room. “I don’t love this option, Corwin. I love the alternative less.”

“Nobody’s accusing you of loving it,” Torbjorn said, gruffly, in the closest thing to gentleness his voice ever produced. “We’re only asking you to be certain, because once the Anchor Stone binds a vow, there’s no unbinding it short of both parties dying. That’s not a term you renegotiate in a bad season.”

“I’m aware of what the Stone does,” I said. “I’ve read every account of it since I was nine years old and asked my father why nobody in Saltcrag’s history had ever tried to break one. I know exactly what I’d be asking for.”

Nobody answered that. In the silence that followed, I became aware of how tired I was — a tiredness that had stopped announcing itself weeks ago and simply lived under my skin now, the way salt lives in wood too long exposed to the sea.

“The vote stands for the full moon after next,” Torbjorn said. “Whatever your numbers say, Isolde, the pack will decide with or without your blessing. I’d rather have it with.”

“You’ll have my numbers. That’s what I have to offer.” I closed the ledger. “I don’t have blessings to spare.”

I left the chamber before any of them could answer that either, because there is a particular kind of exhaustion that comes from being right about something you desperately wanted to be wrong about, and I did not trust my face to hold steady through another round of it.

I left the Anchor Court by the long way, down the cliff stair instead of the covered walk, because I needed the wind to do to my face what I would not allow it to do in front of the Keepers. Saltcrag keep was carved into the fjord’s eastern wall rather than built atop it, a warren of salt-stone corridors and stairs worn smooth by three centuries of bare feet, and the wind found its way through every one of them regardless of season. It smelled, always, of three things: brine, tallow smoke, and the particular mineral sharpness of wet stone that never fully dried even in high summer. I had grown up believing every keep in the world smelled this way. Bram had once told me Ashgrave’s halls smelled of woodsmoke and horse instead, and I had not believed him until I smelled it myself, months later, and understood for the first time how small my whole life’s frame of reference actually was.

A knot of junior warriors were drilling in the lower yard, shields locking and unlocking in the raid-formation my father had drafted after Tern Cove, close enough now to precise that I no longer flinched watching it, though I still counted the seconds it took them to close ranks, out of habit rather than necessity. Their drillmaster, a broad-shouldered woman named Ottra who had lost two fingers at Tern Cove and never once mentioned it, caught my eye across the yard and gave me the short nod that passed, between us, for a full report: holding steady, no losses, ready when you need them.

“Four seconds to full lock,” she called out, as I passed. “Down from six, last season.”

“Two more and I’ll believe it in the dark, with rain, and half of them wounded,” I said, which was not praise exactly, but Ottra took it as such, because we had both learned the same lesson the same night and neither of us trusted numbers that hadn’t been tested against the worst conditions first.

I found Fenna not in the map room but in the armory below it, running her hands along a rack of spears with the focused, private attention of someone checking work rather than admiring it. She had been my father’s second before she was mine, old enough to have earned the position twice over and young enough, still, to resent occasionally that she’d never been given the chance to hold it in her own name. If she carried any bitterness about serving under his daughter instead of stepping into the role herself, she had never once let it show in six months of nights exactly like this one, and I had decided, somewhere in those months, that whatever debt that cost her, I owed her honesty in return for the rest of my life.

“You heard already,” I said. It wasn’t a question. News in Saltcrag moved faster than any rider, faster even than the horns.

“I heard the Keepers are drafting terms before you’ve had a chance to argue the shape of them,” Fenna said, not looking up from the spear rack. “That’s not the same as hearing you’ve agreed to anything.”

“I haven’t agreed. I’ve run the numbers, and the numbers agree, which the Keepers have mistaken for the same thing.”

“Are they wrong to mistake it?”

I did not answer that immediately, because the honest answer required admitting something I had not yet said aloud to anyone, including myself in the mirror, which was the only audience I generally trusted with unflattering truths. “No,” I said finally. “They’re not wrong. I just wanted to be the one who said it first.”

Fenna set down the spear she’d been checking and looked at me properly for the first time since I’d entered the armory. “That’s not about the alliance,” she said. “That’s about your father.”

“Everything is about my father lately. I’m aware.”

“I only meant—” She stopped, chose different words. “You don’t have to win every argument to prove you deserved the chair he left you. Nobody in this keep doubts you deserve it. You’re the only one still running the numbers on that question.”

It was, I would think much later, the truest thing anyone said to me in the six months between Tern Cove and the day Kade Ashgrave rode through our gate, and at the time I did what I did with every true thing that cut too close: I filed it away to examine later, when I had more hours to spend on feelings than on fjords, and went upstairs to the map room to keep working, because working was the only grief I had ever fully trusted.

The map room was two floors up and smelled better — parchment and lamp oil instead of wet wool — and it was mine now in every sense that mattered, though I still thought of the chair behind the long table as my father’s chair and sat in the one beside it out of some superstition I had never examined closely enough to break.

I spread the coastal charts across the table and began, again, the exercise I had run every night for six months: counting warriors, counting boats, counting the days until the count stopped being enough. My second-in-command, Fenna Marrow — no relation, despite the name; half of Saltcrag answered to Marrow one way or another — found me there past the hour when any sensible person would have gone to bed.

“You’re doing the thing,” she said, echoing a phrase I hadn’t heard since Bram, and the familiarity of it landed somewhere tender enough that I had to look down at the chart for a moment before answering.

“Someone has to.”

“The Keepers are drafting the marriage terms already. Word’s already halfway round the keep.” Fenna dropped into the chair across from me, uninvited, which was one of the reasons I trusted her. “You could let this be someone else’s numbers to run, Isolde. Just this once.”

“If it’s someone else’s numbers, it’s someone else’s terms. I’d rather write the trade myself than inherit one Torbjorn negotiates over ale.”

“That’s not the only reason and you know it.”

I did know it. I did not say so.

Fenna let the silence sit for a moment, then reached across the table and turned my father’s ledger so its spine faced her, an old habit of hers, checking work she trusted more than she’d ever admit aloud. “You haven’t slept in this room in four days.”

“I’ve slept.”

“You’ve stopped moving in a vertical position for a few hours at a time. That’s not the same thing.” She closed the ledger gently, the way you’d close a door on a room you didn’t want to wake. “For what it’s worth — I think the alliance is right. The numbers say so. I just don’t think you should have to be the one carrying every column of it alone.”

“I’m the Alpha’s daughter running a pack with no Alpha,” I said. “There isn’t a version of this where I’m not carrying it.”

She didn’t argue that. Fenna rarely argued with true things, only with things she thought were true and shouldn’t be, and this apparently qualified as the former.

I sat with the charts long after she left, tracing the coastline with one finger the way my father used to, until the shape of the fjord blurred into something closer to memory than geography — the way it had looked from the seawall the night the Hollow Fleet came, the way it would look, I suspected, from whatever direction Ashgrave’s warriors eventually marched in.

I thought, too, about the shape of the marriage itself, in the abstract way I allowed myself to think about anything too large to plan around directly. I had watched two alliance marriages in Saltcrag’s own recent history, both from a careful distance, both instructive in ways I suspected the participants hadn’t intended. The first had produced a Luna who spent thirty years running her husband’s pack from behind a curtain of his authority, competent and invisible in equal measure, credited for nothing she’d actually built. The second had ended in a divorce so quiet the Anchor Court had needed two full seasons to unwind the terms, because nobody involved had thought to specify, at the vow’s speaking, what would happen if the peace it purchased outlived the affection it was meant to represent.

I did not intend to become either woman. I had built my entire adult life, in the six months since my father’s death, around the principle that competence spoken plainly and defended stubbornly was worth more than any comfort silence might buy me, and I saw no reason a marriage vow should be permitted to undo six months of hard-won precedent simply because the Anchor Court required my name to sit beside a stranger’s on a stone older than either of our bloodlines. Whatever Kade Ashgrave turned out to be, I intended to enter this arrangement the same way I entered every negotiation that mattered: with the terms written plainly, and my own authority named clearly enough that no one, afterward, could claim they had misunderstood what they were agreeing to.

I was still there when the rider’s horn sounded from the gate, well past an hour any envoy should have arrived, and the message that reached me minutes later made me set down the chart entirely.

Alpha Kade Ashgrave was not sending terms by messenger, as protocol and every prior negotiation with Ashgrave Pack had dictated. He was riding to Saltcrag himself, and he would arrive within the day.

I read the message twice, looking for the part where it explained why, and found nothing but the bare fact of his coming, stated in a hand too neat and too confident to belong to a man who thought he needed to justify himself.

I did not know, yet, what to make of an Alpha who broke his own pack’s protocol to arrive somewhere he could have simply sent a letter. I only knew that whatever the reason, it meant the numbers I had spent six months preparing were about to be tested by a man, not a document, and men — I had learned this the hard way, more than once — rarely behaved the way the numbers predicted.

I sent word to the gate to prepare a proper welcome, checked the tide charts out of an instinct so old it had stopped feeling like a choice, and calculated, with more precision than the situation strictly required, exactly how many hours I had left to decide what kind of woman Alpha Kade Ashgrave was going to meet when he arrived.

It was not enough hours. It never was.
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The war hall at Ashgrave smelled of woodsmoke, oiled leather, and the horses stabled close enough to the west wall that you could hear them shifting through it on quiet nights, and I had never once, in twenty-six years of living inside it, found that combination anything but steadying. That night it did not steady me at all.

“Say it plainly,” I told Rurik, because my Beta had a habit of circling a hard truth three times before landing it, a habit I generally found useful and that night found unbearable. “You’ve been walking the long way round this for a quarter hour.”

Rurik Stane had been my father’s Beta before he was mine, built like a door and twice as stubborn, and the only man in Ashgrave who still occasionally called me “boy” when he forgot himself, which I allowed because he’d earned it and because some part of me still needed at least one person in this hall who remembered me before the title did all my talking for me. He set both hands flat on the war table, on either side of the coastal chart I’d had commissioned the week the Hollow Fleet first hit the fjord towns.

“The Hollow Fleet’s raiding pattern has moved north three times this season,” he said. “Each time closer to our own trade road. If they take the Saltcrag fjord mouth outright — and they will, inside two seasons, by every count I trust — they’ll have
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