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Chapter One
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The Veil screamed three days before they came for Wren Ashgrove, and nobody but the Wardkeepers thought to be afraid.

She felt it the way she felt all of it—not in her ears but in the soft place beneath her ribs, a wrongness like a held breath that wouldn’t let go. She was elbow-deep in lambs’ blood when it happened, kneeling in the birthing pen behind the Ashgrove croft, easing a stillborn free of its mother so the ewe wouldn’t tear. The lamb came out wrong-colored and not breathing, and Wren had just enough time to think that’s twice this month before the wrongness hit her like a slap to the back of the skull.

She dropped the lamb. Pressed both palms flat to the dirt.

Three miles east, atop the Hapsgate watchtower, the Veil shuddered.

She couldn’t see it. No one outside the Round could see it, not really—only feel the bone-deep tilt of a world that had just remembered, for one heartbeat, how thin the membrane was between Veythra and the thing it kept out. The ewe bawled. Somewhere a dog started up, and then three more answered it, and then every dog in the valley was screaming at a sky that hadn’t changed color at all.

Wren breathed through it, the way her grandmother had taught her—four counts in, hold, four counts out—until the wrongness folded back down into the soft place where it lived. By the time it passed, her hands had gone white-knuckled in the mud, and the dead lamb lay forgotten between her knees.

“That’s three,” said her grandmother from the doorway. Old Mab Ashgrove did not look afraid. She had buried two husbands and one Veilbreak in her life and had decided long ago that fear was a luxury for people who still had time to spend it. “Three since Midwinter. They’ll be wanting more blood for it.”

“They always want more blood.” Wren stood, wiped her hands on her apron, looked at what little blood was left smeared dark across her palms. Lamb’s blood, not Wardkeeper blood. Not yet. “It’s not going to fix it, Gran. It’s never fixed it. It just buys another month.”

“A month’s a month.” Mab’s eyes—the same flat gray as Wren’s, the Wardkeeper gray that ran in their line like a curse no one had asked for—moved past her to the eastern hills, to the place where, if you knew to look, you could see the faint silver wrongness of the Veil hanging over Hapsgate like heat-shimmer in winter. “You’ll want to wash before the rider comes.”

“What rider.”

“The one that’s always coming, sweetheart. They don’t send a letter when the Veil screams. They send a man on a horse to take a girl away.”

Wren didn’t ask which girl. She already knew. She had known since she was eleight years old and bled for the first time onto Hapsgate stone and the Round had looked at her bloodline, her family’s three centuries of unbroken Wardkeeping, and marked her down like livestock in a book that never once asked her name with any tenderness.

The rider came at dusk, exactly as her grandmother had promised, and exactly as Wren had feared—not a court page in soft boots, but a Black Wing soldier in field plate, mud to the thigh, a sigil of broken chain stitched black-on-black across his breast. He didn’t dismount. He didn’t need to. He simply looked down at her standing in the croft yard with blood still under her fingernails and said, in the flat voice of a man who has delivered this same sentence forty times before:

“Wren Ashgrove. The Round requires you at Hapsgate by dawn. Bring nothing you cannot lose.”

•  •  •
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SHE HAD EXPECTED THE Round’s antechamber, the cold marble and colder Wardens, the ceremony she’d endured eleven times since her first bleeding. She had not expected to be marched, instead, straight through the inner gate and down into the war-rooms beneath Hapsgate keep, where the air smelled of iron and tallow and old fear, and where a man stood with his back to her, studying a map of the eastern Veil-line as though it had personally wronged him.

She knew him before he turned. Everyone in Veythra knew the shape of Corvane Asterion, even those who had never laid eyes on him—the Lord Commander of the Black Wing, the man who had walked alone into the Slaughter at Greymoor Pass and come out of it the only living thing, the man the court feared more than they feared the Hollow King himself, because at least the Hollow King had the decency to stay on the other side of the Veil. The stories disagreed on the particulars—some said he’d walked out of Greymoor carrying his own severed shadow, others that he hadn’t spoken a word for a full season afterward, that grief had taken his voice the way the war had taken everything else—but they agreed, every one of them, on the shape of the silence that followed him into any room he entered. Wren had grown up hearing his name used the way her grandmother used the names of old storms: a thing you marked the date of, and were grateful had passed you by.

He turned. Wren had braced for monstrousness and found instead a man—tall, dark-haired, terribly tired around the eyes in a way that no amount of court polish had managed to scrub off him—looking at her with an expression she could not immediately name, because no one had ever looked at her quite like that before. Not assessing. Not afraid. Something rawer and more unwilling than either.

“This is a mistake,” he said, to the Warden beside him, not to her. “Get me someone else.”

“There is no one else, my lord.” The Warden’s voice had the brittle patience of a man repeating himself for the fourth time. “The bloodline match has to be exact or the tether kills you both inside a week. Ashgrove blood is the last unbroken line south of the Spine. You knew this when you asked for the ritual.”

“I asked for a weapon.” Corvane’s gaze had not left Wren’s face. “Not a girl.”

Something old and tired and furious woke up in Wren’s chest. “I’m not a weapon either, my lord. Or did the Round forget to mention that part.”

The room went very still. The Warden looked like a man watching a small dog bite a wolf and waiting, with some interest, to see if it would survive.

Corvane’s mouth did something that was almost, but not quite, the ghost of a smile—gone before it finished arriving. “No,” he said. “I don’t imagine they did.”

•  •  •
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THEY EXPLAINED IT TO her in pieces, because the whole of it would have sent her running, and they needed her to stay still long enough to bleed.

The Veil was failing because the ritual that fed it had always demanded more than the Round was willing to admit aloud: not simply Wardkeeper blood, given freely once a season, but a binding—a tether of two lives laced together so tightly that the magic could draw on both as one vast, deep well instead of a hundred shallow ones. It had been tried only twice in three hundred years. Both times it had worked. Both times, one of the bound pair had not survived the war that followed.

“And you’ve chosen me,” Wren said, “because my blood is the right shape, and him because—”

“Because the Lord Commander already carries a tether,” the Warden said. “From the war. An old one, burned into him at Greymoor, that the Hollow King’s own creatures put there trying to kill him and instead simply... failed to finish. He is already half a door. We only need you to be the other half, and close it.”

Wren looked at Corvane. Corvane looked, very deliberately, at the map.

“You’re already tethered to something,” she said slowly. “And you want to tether yourself to me on top of it.”

“I want,” Corvane said, with the particular weariness of a man who has spent a decade wanting things that don’t matter, “for the Veil to hold long enough for the people on this side of it to keep their children. I am told that requires you. I did not ask for you to be glad about it. I am not glad about it either.”

It should have been an insult. Somehow, threaded through that flat exhausted honesty, it didn’t land as one.

“If I refuse,” Wren said.

“Then the Veil holds a month, maybe two, on the old rite,” the Warden said, “and then it doesn’t hold at all, and the Hollow King walks into a kingdom with no one standing at the door.”

She thought of the lamb, wrong-colored and unbreathing in the mud. She thought of every season of her life spent giving small mouthfuls of herself to a wound in the world that never closed, never healed, only ate and ate and asked for more.

She thought: I am so tired of being the one who bleeds and never being asked if I mind it.

And then she looked at Corvane Asterion—feared, hated, exhausted, looking back at her like a man already grieving something that hadn’t happened yet—and understood, with the cold clarity of someone watching a door close behind her, that whatever this was, it would not be small, and it would not be safe, and she was going to walk through it anyway.

“Fine,” she said. “Tell me what it costs.”

“Everything,” Corvane said quietly, as if it were the only honest thing left to give her. “It costs everything. That’s rather the point.”

Outside, three miles east, the Veil shivered again—softer this time, almost gentle, like something old and starving turning over in its sleep to listen.
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Chapter Two
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They gave her until dawn, which was less a mercy than a formality, since no one expected her to sleep and she didn’t. She sat instead in the small stone cell they’d given her beneath Hapsgate keep—not a prison, they were careful to tell her, just a chamber close to the ritual hall—and she watched the single high window go from black to the bruised gray that passed for morning this close to the Veil-line.

She thought about running. She let herself think about it properly, turning the idea over the way you’d turn a coin you already knew was counterfeit, just to feel the weight of it once. She could be at the Ashgrove croft by midmorning. She could be past the river by nightfall, if she didn’t stop for anything, if she didn’t think too hard about the lambs, or her grandmother, or the silver wrongness over the eastern hills that would, eventually, with or without her, stop being contained.

She didn’t run. She had never been the kind of coward who could live with what running would cost other people, and some traitor part of her—small, furious, not yet ready to be examined—was curious. Not about the ritual. About him. About a man who had looked at her like he was already sorry, before either of them had done anything to be sorry for.

A different soldier came for her at dawn. Younger, kinder around the eyes
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