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A year after a kingdom learned to speak its own buried truths, Wren Ashdown discovers that not every kingdom wants to learn the same lesson — and that some thrones have built their entire power on keeping a truth not merely buried, but chained.
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A Map Of Drowned Names

Chapter One — The Velmaran Petition

The letter arrived sealed in black wax stamped with three interlocking crowns, and Wren knew, before she’d broken it, that it had come from somewhere that did not send letters lightly.

“Velmara,” Tamsin said, reading the direction over her shoulder with the particular flatness she reserved for news she already suspected was bad. “I didn’t know they still acknowledged we existed, let alone wrote to us directly.”

“They acknowledge us considerably more than they let on publicly.” Wren broke the seal and read, twice, the careful, formal Velmaran script — a request, dressed in three paragraphs of diplomatic throat-clearing, for “consultation regarding a matter of internal stability,” extended specifically to “the Lady Ashdown and her Oathblade husband, whose recent border successes have come to the Triarchy’s attention.” “They want help, Tamsin. They simply can’t bring themselves to use the word.”

“Velmara hangs Oathless people from the city gates as a public holiday,” Tamsin said. “I find it difficult to imagine what kind of help they think they want from you specifically.”

“So do I,” Wren said. “I intend to find out anyway.”

She brought the letter to Cassian that evening, in the small, lamplit kitchen that had become, over the past year, the most ordinary and most precious room either of them owned, and watched him read it with the same careful, soldier’s stillness he’d once read Bray’s first border report.

“They’ve never asked Caldris for anything in thirty years,” he said. “Not openly. Velmara’s entire foreign policy has been built on pretending we don’t exist except as a cautionary tale for their own court — look what happens to a kingdom soft enough to let its monsters keep their names.” He set the letter down. “Something has frightened them considerably more than we have, if they’re willing to write this.”

“I think that’s exactly why I have to go.”

“I know.” He didn’t argue, which told her, more than anything he might have said, how seriously he was already taking it. “I’m coming with you.”

“I never doubted that.”

“Good,” he said. “Because I don’t think either of us is walking into a kingdom that burns people like you for sport without the other one standing close enough to do something about it.”


Chapter Two — Aldric’s Hesitation

King Aldric received the petition with considerably less enthusiasm than Wren had hoped for, and considerably more than she’d feared.

“Velmara is the one kingdom in this region that has never once apologized for anything,” he said, pacing the length of his study with the particular agitation she’d learned, over a year of working beside him, meant he was thinking faster than he wanted to admit aloud. “Three decades of border tension, two failed trade accords, and a standing diplomatic position that our recent reforms represent — their word, not mine — ‘a dangerous indulgence of disorder dressed up as mercy.’ And now they want to invite the architect of that indulgence into their own capital.”

“Which suggests something has gone considerably more wrong for them than diplomatic pride can currently afford to hide.”

“That is precisely what worries me.” Aldric stopped pacing. “I cannot order you to go, Lady Ashdown. I’m not certain I could stop you if I tried, and I find I’m not interested in testing that theory. But I want you to understand exactly what you’d be walking into. Velmara’s Triarchy rules by consensus of three, and from everything Pell’s correspondents have ever managed to learn, the three rarely agree on anything except the value of keeping outsiders from learning which of them actually holds the real power.”

“Then I’ll learn it myself, once I’m there.”

“I would expect nothing less of you.” Aldric’s mouth twisted, something rueful in it. “I will send you with full diplomatic standing, and a letter making unmistakably clear that any harm done to you or your husband will be received as harm done to this Crown directly. I do not know if that protection will mean anything once you’re past their borders. I would like you to have it regardless.”


Chapter Three — Calloway’s Warning

Calloway received them at the modest country house her reduced circumstances had left her — smaller than her former holdings by a considerable margin, but no less immaculately kept — and listened to the news of the Velmaran petition with an expression Wren had learned, across a year of careful, wary acquaintance, to recognize as genuine alarm rather than performed concern.

“My family traded with Velmara for two generations before the Crown stripped most of my holdings,” Calloway said. “I still have correspondents there, for what little that’s worth to either of us now. I would not go, Lady Ashdown, if I were in any position to refuse.”

“Why.”

“Because Velmara’s Triarchy does not request consultation. It requests leverage, dressed in whatever language the situation requires.” Calloway’s hands, folded in her lap, were very still. “If they’ve written to you directly, something there has frightened them badly enough to risk looking weak in front of a rival kingdom. I do not know what. I know that a frightened Triarchy is considerably more dangerous than a confident one, because fear makes people reach for whatever leverage is closest, and you, Lady Ashdown, would currently make extraordinarily convenient leverage.”

“You’re warning me out of concern for my safety.”

“I am warning you,” Calloway said, with a flicker of her old, dry humor, “because I have not yet decided whether I want you to survive this for your own sake or because I have not finished deciding what use I might still have for you being alive. I find I’d rather you not test which reason proves true by dying somewhere I can’t recover the information.” She paused. “I also still have a ship in the Velmaran trade lanes, Lady Ashdown, and a captain I trust considerably more than I trust most people currently breathing. If you go, I’ll have her watching the harbor. That’s not charity. Consider it an investment I haven’t fully decided the return on yet.”


Chapter Four — What Tamsin Found

Tamsin found the second piece of the puzzle three days before Wren and Cassian’s ship was due to sail, buried in the same careful, methodical cross-referencing she’d once given Calloway’s intercepted letters at a border garrison.

“Inquisitor Halloway didn’t simply vanish into private bitterness after he resigned,” she said, spreading three months of correspondence fragments across Wren’s desk, recovered through contacts Pell had quietly cultivated among disaffected court clerks. “He’s been writing to someone in Velmara for the better part of a year. Careful letters, nothing explicit, but the pattern is unmistakable if you know what to look for — and I know exactly what to look for, because I spent six years learning to read precisely this kind of careful evasion.”

“You think he’s there.”

“I think he left for Velmara two months ago, under a name that isn’t his, and I think whatever frightened the Triarchy enough to write to you has Halloway’s hand somewhere underneath it.” Tamsin’s jaw was tight. “He’s spent the last year building a faction here that never quite caught fire the way he wanted. I don’t think he’s given up on proving your reform was a mistake, Wren. I think he’s simply found a larger stage to prove it on.”

Wren felt the old, familiar cold settle into her chest — not surprise, exactly, simply the particular weariness of a fear finally confirmed. “Then I’m not walking into an unfamiliar kingdom. I’m walking into one where someone who hates everything I’ve built has had two months’ head start to prepare for my arrival.”

“That’s roughly the shape of it, yes.”

“Good,” Wren said, and meant it, in the strange, steadying way that knowing the worst of a thing had always settled her better than imagining it. “I’d rather know exactly who I’m walking toward than discover it standing in their throne room.”


Chapter Five — The Office in Good Hands

She gave Bray and Tamsin the Wardenship’s keys with rather more ceremony than either of them seemed to want, the morning before she and Cassian left for the coast.

“You make it sound like you’re not coming back,” Bray said, accepting the small iron ring with the same brisk, unimpressed efficiency she brought to everything, though something in her eyes betrayed more worry than her voice allowed.

“I intend to come back. I’d simply rather you both knew exactly what’s waiting if I don’t.” Wren had spent the previous evening writing out, in careful detail, every open case the Office currently carried — a fishing village two days south with a faint, young accumulation barely worth the term danger yet; a scholar’s letter from a university she’d never visited, asking careful questions about ruins she’d never heard of; the patient, ongoing work of eleven Oathless individuals still learning, slowly, what their own hands were capable of feeling. “Corvin’s nearly ready to handle small cases on his own. The girl from the autumn — Ressa, you remember her — is faster than I was at her age, and braver besides. I don’t think the work will stall simply because I’m not standing in the room.”

“That’s not actually the part I’m worried about,” Tamsin said quietly.

“I know.” Wren reached for her old friend’s hand, the gesture grown comfortable across a year of slowly rebuilt trust. “I’ll write the moment there’s anything worth writing. I promise you that the honest way, the way that actually requires choosing it every single time, not the kind that catches if I fail to keep it.”

“That’s the only kind I’d trust from you anymore,” Tamsin said, and the smile that followed, however thin, was real.


Chapter Six — The Voyage

The ship was called the Patient Tide, a modest trading vessel Calloway’s correspondent captain had arranged passage on, and Wren spent the first two days of the crossing learning, with considerable embarrassment, that six years of careful archive work had prepared her for almost nothing about surviving open water with any dignity.

“You’ll find your feet eventually,” Cassian told her, the third morning, finding her at the rail in the grey, salt-bitten dawn with an expression that suggested she had not, in fact, found anything resembling her feet yet. “Most people do, by the fourth day. I promise it’s not a permanent condition.”

“I’d rather face the Unbound again than spend one more night feeling my own stomach attempt independence from the rest of me.”

“Noted, for whatever future crisis lets us choose between the two.” He settled beside her at the rail, the easy, companionable closeness that had slowly, deliberately returned in the months since the border — not entirely the same as before Marrowfield’s tent and its rescinded order, she thought, but something steadier for having been rebuilt on purpose rather than simply assumed. “Can I ask you something that isn’t actually about your stomach.”

“Always.”

“Are you frightened. Of Velmara. Of walking into a kingdom that’s never once apologized for anything.”

Wren considered the question honestly, watching the grey water slide past beneath them. “A little. Mostly I keep thinking about every Oathless person there who’s never had a single afternoon of the safety I’ve spent the last year building for people here, and I find the fear mostly just turns into something closer to anger before it’s finished forming.” She glanced at him. “What about you.”

“I’m frightened of exactly one thing,” Cassian said. “That I’ll watch you walk toward something dangerous, the way I’ve watched you do twice now, and that this time I won’t manage to stand close enough.” He reached for her hand. Neither of them said
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