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​Chapter 1: The Summons

[image: ]


Senna

The net had a tear the length of her forearm, and Senna had decided she would not think about anything else until it was mended.

She knelt at the high-water line where the rocks gave way to packed sand, the net spread across her knees, her fingers working the bone shuttle through broken mesh with the kind of attention that left no room for anything larger. Gulls worked the tide pools behind her. Somewhere up the beach her father's boat sat overturned for recaulking, and the whole of Tarrow Cove smelled of pitch and brine and the particular sweetness of kelp drying in late-summer sun. It was, by any reasonable measure, an ordinary morning. She had been promising herself ordinary mornings since spring, the way another woman might promise herself sleep, or food that tasted of something.

The village had given her exactly that much and no more — ordinary mornings, carefully rationed, no one quite looking at her straight on. Five months was apparently long enough that people stopped crossing the lane to avoid her, but not long enough that anyone forgot why they might want to. The harbor wives still softened their voices when she came to trade for thread. The boys who used to vie for her attention at the spring dances now nodded at her the way you'd nod at a grave you passed on a familiar road — respectful, careful, eager to keep walking. She had stopped minding most of it. She had not stopped noticing.

She did not hear the rider until the gulls scattered.

He came down the cliff road at a pace too careful to be urgent and too steady to be casual, and by the time Senna had risen and brushed the sand from her knees, she already knew what he was. Not by his face, which was young and uncomfortable in a way that made her almost feel sorry for him, but by the gray of his coat and the small bronze tide-wheel pinned at his collar. A Warden's courier did not ride into Tarrow Cove for anything good.

"Senna Ashgrave?" He said her name like a question he already knew the answer to.

"You know who I am." She kept the net bunched against her hip, because her hands needed something to hold. "You wouldn't have ridden the cliff road for a stranger."

A muscle moved in his jaw. He reached into his coat and produced a folded paper sealed in gray wax, the Council's mark pressed into it twice, once for formality and once, she thought, so no one could claim later that they hadn't understood.

"By the terms of the Lastwife Compact," he said, the words coming out the way memorized things came out, smooth and slightly too fast, "you are named. You're to present yourself at Greywatch Keep within three days of receipt." He held the paper out. When she didn't take it immediately, something flickered across his face that might have been pity, or might only have been the wish to be finished and back on the cliff road before dark.

"My sister," Senna said, "was named five months ago."

"I know."

"She isn't named anymore. She's dead."

"I know that too." He said it gently, which was somehow worse than if he'd said it with the flat indifference of a man reading a ledger. "I'm sorry. The compact runs to eligible kin. You're the eldest unwed daughter of the Ashgrave line now."

She took the paper because there was nothing else to do with her hands that wouldn't have ended with her striking him, and because Wren was somewhere behind her, she realized — she could feel her sister's presence the way she always could, a held breath at the edge of a doorway — and there was no version of this morning where Wren did not eventually have to know.

"And if I refuse?"

The courier's eyes went to the net still bunched in her other hand, to the cottage roof behind her, to the boat on its trestles. To everything refusal would cost, in other words, without his having to say a single one of those things aloud. "The compact protects Ashgrave land and Ashgrave catch rights for as long as an Ashgrave daughter serves. It withdraws that protection the day one refuses to."

"That's not a choice. That's a debt collector with better manners."

"No," he agreed, with what she could have sworn was real reluctance, "it isn't a choice. I'm sorry, Miss Ashgrave. I am."

He didn't wait to see what she did with the paper. He turned his horse back up the cliff road, and Senna stood at the tideline with the net forgotten in the sand and watched him go until he was only a gray smudge against the gray rock, and then not even that.

◆

Her mother was the one who broke first, which surprised no one, least of all Tamsin herself.

They sat at the kitchen table that evening with the lamp turned low to save the oil, the summons unfolded between them like something that might still change its mind if no one looked at it too directly. Edran had read it twice, his lips moving slightly the second time, the way he did with anything official since the year a tax assessor had cheated him out of half a season's catch over a misread clause. He hadn't said a word since setting it down. When he finally did, it came out rough, like something dragged up from underwater.

"I could take it to the magistrate at Penlow crossing. Ask if there's a clause—"

"There's no clause, Da." Senna said it as gently as she could manage. "I asked the courier. I'd have asked twice if I thought it would change anything."

Edran's jaw worked. He didn't argue further, which told her more than arguing would have.

"There has to be someone else," Tamsin said. Her hands were working at nothing, the way they did when she wasn't holding a pestle or a needle or a child's chin to check a fever — wringing some invisible cloth dry. "Some other compact family. The Hallorans. The —"

"The compact runs by blood, Mum, not by who's most convenient." Senna kept her voice even, because someone in this kitchen had to. "It's the Ashgrave line or no one. That's how it's always been."

"It shouldn't be how it's always been." Tamsin's voice cracked on the last word, and that was the part that finally reached Wren, who had been sitting very still in the corner with her knees drawn up, watching the three of them with the particular silence of a fourteen-year-old who understood exactly enough to be frightened and not enough to know what to do with it.

"Is it because of me?" Wren asked. "If you don't go — if you refuse — would they come for me instead? When I'm older?"

No one answered fast enough, which was its own answer, and Senna crossed the kitchen and crouched in front of her sister and took both her hands, which were cold despite the warmth of the room.

"That's not going to happen," Senna said. "Not to you. I promise you that."

"You can't promise that. Briar didn't even —" Wren stopped herself, her mouth pressing into a thin line, but it was too late, the thought already loose in the room where none of them could unhear it.

Briar hadn't lasted the year. Everyone in Tarrow Cove knew the old counting, the way you knew the tides without needing to check a chart — a Lastwife served until the king's curse took what it needed and let her go, and that was supposed to take the better part of a year, sometimes longer, the song they sang at the harbor festival even had a verse about it, a year for a crown, a year for a king. Briar had been gone in less than half that. No one in the village had ever said the word early aloud, not where Senna could hear it, but she had seen it in the way the harbor wives went quiet when she walked past, in the way the priest at the tide-shrine had pressed his lips together instead of finishing his usual blessing at the memorial.

She had asked her mother once, in the worst week, whether that meant something. Tamsin had only shaken her head and said that grief made people look for patterns where there weren't any, and Senna had let it go because there had been nothing else to do with it. There was still nothing to do with it. She filed it away in the same place she kept everything about Briar's last months that didn't add up to anything she could use, and she made herself focus on the only thing in front of her that mattered.

"I'm going," she told Wren. "Because if I don't, they take the cove from us, and then where does that leave you — fourteen, and landless, and still exactly as eligible as you are now, except with nothing left to protect. I go, and you stay safe, and you stay here, and that's the whole of it."

"That's not the whole of it," Wren said, with the bluntness only a younger sister could get away with. "You're scared."

"Of course I'm scared." There was no use lying to her about that, not after everything. "I'd be a fool not to be. But scared isn't the same as not going."

She held her sister until Wren's breathing evened out, and over the top of her head she met her father's eyes across the kitchen, and Edran gave her the smallest nod — not approval, exactly. Just acknowledgment. That she had taken on a weight he couldn't carry for her, and that he knew it, and that the knowing cost him something too.

◆

She did not sleep that night, not properly. She lay in the bed she'd shared with Briar until five years ago, in the room that still smelled faintly of the dried lavender Briar used to hang from the rafters, and listened to the house settle around her — her father's footsteps on the stair long after he should have been abed, her mother's voice low in the next room, praying or simply talking to the dark, she couldn't tell which. Once she heard Wren cross the hall and stop outside her door, and waited for a knock that never came, and understood that her sister had needed only to know the door was there, not to open it.

She went down to the tideline alone before dawn, while the household still slept, because there was a thing she needed to do that she couldn't do with anyone watching.

Briar's marker stood where the rocks broke the tide into white foam, a flat gray stone the height of a child, her name and her dates cut into it by the same mason who'd done three other markers in this same stretch of shore over the years — Lastwives going back generations, each stone a little newer than the last, each name a little more recently spoken. Senna had not let herself count, in the five months since, how short the gap was between the two dates on Briar's stone. She did not let herself count it now either. She only knelt in the cold sand and laid her palm flat against the granite, the way she used to lay her palm against Briar's shoulder when they were girls sharing a bed too small for both of them.

"I don't know what you found," she said quietly, to the stone, to the tide, to whatever was left of her sister that might still be listening. "But I know you found something. You wrote three letters in your last month that didn't sound like you, and you stopped finishing your sentences, and you told me once, the last time I saw you, that none of it was the way they say it is. I didn't ask what you meant. I should have asked what you meant."

The tide came in slow around her boots and pulled back out again, indifferent, the way it always was.

"I'm not going to die the way you died," she said, and was surprised by how steady her own voice sounded, saying it. "Whatever that takes."

She didn't know yet what it would take. She only knew, kneeling there with the cold working up through her knees and the gray light just beginning to find the edges of the water, that she meant it more than she had meant almost anything in her life.

When she stood, her mother was waiting a little way up the beach, close enough to have heard, far enough to have left her the privacy of not knowing for certain. Tamsin held something out in her open palm — a small disc of sea-glass, salt-frosted, threaded onto a leather cord. Briar had worn it for as long as Senna could remember, a charm blessed at the tide-shrine the year their grandmother died, meant to call the Tidemother's notice toward whoever wore it. Senna had assumed it had gone into the ground with her.

"I kept it back," Tamsin admitted, before Senna could ask. "I couldn't put it in the ground with her. It felt like giving up the last of her to the dark, and I wasn't ready." She closed Senna's fingers around it. "I'm not ready now either. But you should have it more than I should."

Senna fastened the cord around her own neck, the glass still warm from her mother's hand, and did not trust herself to say anything at all.

They walked back up to the cottage together in silence, and there, in the gray hour before the household woke, she packed the single bag she'd been allotted and ate what her mother put in front of her without tasting it and held Wren for longer than either of them said anything about.

Edran walked her as far as the cliff road and stopped there, because the compact's escort would meet her at the crossroads and a fisherman's cart had no business mixing with a Warden's. He stood with his hands loose at his sides for a moment, as if he hadn't decided yet what to do with them, and then he held her face in his two rough hands and looked at her the way he used to look at storms coming in off the water — assessing, careful, already grieving a little in advance, just in case.

"Your sister used to write that the food was decent, at least," he said, which was such an unexpected, ordinary thing to say that it nearly undid her more than anything else had that morning. "Decent food. That was the whole of what she'd tell us, near the end. I used to wonder what she wasn't saying."

"I'll write more than that."

"See that you do." His thumb moved once along her cheekbone, rough as rope. "Come home," he said. It was not a thing he'd ever needed to say to her before. It cost him to say it now.

"I intend to."

She walked the rest of the way to the crossroads alone, the sea-glass cool now against her collarbone, the cliffs of Tarrow Cove falling away behind her with every step, and did not look back, because she had already decided, somewhere between the tideline and the cottage door, that looking back was a thing she could only afford to do once she had something worth coming back to report.

Ahead of her, past the headland, past three days of road she had never traveled and had no wish to, Greywatch Keep was waiting. She did not yet know what it would ask of her. She only knew, with the same flat certainty with which she knew the tides, that whatever it took from her, she did not intend to give it for nothing — and that somewhere in the year her sister hadn't lived to finish, there was an answer Briar had died trying to find.

She meant to find it instead.
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​Chapter 2: Greywatch Keep
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Senna

Greywatch Keep did not announce itself gradually. It simply appeared, all at once, where the road crested the last gray hill — a black shape against a grayer sky, towers stacked against the cliff face like something the rock itself had grown rather than something built upon it, and below it, the sea working endlessly at the foot of the bluff in a sound Senna felt in her teeth before she consciously heard it.

The gatehouse, when they finally reached it, was its own small ordeal. A guard in Wolfguard gray took her name and checked it against a ledger he carried as though it weighed more than it looked. Another searched her single bag with brisk, impersonal hands, laying out her spare dress, her mother's dried chamomile, Briar's letters bound in twine, on a stone table for inspection before returning them with no comment at all, as if women arrived here with their whole lives in one bag often enough that it no longer warranted remark. A third logged the hour of her arrival in a different ledger. By the time they waved her through the inner gate, she had been catalogued three separate times and addressed directly not once, and she understood, before she'd taken a single step into the bailey proper, that this was a place that kept very careful track of everything that came through its doors and asked very little about how those things felt about arriving.

Beyond the inner gate, the bailey opened into a wide stone yard where a dozen Wolfguard recruits drilled in the thin afternoon light, their practice blades clacking in unison under a sergeant's bark, and beyond them, kennels she could smell before she saw, and beyond that, the looming dark mass of the keep itself rising sheer out of the rock as though it had never once considered that anyone might want to soften the climb toward its doors. No gardens. No color anywhere she could see, save the gray-and-silver Wolfguard livery and the dull bronze of a tide-wheel mounted above the great doors. A second guard there made her wait while he conferred in low tones with someone just inside, as though even her arrival required confirmation before it could be believed. She understood, crossing that yard, that whatever this place was, it had not been built to be loved. Only obeyed.

The escort had said almost nothing to her in three days of road. She was grateful for it now, climbing down from the cart with her legs stiff and her single bag clutched against her chest, because it meant she arrived at the gatehouse with nothing used up — no small talk spent, no composure worn thin by polite questions she didn't want to answer. She would need all of it for whatever came next.

What came next was a woman.

She stood waiting just inside the gate the way Senna imagined a blade might wait in its sheath — utterly still, entirely purposeful, giving away nothing of its edge until it was needed. Older, gray-haired beneath a dark wrapped scarf, dressed in the unadorned charcoal favored by Keep officials, with a face that had likely been handsome once and had since been worn into something more useful than handsome: watchful.

"Senna Ashgrave." Not a question, the way the courier's had been. A confirmation already settled. "I am Etta Marrow, Keeper of Rites. I oversaw your sister's induction. I will oversee yours."

Something in Senna's chest went very still at I oversaw your sister's, said so plainly, with no particular softening, as if it were simply a fact among other facts and not the center of every nightmare Senna had carried down three days of road. She made herself match the woman's flatness.

"Then you'll know I don't need the long version of whatever you're about to tell me."

"I'll give you the version regardless." Etta turned without waiting to see whether Senna followed, which she supposed was its own kind of instruction. "Tradition exists whether or not it's been explained to you. Better explained than not."

The Keep swallowed sound the way the sea swallowed light — Senna noticed it within the first dozen steps down the entrance corridor, how the cart-wheels and gulls and ordinary outdoor noise simply ceased, replaced by their own footsteps on stone and the distant, omnipresent hush of waves against rock far below. Lamplight rather than daylight, even at midafternoon. Cold that didn't come from any draft she could locate, only from the stone itself, centuries of it, indifferent to whatever season pressed against the windows.

"You'll want the history first, I expect, whether or not you think you need it." Etta's voice took on the cadence of something recited so many times it had worn smooth, like a step in a stair. "Three centuries past, the first Vaelis king was bound by the Tidemother herself — some say as punishment for pride, some say as the price of a bargain he struck to save his people from famine. Whichever telling you favor, the result was the same: a hunger bound into his line, passed to every Alpha King born of it since, surfacing at the Flood Moon. The Tidemother in her mercy did not leave the realm without a remedy. She gave certain families among the common folk — your family among them, the Ashgraves first of all — the gift of anchoring. Blood that could hold a king's mind steady against the pull of the curse, where no ordinary hand could.

"In the earliest years, the compact between crown and these families was a covenant freely entered — an honor, and a burden shared willingly between House Vaelis and those it had bound itself to in turn. Over generations, as the realm grew and the danger of the curse going unchecked grew with it, the Council formalized what had once been informal. Now one daughter of the compact families serves at a time, named in turn, until the king no longer requires her. It is the highest service a commoner woman can render the crown. You should carry that with you, whatever else this place asks of you. You are not a sacrifice. You are an honor."

"My sister was an honor for five months," Senna said. "Forgive me if the word doesn't sit easily."

Something flickered across Etta's face — not anger, something closer to a wince quickly suppressed — but her voice didn't change. "You'll perform the Binding rite at each Flood Moon. The tides govern it. We do not. A ritual cut, a draught prepared from tideglass, and the anchoring itself — skin against skin, until the king is himself again. You'll be trained in the particulars before the first one comes.

"Should the anchoring fail — should the king go too long unanchored during a Tide — his mind does not simply suffer for it. It drowns. Hollowing, the old word for it is. A king who Hollows does not come back from it; what's left wears his face and answers to nothing human left inside it. It has happened twice in living memory, both times before the Compact was properly formalized, and both times ended the only way it could." Her voice did not change shape around any of this, the way a voice does not change shape reciting a list it has recited a hundred times before. "That is the whole reason the rite exists, Miss Ashgrave. Not for tradition's own sake. For that."

Senna said nothing for a moment. It was, she had to admit, the first thing Etta had told her all afternoon that hadn't sounded rehearsed.

"And the rule everyone already knows," she said at last. "The one nobody in the village ever has to explain, because it's the only part of this they're sure of."

Etta's pace didn't change, but something in her jaw did. "No attachment to His Majesty. None. Not affection, not familiarity, not the comfortable habits two people fall into when they're forced into each other's company. The rite requires you steady. It does not require you fond. The two are not the same, and confusing them has cost—" She stopped herself with the precision of someone closing a door before a draft could get through it. "It has cost women more than they meant to spend."

"Is that what it cost my sister?"

"Your sister," Etta said, after a pause that lasted exactly long enough for Senna to notice it, "performed her duties with great composure, for as long as she was able."

It was not an answer. Senna had asked enough evasive questions of enough harbor wives over the years to recognize the shape of a non-answer when one was handed to her, smooth and sealed at both ends like the courier's letter. She filed it away in the same place she'd been keeping everything else that didn't add up, and said nothing, because she had already decided, somewhere on the road, that the fastest way to learn nothing in this place would be to demand everything on her first afternoon in it.

They turned down a side corridor, narrower than the rest, lined on both walls with small bronze plaques set into the stone at even intervals, each one no larger than a hand. Etta did not slow for them. Senna did, despite herself, her eyes catching on names she didn't know and one she did.

Briar Ashgrave. Lastwife. Five months served.

Beside it, an older plaque: Maren Calloway. Lastwife. Seven months served. Beside that: Ysolde Pren. Lastwife. Nine months served. She did not mean to keep walking the line backward, reading them right to left against the flow of years, but her feet did it anyway, and the pattern revealed itself with the same plainness as a tide chart, each name a little further from a full year than the name before it, going back as far as the corridor went — a slow erosion, generation after generation, like a coastline giving ground to the same patient tide.

She stopped reading before she reached the end. Not because she'd seen enough to understand it — she hadn't, not yet, not really — but because Etta had stopped a few paces ahead and was watching her with an expression Senna couldn't immediately place. Not surprise that Senna had noticed. Something closer to recognition, quickly smoothed away.

"Every Lastwife is honored here," Etta said. "Whatever else you take from this place, take that. None of them are forgotten."

"That's not what I was looking at."

"I know what you were looking at." For just a moment, something moved behind Etta's composure — there and gone too fast to name. "Walk with me, Miss Ashgrave. There's more to see, and the hour's getting on."

Senna walked. But she carried the line of plaques with her the rest of the afternoon the way she'd carried the unexplained word early for five months already — not understood, not yet useful, but kept, filed, refused permission to simply dissolve into grief the way everyone around her seemed to expect it to.

◆

They gave her a chamber in the east wing, a stone-walled room with a narrow bed, a washstand, a single window that looked out over black rock and the endless gray churn of the sea below, and a door that locked from the outside as well as the in — a detail Etta did not explain and Senna did not ask about, filing it alongside everything else.

"You're close to the king's apartments," Etta told her, standing in the doorway with the particular formality of someone who did not intend to linger. "That's tradition as well. The Lastwife is to be reachable at all hours, in case a Tide comes early."

"How early can they come?"

"Early enough that you'll learn to sleep lightly." It might have been meant as a kindness, a warning offered honestly instead of withheld the way the rest of the day's truths had been. Senna decided to take it as one. "Rest if you can tonight. Tomorrow we begin the proper instruction — the cut, the draught, the words you'll need to know by heart before the first Flood Moon comes. You'll meet His Majesty before then as well, though not tonight."

"Why not tonight?"

"Because tonight is not the night for it," Etta said, in a tone that closed the subject as thoroughly as the bronze plaques had been set into stone, and then she was gone, her footsteps receding down the corridor with the same unhurried precision with which she'd arrived.

A girl came some while later with a tray — bread, a hard cheese, a thin soup gone lukewarm in the carrying — and set it down without quite meeting Senna's eyes, the way the harbor wives used to avoid her eyes in the lane, and left again before Senna had thought of a single thing to say to her. She ate what she could of it sitting on the edge of the bed, still in her traveling clothes, and unpacked her bag in slow, deliberate stages mostly to give her hands something to do: the spare dress hung on the room's single peg, the chamomile set on the washstand, Briar's letters placed beneath the pillow where her hand could find them in the dark without having to light the lamp again.

There was paper and a stub of pencil left for her use on the small shelf beside the washstand, and she meant to write home that very first night, if only to have something true to send before the silence had time to grow ordinary again. She got as far as Dear Da, the food here is — before the pencil stopped, because the food had been thin and lukewarm and she did not yet know whether that counted as decent, and because everything else she might have written felt either too frightening to send or too small to bother with. She set the pencil down and told herself she would try again once she'd actually met the king — once there was something in a day worth reporting besides plaques and corridors and a stranger's careful kindness. The paper stayed blank on the shelf when she finally blew out the lamp.

When the light through the narrow window had gone fully to dusk, she sat for a long while with Briar's sea-glass pendant cool against her collarbone, listening to the sound the Keep made when it thought no one was paying attention — old stone settling, wind finding gaps in old mortar, the sea below working at the cliff with the patience of something that had never once, in all its history, been in a hurry. She thought about the line of plaques. Five months. Seven months. Nine. She did not yet have the shape of what it meant, only the certainty that it meant something, the way you could feel weather coming in across the water long before you could name what kind.

She was nearly asleep, fully dressed, lamp still burning, when the sound came through the wall.

It was low at first — a kind of restless movement, footsteps that weren't quite footsteps, too heavy and too uneven, pacing some room on the other side of stone thick enough that she should not have been able to hear anything at all and yet heard this with absolute clarity, as though the wall itself had thinned for the purpose. Then a sound beneath the pacing that lifted every hair on her arms before her mind had even finished identifying it: a growl, low and involuntary, more animal than the throat of any man had business producing, cut off as suddenly as it had started, as if whoever — whatever — had made it had clamped down on its own throat from the inside.

Then nothing. Only the sea again, and the wind, and her own pulse loud in her ears.

She sat frozen on the edge of the bed for a long time afterward, the lamp burning low, waiting for the sound to come again. It didn't. Whatever had moved on the other side of that wall had gone still, or gone elsewhere, or simply passed — a warning rather than the thing itself, she understood somehow, without anyone having told her so. Not a Tide. Only its shadow, thrown ahead of it the way storm-light sometimes reached the shore before the storm.

She did not sleep again that night. She lay instead with her eyes open on the dark ceiling, Briar's glass pressed flat beneath her palm, and thought about a corridor of small bronze plaques, each name a little shorter than the last, and a king on the other side of a wall who made sounds no ordinary suffering should make, and a sister who had stopped finishing her sentences in the last month of a year she never got to finish either.

Whatever this place was building toward, she intended to be awake for all of it.
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​Chapter 3: The King's Hunger
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Alaric

Alaric had learned, in the days after a Tide, to test his own hands before he trusted them with anything that mattered.

This morning it was the clasp of his collar — three failed attempts before his fingers settled enough to manage the small bronze hook, his reflection in the washbasin's still water giving him back a face he was in no hurry to study closely. Hollow-cheeked. Older than twenty-nine had any right to look. The gray had crept further into his temple since spring, or perhaps he only noticed it more since there was no one whose particular task it had once been to notice such things and report them gently, the way a careful woman might have, before there had been no woman left to do it.

He did not let himself finish that thought. He had gotten skilled, in five months, at not finishing it.

His valet had stopped commenting on the gray, the same way he'd stopped commenting on the thinness of him, the particular hollow at his collarbones that no amount of court tailoring fully disguised anymore. The man had served the royal household long enough to know exactly what a Tide cost, and what it cost a king to pretend otherwise in front of people who needed him to look unshaken. He'd laid out the dark blue doublet without being asked this morning — the one that sat heaviest at the shoulder, the one that did the most work disguising what five months without a living anchor had done to the rest of him — and said nothing at all, which was its own kind of mercy.

The last Tide had been a bad one — worse than it should have been, this far out from the proper interval, and he had felt the wrongness of its timing even as it took him, the way a man feels weather turning before the clouds have fully gathered. Without a living hand to anchor him, the Wardens had done what they always did in the gap between Lastwives: doubled the tideglass draught and poured it down his throat themselves, four men holding him steady while a fifth worked the dose into him through sheer brute administration, no ritual cut, no skin against skin, nothing but the raw mineral force of it dragging him back from somewhere he had no memory of going. It worked. It always worked, technically. It also left him three days recovering afterward in a way that the proper rite never had, hollowed out behind the eyes, his own hands unsteady on simple clasps, and he had learned not to ask the Wardens whether this was truly as safe as they assured him it was, because he was fairly certain he did not want to hear the honest answer.

He finished the clasp on the fourth attempt and did not look at his reflection again.

◆

The council chamber smelled of beeswax and old paper, the long table polished to a shine that had outlasted three reigns, and Coel Dunmore was already seated at his accustomed place when Alaric arrived — early, as always, in the particular way of a man who considered punctuality a form of quiet dominance.

"Your Majesty." Coel rose, inclined his head the precise depth tradition demanded, no more. "You're looking well, given the circumstance."

"I'm looking adequate, Lord Warden. There's no need to dress it up further."

Something that might have been amusement crossed Coel's face and was gone before it could be confirmed. He was a tall man gone silver at the temples in a way that suggested dignity rather than age, his Council robes immaculate, his voice pitched always to the exact register of reasonable concern — never raised, never warm, a man who had perfected the particular art of sounding like the only sensible adult in any room he occupied. Alaric had spent twenty years learning to read the small gaps between what Coel said and what Coel meant, and had still, more often than he liked to admit, come away from their conversations uncertain which version of the man he'd actually been speaking to.

Cedric arrived a few minutes later at something close to a trot, dropping into the seat at Alaric's left with the particular eagerness of a young man who had not yet learned that arriving early was a weapon and arriving rushed was a confession.

"Cousin." Cedric's grin was unguarded in the way only someone who had never had to guard anything could manage. "I heard the new Lastwife arrived yesterday. Is it true she's already asking the Keeper of Rites pointed questions?"

"Where did you hear that?"

"Servants talk. You know they do." Cedric said it without guile, the way he said most things, twenty years old and still genuinely fond of a Council that had raised him since his parents' deaths with what Alaric privately suspected was rather more calculation than fondness on its side of the arrangement. "I only meant — it's good, isn't it? That she has some spirit. Briar was lovely, but she went so quiet near the end. I always thought it must be lonely, doing what they do, with no one allowed to actually—"

"Cedric." Coel's voice didn't rise. It simply arrived, flat and final, the way a closing door arrives. "This isn't the forum for that conversation."

Cedric subsided at once, chastened in the easy, untroubled way of someone who had never once suspected the rebuke might be protecting something other than propriety. Alaric watched his cousin fold back into agreeable silence and felt the old, familiar discomfort of being unable to name exactly what unsettled him about the exchange — only that it had, in some way he couldn't yet articulate, unsettled him.

The morning's business was mercifully dull: a dispute over fishing rights between two coastal hamlets, resolved with the ease of long precedent; a request from the harbor guild for funds to repair storm damage to the eastern pier, approved without argument. A petition from the lighthouse keeper at Tarn Point followed, asking for funds toward a new lens after storm damage cracked the old one — a small thing, granted within minutes, though Alaric found his attention catching on the word lighthouse longer than the matter warranted, for reasons he didn't examine closely. Last came a brief, dry report on grain stores ahead of the Long Dark.

It was Coel who raised the matter of the new Lastwife, near the session's end, in the same even tone he'd used for grain stores.

"The Ashgrave girl has been inducted and chambered. Keeper Marrow reports she's settling adequately, though she shows signs of the same temperament her sister did — questions where none are required, a certain resistance to being managed." Coel's eyes found Alaric's with the particular precision of a man making a point he intended to land. "I trust Your Majesty recalls the wisdom of the boundary in this regard. It served you well enough with the elder sister. There's no reason to imagine it requires revisiting with the younger."

"I recall the boundary, Lord Warden. I've never once asked to revisit it."

"No," Coel agreed, pleasantly. "You never have. It's precisely why the arrangement has functioned as well as it has, all these years. A king who keeps his distance keeps his Lastwife alive longer. It's the kindest thing you can do for her, in the end — though I imagine it rarely feels that way."

Alaric had heard some version of this speech after every induction for eleven years, delivered with the same patient, reasonable cadence each time, as though Coel were not so much repeating himself as reading aloud from a law of nature too obvious to require updating. There was nothing in the words to object to. There never was, with Coel; that was the particular skill of the man, building arguments out of bricks so individually reasonable that the wall they made together was somehow already standing before anyone had thought to ask whether they wanted a wall there at all. Alaric inclined his head, gave the agreement Coel was owed, and felt something in his chest tighten regardless — the old, useless anger he'd never found anywhere productive to put.

◆

Rourke caught him in the corridor afterward, falling into step without preamble the way he always did, twenty years of friendship having long since worn away the need for either of them to announce themselves to the other.

They'd grown up on opposite sides of the same training yard, the king's son and the steward's, before either of them had understood what either of those words would eventually cost. Rourke had taken the Wolfguard captaincy the year Alaric had taken the crown, and had never once, in all the years since, asked Alaric to pretend the curse was easier to carry than it was. It was, Alaric had come to understand, the rarest gift anyone at Greywatch had to offer him — not loyalty, which the Keep had no shortage of, but honesty, which it had
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