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The letter had gone soft at its creases by the third day of riding, worn thin as old skin from being folded and unfolded so many times against her chest, and Wren still hadn't stopped reading it.

She's getting worse. The healer in Thistlewick says weeks, maybe less, and I've run out of anything else to try. I know what you'll want to do. Please don't do it alone.

Della had written that last line knowing exactly what it would cost Wren not to obey it, and had signed the letter anyway, because seventeen years of being the younger sister had taught her precisely which arguments worked and which ones Wren would talk herself out of by morning. Wren had read it by firelight in Thistlewick, then twice more on the frozen road up to Emberholt, and had arrived at the same decision each time: she was going alone, because the alternative was watching someone else pay for a choice that was hers to make.

If I stay useful. If I stay careful. If I'm the one who pays for it, and not anyone I love. She had built the whole of herself out of that arithmetic in the seven years since her mother's death, brick by careful brick, and she had no intention of letting one bad night undo the only version of herself that had kept anyone else safe since.

The crypt-court did not bury its dead. It employed them.

Wren had known that going in — Old Harkness had told her as much, years ago, in the flat voice he used for facts he didn't want her to argue with — but knowing a thing and standing inside it were not the same. The retainer ahead of her moved with the unhurried patience of something that had stopped needing to hurry sometime in the last century, its candle held steady in a hand gone the color of old parchment, and it did not look at her so much as acknowledge, in passing, that she existed, the way a person might acknowledge a draft under a door.

She pressed her thumb hard against the pulse at her wrist. Still there. Still counting.

It was a habit her mother would have scolded her for — you don't need to keep checking, Wren, the dead don't come looking for company — except her mother had been wrong about that, hadn't she, in the end. Wren kept walking, one hand near the gravework satchel at her hip, and did her best not to think about how close the retainer had come to turning, two junctions back, before some errand of its own had pulled its attention elsewhere. She had not planned for luck to be doing this much of the work.

She had left the frost behind at the door. Three flights down into the mountain, past outer halls where grave-ash hung faint and sweet in the air, like something burnt long ago and never quite aired out, the cold up above had given way to a cold that was different in kind — older, patient, entirely uninterested in her — and somewhere in the second flight she had stopped being able to hear her own boots on the stone, as though the crypt-court itself had decided that was a sound it didn't care to keep.

She had pictured a throne room hung with skulls. Theatre, cruelty worn as decoration, something built to be feared from the moment you crossed the threshold. What she found instead was worse in a way she hadn't prepared for: walls carved with looping, patient ancestor-script, candle-alcoves cut into bone-pale stone at intervals that made the whole corridor glow faintly gold, like a place built to be lived in rather than merely endured. Two hundred years of names, she realized, reading them without meaning to as she passed — Vaelor after Vaelor, each one carved by someone who had cared enough to make the letters even, right down to the newest one, cut cleaner than the rest, as though the stone itself hadn't finished forgetting how to grieve. She filed the thought away, unwelcome: grief that had had two centuries to settle could look almost like reverence, if you didn't know better.

More retainers passed at the next junction, deep in some silent errand of their own, robes the color of things left too long in water. Neither slowed. She had braced herself, on the ride from Thistlewick, for a fight at every turn — some version of guards with real blood in them, real fear to exploit or provoke — and had gotten polite indifference instead, and didn't yet know whether that made this easier or considerably worse.

Get in. Get the bargain. Get out. She had rehearsed the shape of that sentence for three days of frozen road until the words had worn as smooth as river stones, and every one of them fell apart the moment she reached the last door and found it unguarded.

That, more than anything else, should have warned her.

She pushed it open on a chamber that held no throne at all — just a deep-cut alcove with a single candle in it, and a man standing before the candle the way a person looks at something they've looked at ten thousand times and stopped expecting to find anything new there. He turned before she'd made a sound. That, too, should have warned her.

"You're a long way from anywhere you're permitted to be," he said. Not an accusation. Almost — and this annoyed her instantly, more than an accusation would have — polite.

"I'm aware." She kept her spine straight and her hand loose at her side. "I need to speak with the Bone King."

"You're speaking with him."

She had built an image of the man who ruled this compact of the dead and the desperate, and it had not looked like this: dark hair pushed back from a face that gave away almost nothing, dressed like someone who'd forgotten court was meant to be performed rather than simply worn, standing very still in a way she recognized, distantly, from her own worst nights — the stillness of someone holding themselves together on purpose, out of long habit rather than present effort. He didn't look surprised to find an intruder in his private chamber. If anything, he looked faintly, guardedly relieved to have something else to look at besides the candle.

"You broke into the crypt-court," he said, "past three sets of retainers who could have stopped you and didn't, to tell me you need to speak with me. You're speaking with me. What is it you actually need?"

Direct. She hadn't planned for direct, and it cost her half a second to recover the ground she'd rehearsed losing more slowly.

"My sister is dying." The words came out clipped and precise, the way she made herself say anything that mattered too much to risk on a shaking voice. "Wasting-curse. Backlash-born, from magic that was never meant to touch her at all. She has weeks. Maybe less. I need a bargain — the kind only the crown can make — and I need it now, not after whatever process your court usually makes people crawl through to beg for one."

"And if I told you the process exists for a reason?"

"Then I'd ask what reason is worth more than a seventeen-year-old girl's life, and I'd wait to see if you could say it with a straight face."

Something in his expression shifted, so briefly she nearly missed it — not offense, not quite surprise either. Something closer to a man quietly setting down an assumption he'd carried into the room and finding it didn't fit the person standing in front of him. He didn't sit. He didn't gesture for her to. She got the distinct sense that hospitality, for him, was a language he'd long since forgotten the grammar of, the way a person forgets a tongue they haven't spoken since childhood.

"Bone-magic bargains aren't kindness," he said. "They're not charity, and they're not law, whatever the villages below the mountain believe about the crown. They're a transaction with a cost attached to it, and the cost is never small enough to be a decision worth making twice."

"I'm not asking you to make it twice. Once will do."

"You don't know what you'd be agreeing to."

"I know what happens if I don't." She held his gaze, because backing down from it now would cost her whatever ground she'd claimed by getting this far at all. "You're the crown. You're the one thing in this kingdom with the power to actually fix a wasting-curse instead of simply outlawing everyone desperate enough to try fixing it themselves. So fix it. Or tell me plainly that you won't, and I'll find another way, and you can decide for yourself which version of you that makes."

She heard her own voice sharpen at the end and didn't apologize for it. Gallows humor, her mother used to call it — the thing Wren did instead of crying, dry as the grave-ash under her nails — and it had carried her through worse rooms than this one, though she was hard-pressed, standing here, to think of many.

He was quiet long enough that she started composing the next argument, the one about the villages, the one about how many families the crown's laws had already failed before Della's name had ever come up. She didn't get to use it.

"What's her name?" he asked instead.

The question caught her more off balance than the whole conversation so far had managed. "Della."

"And yours?"

"Wren Ashcombe." She said it like a challenge, daring him to do something with it — recognize the family, dismiss the family, react in some way she could push against. He didn't do any of it. He simply held the name the way he'd held the candlelight a minute before: something to be looked at, not reacted to.

"I could have you removed from this chamber and returned to Thistlewick under guard before dawn, Wren Ashcombe," he said. "That would be the correct response, procedurally. I imagine you know that, given how carefully you avoided every retainer who might have stopped you before you reached this room."

"I avoided them because I got lucky. Not because I'm clever." It cost her nothing to admit it. It was true, and it kept him talking instead of deciding.

"You got lucky," he agreed, "and now you're standing in front of the one person in this kingdom who can actually do what you're asking, daring him to refuse you to his face instead of simply asking politely and hoping. That isn't luck. That's a choice." He said it without heat — an observation, not a compliment — but something in it landed regardless, a small, unwelcome warmth she had no room for tonight, not with Della's letter still folded soft against her ribs. "I'll consider the bargain."

"That's not a yes."

"No," he said. "It isn't. I don't give those quickly, and I'd think considerably less of myself if I started tonight, for a stranger with a very good argument. But I'll consider it. And if I agree, you should understand now — before either of us goes further than words — the price of a crown bargain isn't set by the petitioner. It's set by the bargain itself. I don't get to make it smaller because your reasons are good ones. You don't get to negotiate it down because your need is real. The magic doesn't care which of us wants it to be cheaper."

"I didn't come here expecting it to be cheap."

"Good," he said. "Because it won't be."

There was something underneath the warning she couldn't name yet — not menace, not quite compassion, something closer to a man reciting a rule he'd learned the hard way and wanted her to hear clearly before she committed to anything past the point of taking it back. She filed it away with the too-beautiful corridor, the missing throne, the retainers who
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