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The night my name was thrown out of a sanctuary, I learned that some doors close from the inside.

I was six.

It was raining the kind of rain that did not ask permission, the kind that drummed on slate roofs and turned the harbor road to running silver. I remember the smell of wet wool and old lamp oil. I remember the woman who held my hand had cold fingers and a soft voice and would not look at me when she rang the bell.

I remember the door opening.

I remember it closing.

I do not remember her face.

The Sanctuary of Saint Ilden took children like a tide took stones. Some it kept smooth. Some it ground down. By the time I was old enough to know which one I was, I had also learned not to ask.

Sister Wend was the one who told me, on my eighth birthday, that I was owed nothing.

She said it the way she said everything. Quietly. As if it were a kindness she was doing me. We were standing in the kitchen and she had given me an end of bread because there was no cake. Cake was for children with mothers who remembered the day.

"You are loved by God," she said. "But you are owed nothing by people. Do not confuse the two, Wren."

I was named for a bird that built nests out of whatever scraps the wind blew past. That was Sister Wend's idea of mercy.

I ate the bread.

I did not cry.

I learned that day to do my own keeping. To carry a knife. To count my coppers twice. To stand quiet in a doorway until I had measured every face in the room. The other children at Saint Ilden's grew into the soft and round shapes of those who believed the world would hold them up. I grew into the angle of a girl who knew it would not.

At sixteen I was apprenticed to Master Holk Calloway, a moon-glass cutter on the lower harbor of Lirran Bay. He took me because his wife had died and his fingers had begun to shake, and he needed eyes young enough to see the silver lines inside the glass.

Moon-glass came north from the sea caves in the long winters. The pack lords paid coin for it because their wolves could read the moon-pictures the cutters drew on its surface. I did not have a wolf. I did not need one. I had hands, and Holk had patience, and between us we made a living that did not require either of us to ask for anything we were not given.

Holk gave me his name on a square of parchment the year I turned eighteen.

"Calloway," he said, "is not much. But it is yours now."

I cried that night in the loft above his workshop, with the parchment folded under my pillow and the smell of salt and iron coming up through the floorboards. It was the first thing in my life that had been signed over to me on purpose.

I was twenty-three the year he died.

Twenty-three the year the King came down to the harbor.

Twenty-three the year I learned that the worst thing about being owed nothing was that, when someone finally offered you something, you did not know how to refuse it.

This is the story of a year and a day.

It is the story of a Wolf King who had been rejected at his own Choosing Moon, and of the human girl he tried to use as the blade for his revenge.

It is the story of how I learned, late and clumsy and bleeding, that belonging is not a debt you pay.

It is a thing you take.

But the night before all of that, I still believed I could survive the world by being useful.

I still believed I could keep the door from closing again if I only made myself small enough to fit through.

I was wrong about both.

And I am glad of it.
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The morning the Wolf King came down to Lirran Bay, I was kneeling on the workshop floor with a chisel between my teeth and a length of frostbitten wire pinched between my fingers.

The last crate had not been packed.

Holk had been dead nine days. The roof still leaked above the polishing bench. The harbor master had sent two notices about the lease. And the buyer from the Iron Crown, a man named Olen Brask, was due at the dock with the noon bell.

I had not slept.

"Wren." Maire was leaning in the workshop doorway with a tin mug in her hand. "You will cut yourself."

"Then I will cut myself."

"Take the tea."

"Put it down."

She put it down on the work stool, sighed in the particular way she had been sighing at me for the past nine days, and crouched beside the open crate.

Maire was twenty-eight, broad through the shoulders, and the daughter of the harbor's only midwife. She had been Holk's neighbor for as long as I had been his apprentice. She braided her red hair in a single rope down her back and wore a knife at her belt that she had once used to cut a stillborn lamb out of a ewe. She liked plain bread, plain words, and women who did not waste her time.

She tolerated me on all three counts.

"How many pieces left?" she asked.

"Twelve."

"And how many can travel without breaking?"

"All of them. If I pack them right."

"And how many will you pack right if you do not sleep?"

I took the chisel out of my teeth and set it down on the bench.

"Maire."

"Wren."

"I will sleep when the crate is on the ship."

She watched me a moment longer. Then she stood, picked up the tin mug, and pressed it into my hand without speaking.

The tea was bitter and too hot. I drank it anyway.

The workshop sat at the end of a narrow lane off the lower harbor, between a smokehouse and a dye-yard. The smell of the place was three smells stacked on top of each other and never quite separating. Salt and iron from the sea. Resin from the pine the cutters used for crating. Lamp oil from the row of small glass burners Holk had kept lit through the long winter nights, because moon-glass would not take its lines properly without a steady warm light.

I had kept all three lit since he died.

It felt like the only way to keep the workshop alive in a shape that was still recognizably his.

The crate I was packing held twelve pieces of finished moon-glass. Plates the size of a man's hand, polished thin enough that you could see your reflection in their silvered face, with the moon-lines I had cut into them visible only when held at a certain angle to the light. The northern packs used them in their council chambers. Each piece told a season's story of moonrise and moonfall, mapped from the harbor observatory and translated into the chisel marks I had been making for seven years.

Twelve plates was a Crown commission.

Holk had taken the commission in autumn, before the cough that took him began. He had been proud of it. The Iron Crown did not send to small harbors for moon-glass. They sent to the great cutters of Hollomere and Tashen. They had sent to us because Olen Brask had owed Holk a favor from twenty years before, and because the price was good.

The price was very good.

The price was enough to keep the workshop for another year.

If I did not deliver the crate by noon, the contract would default. Olen Brask had told me so himself the morning after the burial, with his hat in his hand and his eyes anywhere but on my face.

"The Crown does not allow grief in its ledger, lass."

"I am not asking the Crown to allow anything."

"Then deliver the crate."

I had been delivering the crate ever since.

I wrapped the eleventh plate in oiled linen. My fingers were stiff. The workshop was cold because I had not lit the stove that morning. I had not lit it because if I sat down to light it, I would sit down for too long, and I needed to stand.

"There is a flag at the harbor mouth," Maire said.

I looked up.

She was at the window now, with one hand cupping the wavy glass to see past the morning fog.

"What kind of flag?"

"Big one. Black and iron-grey. Two wolves crossed."

I went very still.

"That is not Brask," I said.

"No."

"That is the Iron Crown itself."

"Yes."

The chisel was still in my hand. I set it down on the linen wrap and did not entirely succeed at making the gesture look calm.

The Iron Crown flag was not flown by buyers. It was not flown by harbor-masters or by trade ships. It was flown only when a member of the Crown Bench was present, or when the King himself rode at sea.

Olen Brask was not a member of the Crown Bench.

"What is the King's standard doing in Lirran Bay?" I said.

Maire did not answer.

She did not have to.

There were not many reasons for a Wolf King to come down to a salt harbor in the iron-grey hour after dawn, but there were not many reasons that were good. King Caelen Vael Draeg had ruled the Iron Crown for six years. He had not been seen south of the Vaeroth fjords in three of them, not since the bad winter that the harbor-folk still called the Quiet Year. He did not visit harbors. He sent men.

He had sent Olen Brask.

So whatever had brought the King to the harbor this morning had moved faster than Brask's purse.

"Wren." Maire was watching me. "Pack the twelfth plate."

"I am thinking."

"Think while you pack."

I picked up the twelfth plate. It was the finest of the set, a winter-moon plate, with a fine spiral of cuts representing the night the Iron Crown had been founded two hundred and forty years ago. I had cut it myself the week before Holk died. I had been seventeen days on a single plate.

He had not seen it finished.

I wrapped it in the oiled linen with hands that had become, very quietly, an unfamiliar weight on the ends of my arms.

The workshop door opened.

I did not need to look up to know who it was. Olen Brask had a particular cough — the cough of a man who had spent thirty years carrying coin pouches up cold stairs.

He coughed now.

"Calloway," he said.

"Brask."

"Crate ready?"

"Crate ready."

"Then come up to the dock."

I tied the linen wrap and set the twelfth plate inside the crate. I did not turn around yet.

"Brask."

"Mm."

"There is a flag at the harbor mouth."

A silence.

"Yes," he said.

"The Crown flag."

"Yes."

"The King is in the harbor."

A longer silence. I heard Maire shift her weight near the window.

"Yes," said Olen Brask. "He is."

I turned around then.

Brask was a small man, round and grey, with a coat too fine for the rest of him. He had taken his hat off the moment he stepped inside and was now turning it in his hands like a man working a prayer bead. His eyes were not on me. They were on the crate.

"Why is the King in this harbor, Brask?"

"He is on a journey north."

"On a journey north from what?"

"From Tashen. A council matter."

"And he stopped here for what?"

Brask looked up. His face was tired. There was a smear of harbor mud across his sleeve that he had not noticed.

"He stopped here," he said, "because he was told a young woman was carrying twelve plates of moon-glass to the Iron Crown today, and that her master had died nine days ago."

I closed my hand around the edge of the crate to keep it steady.

"And?" I said.

"And he wishes to see her."

The fire in the small lamp on the workbench guttered once, then steadied. Maire's eyes were on me. I did not look at her. I looked at Brask.

"Why?"

"Lass."

"Why, Brask."

He sighed. He worked his hat through his fingers another full turn.

"I do not know," he said. "He did not tell me. He arrived at the harbor mouth two hours ago with a Bench escort and a war-galley flying his standard, and he said the crate was to be brought up to him personally, and the woman who packed it was to come with the crate. That is all I know."

"And if I refuse."

"Calloway."

"If I refuse, Brask."

He stopped turning his hat.

He looked, for the first time, like a man who had been told a thing he did not want to say.

"You do not refuse a King, lass," he said quietly. "Not in his own waters. Not in a harbor he could buy three times over before noon. You can stay alive and angry, or you can stay alive only. But you cannot stay alive and refuse."

I looked down at the crate.

Twelve plates of moon-glass. Seventeen days on the last one. Nine days of grief I had not yet been allowed to sit down inside.

A King at the harbor mouth.

I picked up my cloak from the peg behind the bench. It was the dark grey one Holk had given me my second winter at the workshop. The lining was worn, but the wool was still good. I pulled it on. I tied the cord at my throat with hands I would not let shake.

"Maire," I said.

"Yes."

"If I am not back by sundown."

"Wren."

"If I am not back by sundown, take the lease ledger from the second drawer and burn it. Then go to the harbor master and tell him I died at sea."

"That is not funny."

"It is not meant to be."

I looked at her. Red rope of hair. Knife at her belt. The plain straight set of her mouth.

"Promise me, Maire."

She did not answer for a long moment.

Then she said, "I promise you nothing of the kind. You will come back by sundown."

"You cannot make that promise."

"Neither can you."

She reached into her coat and pulled out a small knot of dark green ribbon — the kind the midwives used to tie around the wrists of newborns who were not expected to live the night.

She pressed it into my hand.

"My mother gave one of these to every child she was not sure of," she said. "Most of them lived."

"Maire."

"Take it, Wren."

I took it.

I tied it around my left wrist, under the cuff of my sleeve, where Brask would not see it.

Then I bent down, lifted the crate of moon-glass into my arms, and walked out of the workshop into the iron-grey morning, with Olen Brask coughing behind me and the Wolf King waiting at the harbor mouth, and no part of me yet understanding that I would not be sleeping in that loft above the workshop again.

The fog was lifting off the water.

The flag was still flying.

The bell at the harbor master's house tolled six.

I shifted the crate to a better angle against my hip and began to walk.
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The lower harbor of Lirran Bay sloped down to the water in three uneven tiers, with stone steps cut into the rock between them. Brask walked ahead of me. He did not look back. The crate weighed twenty-three pounds. I had carried heavier.

I counted my breaths.

It was a trick Sister Wend had taught the younger children at Saint Ilden's for the nights they could not sleep. She had not taught it kindly. She had taught it because crying disturbed the others. But the trick was good, and I had used it for fifteen years, and I used it now.

In for four.

Hold for four.

Out for four.

By the time we reached the middle tier of the harbor, my hands had stopped trembling.

The Crown galley was tied up at the long pier.

It was longer than any ship that came into Lirran Bay in a normal year. Black hull. Iron-grey sail furled along the spar. Twin wolves crossed in white on the standard at the bow. The oar-banks were drawn up. The deck was lined with Bench guards in winter cloaks, the kind with the throat-clasps shaped like a wolf's open jaw. The clasps caught the early light when the guards turned their heads.

The guards turned their heads as I came down the steps.

They did not move.

They watched.

There is a particular weight to being watched by wolves in human skin. Holk had warned me about it the first time he had taken me up to a Crown buyer's house, six years ago. He had said, "They will not look at you like men look at women. They will look at you like dogs look at a strange thing on the road. You will want to look away. You will not look away. You will pretend you do not feel it."

I pretended.

Brask stopped at the foot of the pier.

A man stepped down from the galley.

He was not the King.

I knew that the moment his boot touched the wood, the way you know a tide before you can see it. He was tall, and he wore the heavy iron-grey of a Bench captain, and there was a scar across his jaw that ran from his ear down to his collar like someone had once tried very hard to cut his throat and not quite managed.

He was not the King.

But he was close enough to one that the air around him moved differently.

"Calloway," he said. He did not pose it as a question.

"Yes."

"With me."

"My crate."

"Will be carried."

"By whom."

His eyes flickered.

It was the first time he had really looked at me. Brown eyes. Grey beard. The kind of mouth that had not smiled at strangers in a long time.

"By two men of mine," he said. "Who will not break it."

"With respect."

"Lass."

"With respect, Captain. The crate is twelve plates of moon-glass cut by my own hands and my master's. If a single one is broken, the contract is voided and the Crown pays for empty boxes. I will carry the crate to the King if the King wishes to see it. I will not hand it to men I do not know."

The Bench captain was quiet for a beat.

Then he said, "Stubborn."

"Careful."

"Same word."

"Different intent."

The smallest movement at the corner of his mouth. It was not a smile. It was the ghost of one. It went away before I could be sure I had seen it.

"Bring the crate," he said. "Mind the gangway."

I followed him up the gangway with the crate against my hip and Brask shuffling behind me at the bottom of the steps, his hat still in his hands. The deck of the galley was clean in a way that no ship at Lirran Bay had ever been clean. The brass at the rails had been polished that morning. The ropes were coiled in the disciplined spirals of men who had been drilled at it.

The guards moved aside as I came past.

They did not bow. They did not nod. They moved with a precision that suggested they had been told, very specifically, what to do with the human girl carrying the crate, and that nothing in their training had quite prepared them for the look of her.

The captain led me to the stern.

There was a low pavilion there, raised three steps above the main deck, with a roof of dark canvas stretched on iron poles. A brazier burned at one corner. Behind the brazier, a man stood with his back to the harbor.

He was looking north.

He was looking at the open water.

He was tall, but the tallness was not the first thing I noticed. The first thing I noticed was that the deck around him was empty. There was a space of three full paces between him and the nearest guard, and the guards had arranged themselves around that space with the unconscious courtesy of people who had learned, over time, not to crowd him.

He was wearing iron-grey wool over a black tunic.

His hair was dark, cut short at the nape, with a line of silver beginning at the left temple.

He did not turn around when I came up the steps.

The captain stopped at the edge of the pavilion.

"Sire."

"Captain."

The voice was low. It was not loud. It had the quality of a voice that did not need to be loud, because it had not, in a very long time, needed to compete with anything.

"The cutter," the captain said.

"With the crate."

"Yes, Sire."

A pause. A very small pause. Long enough for me to understand that the pause was the King considering something he had not entirely expected, and short enough that I would not have caught it if I had not been listening for everything.

"Wait at the foot of the steps, Captain."

"Sire."

The captain stepped back. He gave me a look that was half warning and half something else I did not have time to name. Then he was gone, down the steps, and I was alone in the pavilion with the King's back and the brazier and the crate.

He did not turn.

"Set the crate down, Calloway."

I set the crate down.

I did not kneel. I had been told once, by an old woman in the harbor who had served at a pack lord's hall in her youth, that humans were not expected to kneel before wolves, because wolves did not expect their custom to be understood by people who did not share it. I had taken it to heart. I had also kept the green ribbon tied around my left wrist, beneath my cuff, because I had not been entirely sure the old woman was right.

The King turned around.

He was not what I had expected, in the way that very few things in my life had ever been what I had expected. I had expected gold. I had expected ornament. I had expected the careful, terrible beauty of a man who had been told he was the most important person in any room he walked into since he was a boy.

What I saw was a man of perhaps thirty-two with a tired mouth and dark eyes the color of wet slate.

He had a scar through his right eyebrow.

He had a small chip in his front tooth that I would not have seen if he had not, at the moment of turning, drawn his lower lip between his teeth in a quick, unconscious gesture.

He looked at me.

I looked at him.

He had the courtesy not to make me look away first.

"You are Calloway."

"I am."

"You cut the crate."

"I cut six of the twelve. Master Holk cut the other six before his illness."

"He died nine days ago."

"He did."

"And you still finished the work."

"I did."

"Why."

It was not the question I had prepared for. I had prepared for variations on Where is Holk and Who packed the crate and Have you the receipt. I had not prepared for Why.

I held the question for a beat.

"Because the contract was made before he died," I said. "And because I have his name on my parchment, and the workshop is in his name, and if the contract defaults, the workshop closes. Master Holk did not raise me to default."

"He raised you."

"He took me as apprentice when I was sixteen."

"And before sixteen."

The breath in my throat slowed.

This was the question I had not prepared for. This was the question no Crown buyer had ever asked me. This was the question Olen Brask, who had stood in my workshop nine days running, had not asked me. This was the question Sister Wend had once made me promise never to answer with the truth, because the truth would close more doors than the lie.

I did not look away.

I looked at the small chip in his front tooth.

"Before sixteen, Sire, I lived at the Sanctuary of Saint Ilden."

He did not blink.

"From what age."

"From six."

"And before six."

"I do not know, Sire."

He absorbed it without expression. He had the kind of face, I was beginning to see, that absorbed things the way a slate roof absorbed rain. Not because nothing landed on it. Because what landed on it ran off in directions you could not see.

"Open the crate," he said.

I knelt then, because the crate was on the deck and the lid required two hands. I lifted the iron clasp, undid the inner pegs, and set the lid aside. The twelve plates lay in their oiled linen wraps, packed in straw, eleven of them with the white seal of Master Holk's mark and the twelfth with a smaller seal I had made for myself the year he gave me his name.

I took the twelfth plate out first.

I unwrapped it.

I held it up so that the morning light, coming through the open side of the pavilion, caught the moon-lines on its silvered face.

He looked at it.

He did not take it from me.

He looked at it for a long time, and then he looked at me, and then he looked at it again.

"This is the founding plate."

"It is, Sire."

"This is your work."

"It is, Sire."

He held out his hand.

I gave him the plate.

He turned it, slowly, in the light. His fingers were long. There was a thin white scar across the back of the left one. He held the plate exactly the way Holk had taught me to hold the finished pieces — by the rim, not the face, never letting the oil from the skin touch the silver.

He had been taught.

By someone.

A long time ago.

"How long," he said.

"Seventeen days, Sire."

"On the plate."

"Yes, Sire."

He set the plate down on the small table beside the brazier. He did not wrap it. He left it face-up, where the light could find it.

Then he turned and looked at me again.

"Calloway."

"Sire."

"What do you know about the Iron Crown."

I had no idea what answer he wanted.

I gave him the one I had.

"I know the Iron Crown is five packs in confederation, Sire. Vaeroth, Pine-Hold, Suth Iron, Tashen, and the Crown itself. I know the Crown Bench has five Pack-Sworn and the King. I know the Crown was founded two hundred and forty years ago after the Long Winter, when five Alphas swore the Hearing Circle Oath in the meadow above the Vaeroth fjords. I know the founding plate I have just unwrapped is meant to be hung in the Crown Bench hall on the night of the next Listening."

"You know more than most southern cutters."

"Master Holk made me read."

"Read what."

"The histories. The pack laws. The treaty rolls. He said if I did not understand what the moon-glass was for, I would cut it without honor."

The King looked at me again.

"And do you cut it without honor."

"No, Sire."

"You are very sure of that."

"It is the only thing I am very sure of."

He let that sit between us for a count of three.

Then, very quietly, he said, "Good."

He did not say it the way men sometimes said good when they were patronizing. He did not say it the way Sister Wend had said good when one of the children had finally stopped crying. He said it like a man marking a thing in a ledger.

He turned his back to me again.

He looked at the water.

The fog had nearly lifted. The harbor mouth was open. The standard above the galley snapped once in the rising wind.

"Calloway," he said.

"Sire."

"Did Holk tell you why this commission was placed."

"He told me the Iron Crown needed founding plates for the next Listening, Sire."

"Did he tell you why the Iron Crown sent to a small southern harbor for them."

I hesitated.

"He said it was a favor between him and Olen Brask, Sire."

"That is what he was told."

A different quality of silence. A waiting one.

"That is not the truth, Calloway."

"Sire."

"The Iron Crown sent to Lirran Bay for the founding plates because the great cutters of Hollomere and Tashen are owned, presently, by a woman I do not wish to give my coin to. I needed twelve plates of moon-glass that had not passed through her hands. Olen Brask remembered an old debt to your master. He offered me the workshop as a clean cutting house. I accepted."

He turned then.

He looked at me directly.

"You and your master have made me twelve plates of moon-glass for a Crown rite that will be observed by every pack lord north of the fjord coast. You did so in nine days without your master's hands. You finished the founding plate, the most difficult cut, by yourself. You are twenty-three years old. You are human. You have no family that I can find in any record, and you carry no pack name."

He paused.

"Do you understand what I am about to ask you."

"No, Sire."

"Good. Then it has not yet been asked of you wrongly. Listen."

The brazier popped. A coal shifted. The smell of pine resin and hot iron came up between us.

"In thirty-eight days," he said, "a woman named Maris Halvern will arrive at the Iron Crown to sell me a quantity of cut moon-glass at a price I will be obliged to pay. She owns the cutting houses of Hollomere and Tashen. She owns them because, six years ago, on the night of my Choosing Moon, she rejected me in front of the Crown Bench and married the man who supplied the cutters of Hollomere. The man is dead. The cutters are hers. She has waited six years to come north with her wares, and she intends to be honored at the Crown Bench when she arrives."

He paused again.

"I do not intend to honor her, Calloway."

"Sire."

"I intend to receive her in the Bench hall with twelve plates of southern moon-glass already hung along the long wall, cut by a workshop she does not own and cannot buy. I intend her to see that the Crown does not require her. I intend the Bench to see it. I intend her husband's old partners, who travel with her, to see it. And I intend the human girl who cut the founding plate to stand at my left hand during her audience as a Hearth-bound of the Iron Crown."

He stopped.

I did not move.

"Do you know what a Hearth-bound is, Calloway."

"No, Sire."

"It is an old custom of the Iron Crown. A King may bind any unmated person to the Crown for a year and a day. Not as a servant. Not as a mate. As a member of the King's hearth — a person of the household with rank above a steward and below a Pack-Sworn. The Hearth-bound is fed, clothed, lodged, and protected for the year and a day, and at the end of it, walks free, or is claimed by the King at their own request and the King's consent. It is a custom that has not been used in forty years. It is still law."

He let that sit.

Then he said, "I will offer you the Bargain, Calloway. A year and a day at the Iron Crown. You will be lodged at the Hold. You will keep a cutting house at the Crown's expense, paid in full, with your own apprentices if you wish. You will be present in the Bench hall at Maris Halvern's audience. You will stand at my left hand. You will do nothing more than be there, in your Hearth-bound's grey, as a human girl who cut my founding plate. After the audience, the year and a day continues. You will be free to leave the Hold for the harbor on any day you wish. At the end of the year and a day, you may take whatever the Crown owes you and go. Or you may stay, if you so choose, and the Crown will not stop you. That is the Bargain."

I held very still.

I held very still for a long time.

Then I said, "Why me, Sire."

"I have told you why."

"You have told me what I would do. You have not told me why me."

He almost smiled.

It did not reach his eyes, but it almost reached his mouth.

"Because Maris Halvern despises three things, Calloway. She despises southern cutters. She despises humans. And she despises any woman the Iron Crown holds close who is not herself."

He paused.

"You are all three."

I looked at the founding plate on the table beside the brazier.

I thought of Holk's name on my parchment, folded under my pillow in the loft.

I thought of the lease notice on the workshop door.

I thought of Maire's green ribbon tied around my left wrist.

I thought of Sister Wend, in the cold kitchen at Saint Ilden's, telling me on my eighth birthday that I was owed nothing.

"Sire," I said.

"Calloway."

"If I refuse."

"Then you walk back down the gangway with my thanks and the contract paid in full to your workshop. You will have no penalty. I do not buy with threats."

"And if I accept."

"Then we leave with the tide."

"The workshop."

"Held in your name, lease paid for the year and a day, with a caretaker of your choosing. I will sign the order before you leave the pavilion."

"My friend."

"What of her."

"Maire Roen. She is at the workshop now. If I do not return by sundown, she will burn my ledgers and tell the harbor master I died at sea."

The chip in his tooth showed for an instant. The almost-smile, gone before it had been there.

"Then we will send word before sundown, Calloway, that you have not died."

The wind rose. The standard above the galley snapped twice, in quick succession. I felt the green ribbon under my cuff, against the bone of my wrist.

I thought of Holk on his last morning, sitting up in the cot beside the kitchen stove, saying very calmly, "Wren. You are not my daughter. But you are my work. Do not waste my work."

I had not, yet, wasted it.

I drew a slow breath.

I let it out.

"Sire," I said.

"Calloway."

"I will hear the Bargain in full before I answer. In writing. With your seal. Before the tide."

He looked at me a very long time.

Then he said, "Good."

He said it the same way he had said it before. Not patronizing. Not soft. The voice of a man marking a thing in a ledger.

He turned to the captain at the foot of the steps.

"Halren."

"Sire."

"Send for the writing kit. And for the seal."

"Sire."

The captain was gone. Boots on wood. Orders down the deck. The galley around me began, very quietly, to shift the way a beast shifts before it stands.

The King looked at me again.

"You will sit, Calloway. We will be some time."

"Sire."

"And you will eat. There is bread in the brazier-side cupboard. I do not bind hungry women."

I sat.

I ate the bread.

I watched the harbor mouth, and the fog on the water, and the iron-grey standard snapping in the rising wind.

I did not yet understand that I was already gone.

I did not yet understand that the door of the workshop, like the door of Saint Ilden's seventeen years before, had already closed behind me.

I only understood that the King, when he asked me Why, had been the first person in seventeen years to look at me as if the answer mattered.

And that, I would learn, was the first of many small mercies I would mistake for safety.
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