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The border crossing had taken the better part of a week, and Kellan had spent most of it rehearsing. Not the treaty language — that he knew cold, every clause of it, the way he knew most things his father's court required of him — but the tone. The particular register a prince used when the entire purpose of his errand was, beneath the diplomatic language, a test of whether he deserved the crown he was meant to inherit.

Bring back an alliance, and bring it back clean, his father had told him, in the flat voice King Ossian used for instructions he didn't intend to repeat. Emberholt has been closed to the world for two centuries. Whoever secures this treaty writes the next hundred years of how Duskmere is remembered by it. He had not said and if you fail, we'll know exactly what kind of king you'd have made, but the sentence had hung in the space where he hadn't said it regardless, the way his father's unspoken judgments always did — the same way they'd hung over every dinner table Kellan could remember, unspoken and entirely unmistakable.

Cassia had spent most of the ride reviewing precedent with him — old treaties, older still than the Cinder Crown itself, none of them remotely applicable to a kingdom that had spent two centuries in self-imposed isolation behind a curse only recently broken. There was no precedent for this. That, more than anything else, was what had kept Kellan awake for most of the final night before they crossed into Emberholt's territory: not fear of failure exactly, but the particular vertigo of representing his father's crown in a negotiation nobody alive had ever conducted before, with terms neither kingdom had fully agreed on even in principle, let alone in the specific language a binding vow would eventually require.

Kellan had expected the cold. Every account of Emberholt his father's court had ever gathered in two centuries of careful, distant watching agreed on that much — a kingdom built into a mountain of crypts, a crown that fed on death rather than surrendering to it, ruled by a man his own advisors still privately called the Bone King in tones better suited to a ghost story than a treaty partner. What none of those accounts had prepared him for was the light.

Candles everywhere, warm and gold against pale bone-colored stone, ancestor-script carved into the walls with a patience that read, up close, as something closer to reverence than dread. He had walked into this reception braced for a court of skulls and found instead a hall that looked, absurdly, like grief that had had two centuries to learn how to host guests. Three flights up from whatever crypts the old stories dwelt on, this level of the mountain had clearly been cleaned, warmed, and dressed for exactly this occasion — the first formal contact between Duskmere and Emberholt in two hundred years, and it showed in every careful, deliberate detail, from the fresh candles in every alcove to the particular hush of a room that understood the weight of what was happening inside it.

"You're staring," murmured Cassia Rell, his aide, close enough at his shoulder that only he could hear it. "Diplomatically. But staring."

"I was told to expect a tomb. I'm attempting to recalibrate."

"Recalibrate faster. The King Consort's already approaching, and Magister Fenn already looks like he's composing his first objection of the evening."

Kellan had studied every scrap of intelligence Duskmere possessed on the Bone King and found himself still unprepared for the man in the flesh — not a monster wearing a crown, but someone who moved through his own court with the particular ease of a man who had only recently remembered he was allowed to move through it at all. Ashryn Vaelor greeted him with a courtesy that felt genuine rather than performed, dark hair and a plain circlet rather than the elaborate diadem Kellan had half-expected, and introduced, at his side, a woman with grave-ash faintly visible beneath her nails and an expression that suggested she had personally decided, at some point, that formality was a language worth learning only when strictly necessary.

"My bonded consort, Wren Ashcombe," Ashryn said. "And this—" a woman approached from across the hall, younger, warmer in bearing than her sister, color high in her cheeks from the room's heat or her own nerves, Kellan couldn't yet tell which "—is Della Ashcombe. The crown's gravewitch. She'll be your counterpart on the treaty's magic-integration clause."

Kellan had been thoroughly briefed on Della Ashcombe. The dossier had used words like recovered and fragile history and handle with appropriate sensitivity, and he had spent the carriage ride from the border composing, without quite meaning to, the exact register of careful gentleness such a briefing seemed to call for.

"Lady Ashcombe," he said, inclining his head with precisely that gentleness. "I understand you've had a difficult road to this evening. It's an honor to be working alongside someone with your history."

Something in her expression went very still, and not in the way he'd intended.

"My history," she repeated, "or my qualifications, Your Highness?"

"I only meant—"

"I know what you meant." She said it without heat, which somehow landed harder than heat would have. "I've drafted the clause's first working language already, Your Highness. I'd rather you judge that than whatever version of me made it into Duskmere's briefing papers."

Wren, beside her, made no move to soften the moment, though something in her expression suggested she was fighting the urge to enjoy it slightly more than diplomacy strictly allowed. Ashryn's own composure didn't crack, but Kellan caught, just barely, the ghost of something that might have been sympathy directed at him rather than at Della — the particular sympathy of a man who had clearly learned, at some cost, exactly how formidable an Ashcombe woman could be when underestimated.

"Forgive me," Kellan said, recovering the ground he'd lost with more effort than the words let show. "I'd rather be corrected now than spend the next several weeks making the same mistake more quietly."

"That's a better answer than the first one."

"I'll try to keep producing them."

She didn't smile, exactly, but something in her posture eased by a fraction, and he understood, distantly, that he'd just been given a second chance he hadn't strictly earned yet.

"The clause language," he said, recovering enough composure to attempt actual conversation rather than damage control, "I've read the summary Chancellor Vosk provided. I confess I don't yet understand how grave-magic and vow-binding are meant to recognize each other legally, let alone practically."

"Neither do I, entirely. That's rather the point of the next several weeks." For the first time, something almost like genuine interest crossed her face rather than guarded irritation, and Kellan found he preferred it considerably to the guarded version. "Your compact makes spoken oaths binding. Ours makes death negotiable. I imagine most treaty scholars would say those shouldn't be reconciled in the same document at all, let alone by two people who met for the first time an hour ago."

"Most treaty scholars have never had to reconcile anything more complicated than tariffs, and certainly not on this short a notice."

That, finally, earned something closer to a real laugh — short, surprised, quickly reined back in, but real. He filed the sound away without meaning to, the way a man notes a landmark he expects to need again.

The reception continued around them — toasts, careful diplomatic small talk, Magister Fenn at his elbow radiating the particular disapproval he reserved for anything involving the dead being put to practical use, Vosk on the Emberholt side matching him in cool procedural caution from the opposite direction, each clearly sizing up the other's delegation with the practiced neutrality of two people who had spent decades learning not to let their faces do the talking for them.

"You spoke with the gravewitch," Fenn said, once Della had drifted back toward her sister, his voice pitched low enough not to carry. "At length, for a first introduction, and rather more candidly than I'd have advised beforehand."

"I spoke with my counterpart on the treaty's most contested clause. I'd have thought you'd want that relationship functional, given how much of your objection to this whole enterprise concerns whether the clause can be drafted competently at all."

"I want it functional. I want it professional." Fenn's gaze didn't waver, the particular stillness of a man who had spent decades keeping his opinions procedurally unimpeachable regardless of what he actually believed underneath them. "The Cinder Crown does not survive vows sworn carelessly, Your Highness. I would rather remind you of that now, at the start, than watch you rediscover it the hard way partway through the negotiations."

"Noted, Magister." Kellan kept his own voice as level as Fenn's, though something in the exchange sat uneasily alongside the rest of the evening. "I intend this entire negotiation to be conducted with exactly the care you're describing."

"See that you do."

Fenn withdrew with the same unhurried precision he did everything, and Kellan found himself, not for the first time this evening, wondering exactly how much of his own father's caution had been quietly instilled in every senior official Duskmere had ever produced, and how much of it he'd absorbed himself without ever quite choosing to.

Across the hall, he watched Wren Ashcombe intercept her sister mid-conversation with a healer's practiced discretion, murmuring something too low to carry, and watched Della's expression tighten in response — not anger exactly, but the particular weariness of someone being checked on for the tenth time in an evening that had only just begun. Whatever Wren had said, Della answered it with a short, clipped reply and a smile that didn't fully reach her eyes before Wren retreated, satisfied or at least willing to let the matter rest. Kellan filed the exchange away without quite knowing why it seemed worth remembering — a small, private crack in an otherwise carefully composed evening, the kind of detail a good negotiator noticed and a better one knew better than to comment on aloud.

He found his attention returning, more than once over the course of the remaining hour, to the sharp, unimpressed set of Della Ashcombe's mouth when she'd corrected him, and to how little he'd actually minded being wrong.

❧

He retreated to his assigned chambers once propriety allowed it, the ember-warmth of Duskmere's own court a distant memory against Emberholt's candlelit cold, and
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