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The western provinces were never quiet, yet their noise was not the clamour of the capital. It was the murmur of wind across grain, the slow grind of millstones, the calls of herdsmen drifting over the downs like birdsong. Life worn into the earth. Simple and enduring, marked not by grand events but by the turning of seasons and the rhythm of work that bent backs and built calluses and asked nothing of a man except his honest effort.

Bernhard stood knee-deep in his own field, spade in hand, his boots already caked with the black earth that characterized the western valleys. His tunic was rough wool, patched at both elbows, and his cloak hung on a fence post twenty paces away. The sun had barely cleared the eastern hills, but he'd been working since before first light,the way he always did when harvest approached and there was still more to do than hours to do it.

A dozen farmers worked the neighbouring plots, their movements the practiced unhurried kind that came from having done the same task in the same place for many years. Old Gareth was closest, his weathered face creased with concentration as he cleared stones from a furrow. The man had farmed this valley since before Bernhard was born, and his hands showed it,gnarled as old root stock, permanently darkened at the knuckles.

"You're digging too deep again, my lord." Gareth didn't look up from his work. "Hit clay at that depth. Nothing'll grow proper."

Bernhard paused, leaning on his spade. "I thought clay held water better."

"Holds it too well. Roots'll rot come winter." Gareth straightened with a grunt, pressing one hand to his lower back. "Your father knew that. God rest him."

The correction was gentle but firm,the casual authority of a man who'd forgotten more about farming than most lords would ever learn. Bernhard nodded and started over at a shallower depth. There was no shame in it. He'd been raised in the manor house, yes, but the old lord and lady had been practical people who believed their adopted son should understand the land he would one day steward. Understanding it meant working it. And working it meant sometimes being wrong.

"Better," Gareth said, already returned to his own row.

From the next field over, a younger man called across. "You been old since I was a boy, Gareth. When do you plan on dying and giving your daughter some peace?"

"When I'm good and ready, Tam. Not a moment before."

The banter settled into the morning the way birdsong did,naturally, without effort. This was how it had always been in the West. Lords worked alongside their people, shared their seasons and their shortages, understood hunger not as an abstraction but as a missed meal, a belt tightened one more notch, a child going quiet in a way that children shouldn't be quiet. The old lord had taught Bernhard that much. Everything else a man could learn, one way or another, but that particular understanding,that the land and the people were the same thing,had to be absorbed young, or it never took properly.

Bernhard worked in silence for a while, letting his body find its rhythm. The ache in his shoulder had returned with the cooling weather, an old injury that protested the changing of seasons reliably as a barometer. He'd learned to ignore it. There were worse things than pain that arrived on a schedule.

"My lord?"

He looked up to find a boy of perhaps twelve standing at the field's edge, shifting his weight. One of the miller's sons,there were five or six of them, all resembling each other so closely that Bernhard had long since given up trying to keep their names in order.

"What is it, lad?"

"Message from your steward, my lord. Says there's visitors at the hall. Official like. From the capital."

The rhythm of the morning broke. Around him, the other farmers had stopped working, their attention fixed on the boy. Visits from the capital were never brought as good news, and everyone knew it. The last time official men had come, they'd announced a new tax on livestock. Before that, a conscription order for the border wars that had taken three young men from the village and returned none of them.

Bernhard drove his spade into the ground and collected his cloak. "Tell Odran I'll be there within the hour."

The boy nodded and ran, bare feet raising dust from the path. Gareth watched him go.

"Capital men." He said it the way one might say bad weather.

"We don't know what they want yet."

"Don't need to know. Whatever it is, it'll cost us." The old farmer spat into the dirt. "Always does."

Bernhard had no answer. It was simply true.

The hall that served as his seat of power was plain stone,the kind that darkened in rain and never quite dried out come winter. It sat on a low hill overlooking the village, substantial enough to mark it as a place of some importance but nothing like the grand manors of the eastern provinces. The hearth in the great room smoked too easily, and the rushes on the floor smelled faintly of wet hay despite being changed regularly.

He'd grown up in these rooms, running along these same corridors, hiding behind this same furniture. The old lord and lady had never cared much for ostentation. Stone keeps out wind same whether it's polished or not, the old lord used to say. Save your gold for seed and livestock.

Odran was waiting in the courtyard, his thin face already pulled into the expression Bernhard had come to associate with problems that had no clean solutions. The steward was perhaps fifty, his hair more grey than brown now, and he had served Bernhard's adoptive father before serving Bernhard himself. He knew the household accounts by memory, could predict weather from the behaviour of birds, and had a gift for identifying trouble before it fully arrived.

"They've been here an hour," Odran said, dispensing with formalities. "Three of them. Royal tax collectors, by their dress. The captain's a right bastard, if you'll pardon my saying, my lord."

"I've met tax collectors before."

"Not like this one." Odran's voice dropped slightly. "He's got the kind of face that's never missed a meal. Talks like we're simpletons for not understanding the king's great wisdom."

Bernhard pulled off his work gloves and tucked them into his belt. "Where are they?"

"In the hall. I offered bread and ale. The captain looked at it like I'd set pig slop before him."

"Let's see what they want, then."

The three men were immediately distinguishable from anyone who belonged in the West. Their clothes were too fine, their boots too clean, their hands too soft. The captain stood by the hearth as if he owned it, examining the stonework with an appraiser's eye. He was perhaps forty, clean-shaven in the capital fashion, with a seal ring on his right hand that was too large for the finger wearing it,the kind of man who had been given symbols of authority without much participation in earning them.

His two companions stood near the door, posture that suggested guard rather than administrator. Both wore swords that showed actual use, unlike the ornamental blade on the captain's hip.

"Lord Bernhard." The captain turned as he entered. The greeting was perfunctory,a formality discharged rather than a courtesy offered. "I am Captain Weyland, chief collector for the western provinces. I bear orders from Aelefort."

Bernhard nodded but made no move toward the formal embrace. "You're a long way from the capital, Captain. The harvest roads aren't easy this time of year."

"We go where duty calls." Weyland produced a scroll from his coat, wax seal intact. "By order of His Majesty's council, a special levy has been imposed on all western provinces. Double the standard tithe, to be collected before the first snow."

The words landed in the room like something dropped from a height.

Bernhard kept his expression still, though his mind was already working through the arithmetic,and the arithmetic was impossible. The harvest had been adequate but nothing more. The standard tithe left them enough to see through winter with care. A double levy would strip the granaries to the walls.

"May I see the order?"

Weyland handed over the scroll with the air of a man confident in his authority. Bernhard broke the seal and unrolled the parchment. The script was formal, dense with the kind of legal language designed to make theft sound like civic responsibility, but the core was clear enough: all surplus grain to be collected and sent east to support the growing needs of the realm. No explanation of what those needs were. No provision for how the western provinces were to sustain themselves through the cold months ahead.

At the bottom, the king's seal. Genuine, by all appearances.

"This is..." He paused, choosing his words. "An unusual demand, Captain. The West has always paid its tithe faithfully. But this goes well beyond taxation. You're asking for our entire surplus."

"I'm not asking. I'm informing you of the king's will." Weyland's tone sharpened slightly on the distinction, as if it genuinely mattered to him. "His Majesty requires grain to support the realm. The western provinces will provide their share."

"Their share of what? What crisis demands such a levy?"

"That is not your concern."

"It is very much my concern when my people will starve because of it."

Weyland's expression didn't change. "Your people will survive, Lord Bernhard. People always do. They'll tighten their belts, eat less, make do. That is what people do."

The casual indifference in his voice,not cruelty, exactly, but something adjacent to it, a kind of institutional unconcern,made Bernhard's hands tighten on the scroll. Through the window behind the captain, he could see villagers gathering in the courtyard. Word had already spread.

He tried once more, carefully. "Captain, I'm asking you,as one servant of the crown to another,to consider the timing. Let us keep enough to survive the winter. I'll personally ensure that come spring, we provide double what we would have given now. You have my word."

"Your word is not required. Only your obedience." Weyland finally looked directly at him, and his eyes were flat with the particular blankness of a man who had filed enough paperwork to stop seeing the people behind the numbers. "The levy will be collected. If you cooperate, the process will be orderly. If you resist, my men will take it by force. Either way, the grain goes east."

"By force. You'd take food from people who'll starve without it."

"I would collect what is owed to the crown. The difference is significant, at least to those who respect the king's authority." Weyland gestured to his guards, a small, proprietary motion. "We'll begin collection tomorrow at dawn. I suggest you inform your people and encourage their cooperation. Resistance would be unfortunate."

The threat was delivered with the boredom of a man who had said it many times before and found it consistently effective. Bernhard looked at the three of them,their fine clothes, their well-fed faces, the casual certainty in their postures. They believed they had the right to do this. More than that, they seemed to believe it was their duty. Something noble and necessary for the functioning of the realm.

"Get out," Bernhard said quietly.

Weyland raised an eyebrow. "I beg your,"

"You've delivered your message. Now leave my hall."

"Lord Bernhard, I don't think you understand the seriousness of,"

"I understand perfectly." Bernhard set the parchment on the table, carefully, as if it deserved less than the force he wanted to use. "You've come to take food from people who have barely enough to live on. You've wrapped it in legal language and royal seals, but that is what it is. Now get out before I have you removed."

For a moment Weyland looked genuinely surprised. Then his expression hardened. "Very well. But tomorrow at dawn, we will begin. With or without your cooperation. And when we report your obstructionism to Aelefort, they will remember it." He paused at the doorway, something almost like pity in his tone. "I suggest you spend tonight considering whether your pride is worth the consequence."

His boots echoed on the stone. The door closed. The faint scent of perfumed clothes lingered in the air.

Odran crossed the room and stood beside Bernhard, looking at the royal parchment lying on the table between them.

"They'll do it," the steward said. "They'll take everything."

"I know."

"What do we do?"

Bernhard looked down at the king's seal. "Call a council. Tonight, after dark. Everyone who can attend. We decide this together."

The market square was busy despite the afternoon hour. Harvest time had a way of bringing people together,the communal labour of bringing in crops creating something close to festivity even in lean years. Stalls sold what little surplus individual farms had managed: vegetables, dried herbs, the occasional chicken too old for laying.

Bernhard moved through the crowd. People greeted him with the easy familiarity of neighbours rather than the formal deference of subjects,afternoon, Bernhard, weather's holding, my lord, your mother would've been proud of that field on the eastern ridge,and he answered each greeting in kind, because that was how things worked in the West, and because it grounded him when the morning had been the kind that made ground feel necessary.

He found himself scanning faces without quite deciding to. When he spotted her near the vegetable stalls, his steps slowed.

Farrah was examining turnips with the critical eye of someone who knew exactly how much food her family needed and how little coin stood between them and doing without. Her dark hair was pulled back in a practical braid, her dress patched but clean. She was nineteen, perhaps twenty,he'd known her since she was a child running barefoot through the village lanes, and it was only in the last couple of years that he'd begun to notice the particular quality of ease that settled over him in her presence. He was thirty-two, and he'd had enough sense not to say anything about it, though whether that sense would last indefinitely, he couldn't say.

She looked up as he approached. "Lord Bernhard of the muddy boots. Shouldn't you be doing lordly things? Issuing proclamations?"

"I don't issue proclamations."

"You could start. Something formal. By order of His Lordship, all turnips henceforth to be reasonably priced."

"I'd rather just talk to Meg directly."

She laughed. It was a sound that had always made difficult mornings feel slightly less heavy, and he recognized that for what it was without examining it further. "Practical as always. That's why people like you."

"Most lords don't spend enough time in markets to understand turnip pricing."

"Most lords don't have mud permanently under their fingernails." She glanced at his hands. "Is that still from this morning?"

"I was working the eastern field before the capital men arrived."

Her expression changed immediately, the humor dropping away. "We heard they were here. Tax collectors?"

"Something like that."

"Bad news."

"When isn't it."

She sorted through the turnips in silence for a moment. "My father says we should have stopped paying the tithe years ago. Says the king takes and takes and never gives anything back."

"He's not wrong. But refusing,"

"Would bring soldiers. I know." She held up three turnips toward the stall keeper, a woman with hands like old bark. "How much, Meg?"

"For you, dear? Two copper."

"They're half rotten."

"They've got soft spots. Cut around them."

"One copper."

"One and a half, and I'm being generous because I like your father."

Farrah sighed and counted out the coins. The transaction was so ordinary, so completely itself, that it felt almost unreal against the morning's backdrop. This was what the captain didn't understand,what the men in the fine coats could not seem to understand. This negotiation over half-rotten turnips was not small. It was survival. Every copper mattered. Every meal was a decision.

"Walk with me?" Bernhard asked.

She looked at him briefly, something unreadable in it, then tucked the turnips into her basket. "To where?"

"Nowhere particular. Just walk."

They took the path that wound between the outer fields, away from the market noise. The sun had begun its descent, casting everything in the amber of late afternoon. Cooking fires had started up in the distance, their smoke rising thin and straight in the still air.

"You're worried," Farrah said after a while. It wasn't a question.

"That obvious?"

"You get a crease between your eyebrows. My father does the same when he's calculating whether the harvest covers the rent."

Bernhard touched his forehead. "The capital men brought orders for a special levy. Double the normal tithe."

She stopped walking. "Double?"

"They want everything. All the surplus. For the needs of the realm,that's how they put it. Wouldn't say what needs."

"So what happens? Do they just take it?"

"Unless I stop them."

"How? You can't fight the crown."

"I can refuse."

She turned to look at him, and whatever she read in his face settled something in hers. "Bernhard. They'll arrest you. Or worse."

"Maybe. But if I don't refuse, people will die this winter. Your father. Meg. Old Gareth. Children who've barely started living." He kept his voice even. "All of them, gone because I was too much a coward to tell a man in fine clothes that he couldn't have what belongs to them."

"That's not cowardice. That's survival. You can't help anyone if you're dead."

"And I can't live with myself if I let this happen without trying."

They had reached the old mill,abandoned years ago when the river changed course. Its wheel was still, half rotted, birds nesting in the rafters. Farrah sat down on the stone foundation and set her basket beside her.

"You're going to do something stupid," she said. Not quite a question.

"Probably."

"And nothing I say will change it."

"Probably not."

She was quiet. Then: "Do you remember that summer when I was maybe fourteen? Convinced I could catch a fish with my bare hands?"

Despite everything, Bernhard almost smiled. "You went in up to your waist before you gave up."

"I didn't give up. I fell."

"You'd been leaning further and further over the bank for ten minutes. The fall was inevitable."

"You ruined your good boots pulling me out."

"They were already ruined. I'd worn them working."

"My father wanted to pay you for it. You wouldn't take anything."

"Why would I? You're my people. That's what lords are supposed to do."

She turned to look at him, and her expression was serious in a way that felt separate from the humor she used to navigate most things. "Is that what this is? Protecting your people?"

"What else would it be?"

"I don't know. Pride. Anger at being told what to do. Needing to prove something." She wasn't being unkind,she was the kind of person who asked hard questions because she wanted true answers, not comfortable ones.

Bernhard thought about it honestly. "Maybe all of that. But mostly,I can't watch people suffer when I have any chance at all to prevent it. Even if that chance is just refusing to cooperate."

"That's very noble."

"It's very simple. There's a difference."

She smiled at that,small, genuine, the kind that cost something to give. Then, quietly: "You're a good man, Bernhard of the hill. Better than the ones in their marble halls."

"Better mud than marble," he said. The old phrase, easy as breathing.

"Better mud than marble," she echoed.

They sat in the lengthening shadow of the mill, neither speaking. The evening settled around them,the distant sounds of the village preparing for night, the last light catching the weathervane on the abandoned roof. Moments like this had a fragile quality, as if they existed only because nothing had yet shattered them.

Finally Farrah stood, collecting her basket. "I should get these home. Father will wonder."

"Give him my regards."

"I will." She hesitated, just briefly. "Be careful. Whatever you're planning. Just be careful."

"I'll try."

She started down the path, then paused and looked back. "And if you need help,if your people need anything,my father and I will do what we can."

"You have enough of your own troubles."

"So do you. Doesn't mean we can't share the weight."

He watched her go, this young woman who could argue down a market vendor and fall into rivers trying to catch fish with her bare hands, who spoke of shared burdens with the casual certainty of someone who had never considered the alternative. Then she was gone around the bend, and he was alone with the fading light and the problem that had no good answer.

He sat there until the sky had gone the colour of old iron, thinking about impossible choices and what distinguished stubbornness from conviction, and whether that distinction even mattered if the result was the same.

The council met after dark in the great hall, the doors barred and guards posted outside. Not for fear of violence,but Bernhard wanted his people able to speak without worrying about who else might be listening.

About thirty had gathered: representatives from the families and trades that made up the western community. Farmers like Gareth. Craftsmen like Torrhen the blacksmith,a broad, quiet man who listened more than he spoke and whose opinion, when finally offered, tended to settle things. Merchants like Meg, who had left her stall to be here and had opinions about everything. Farrah's father Taron sat near the back, his weathered face giving nothing away. Even several of the smaller lords from outlying holdings had made the journey, though their expressions suggested they'd have preferred otherwise.

Bernhard stood before them with the royal decree on the table where everyone could see it.

"You all know why we're here," he said. "The capital has demanded a double levy on our grain. Everything beyond immediate survival needs. They want it collected and sent east before the first snow."

Murmurs moved through the room,some angry, some frightened, all carrying the particular tone of people who had been squeezed before and recognized the sensation.
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