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Chapter 1: The Rise of King Rory
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The bells of Alaric's kingdom did not ring for harvest that autumn. They rang for the dead.

Seven days and seven nights they tolled from the towers of Greyvane, the great seat of the realm, and their iron voices carried outward across the barley fields and the sheep-cropped hillsides and the winding silver throat of the Avrel River, until even the most distant crofter in his mud-walled holding pressed a roughened hand to his chest and understood. The sound was not jubilant. It was not the bright pealing that called a man to feast or to worship. It was low, and slow, and mournful as a stone sinking through cold water. It was the sound of an age passing from the world.

King Alaric the Good was dead.

He had fallen at the crossing of the Vethmore Fords, three days' hard riding to the east, where the border lords had again risen against the crown in that old, faithless quarrel over the river-toll. Those who had ridden with him told it thus: that he had charged the ford himself, refusing to send his men where he would not go, and that three arrows had found him ere he reached the opposite bank. He had not cried out, they said. He had simply listed in the saddle like a great oak tree finding, at last, its angle of falling, and he had slipped into the cold water, and his knights had wept as they bore him forth from the current. He was sixty and two years of age, and he had ruled the kingdom of Gremholt for thirty and eight of them, and in all that span he had been, by the common reckoning of common men, a good and honest shepherd of his people.

Now the shepherd lay in state within the Hall of Pillars in Greyvane, arrayed upon a bier of dark yew wood, robed in crimson and gold, his hands folded upon his breast, his grey beard combed with a care that he himself had never afforded it in life. The hall was lit with five hundred candles, and their light made the shadows of the great stone columns waver and breathe, so that it seemed as though the hall itself were grieving, heaving slow and silent sighs into the amber dark.

The people came. They came from the streets of Greyvane with their market-dirt still upon their boots. They came from the outer villages, grey-mantled and solemn-faced, leading children who did not yet fully understand what it was they were witnessing but who felt, in the way that children feel such things, the weight of the ceremony and fell quiet. Old women pressed dried flowers into the folds of the king's robe when the guards were not watching. Old men stood long at the bier's foot, saying nothing, their lips moving sometimes in old prayers whose words had worn smooth as river-stones. One smith from the Copper Quarter wept openly, without shame, and none thought the lesser of him for it.

On the third day of the lying-in, Joseph came with his kin.

He was young — not yet seven and twenty summers — and tall in the manner of those bred on the higher farmsteads where the wind came cold off the northern ridges and the work was never finished. His face was lean and weathered, his hair the colour of old straw, his eyes a grey that shifted between green and dark depending on the light. He wore a rough wool cloak of muted brown, and he walked with the particular bearing of a man who had known labour all his days yet carried it without grievance, as though work were a companion rather than a burden. Beside him walked his younger brother Kenneth, stockier and darker of colouring, with a quick, restless gaze that missed little and revealed less, and a mouth that tightened at the corners when he was thinking hard. Behind them both shuffled Old Joe, their father's father, leaning upon a knotted ash staff, his face a map of years well-lived and poorly spent in equal measure, his white brows heavy above eyes still sharp and startlingly blue.

The fourth of their company was Sytus.

He was a peculiar fellow, Sytus — of middling height and middling colouring, the sort of man whose face one might struggle to describe immediately after parting from him, yet who, when present, drew the eye in ways that were difficult to account for. He had a manner of stillness about him that was uncommon in men of his years, which were perhaps five and thirty. He was no kin to the others but had been their near neighbour for six years past, since he had come out of the eastern provinces carrying nothing but a pack and a reputation for knowing herb-craft and weather-signs. He had proved useful enough in time, and if the village folk spoke of him sometimes with a certain hedged wariness, they also sought him readily enough when a child ran fever or a cow would not settle. He walked now with his eyes moving slowly over the faces of those gathered, as though he were reading them the way a scholar reads old manuscript — not for pleasure, but for truth.

They stood before the king's bier in turn and paid their silence. Old Joe was the last of them to move away. He stood so long that Joseph placed a gentle hand upon his grandfather's arm, and the old man finally turned from the dead king's face with an expression that was not grief alone, but something more complex — a sorrow edged with knowing, with premonition, with the look of one who has seen this particular colour of sky before and knows well what weather follows.

"He was the last of the old measure," Old Joe said quietly, not to any of them in particular, but to the air, or perhaps to himself. "When a man of such measure is gone, the scales do not simply wait. They tip."

Kenneth glanced at him sidelong. "It is a funeral, grandfather. Not a prophecy."

"Every funeral is a prophecy," the old man replied, and would say no more.

* * *
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Prince Rory was crowned on the eighth day following his father's funeral, in the great Cathedral of the Sundered Crown that rose above the eastern quarter of Greyvane, its twin spires cutting the pale autumn sky like blades held upright. The day was cold and clear, with a sharp light that made shadows crisp and edges hard. The city had been scrubbed and decorated, somewhat hastily, as though beauty might be compelled by labour alone to attend the occasion. Banners of white and silver hung from the iron mounts along the processional road. Flower-girls scattered late-blooming asters upon the cobblestones, and the petals were quickly bruised under foot and hoof, turning purple and brown, so that the road to the cathedral was soon a bruised and perfumed carpet of ruined colour.

The new king was thirty and five years of age, and he was handsome in the cold, formal way of men who have been told of their handsomeness since youth without being loved for it. He was broad of shoulder and straight of spine, with his father's height but none of his father's ease. Where Alaric had moved through a crowd as water moves — finding the natural paths, yielding gently, filling spaces without forcing them — Rory moved as stone is moved: with effort, with deliberateness, and at cost to those in his way. His face in repose was unreadable. His eyes were the dark, polished brown of oiled walnut, and they held a quality difficult to name but easy to feel — a sort of cold assessment, as though every person and thing within his gaze were being silently weighed not for worth, but for use.

He had given a speech from the cathedral steps before the ceremony, as was custom, and his voice was strong and well-formed, a prince's voice, trained and precise.

"People of Gremholt," he had said, standing above them with the pale sun at his back, "my father gave his blood that this realm might stand. I shall give my life that it might endure. Justice shall be the cornerstone of my reign. No man shall suffer want without remedy. No man shall suffer wrong without recourse. Under the light of the Sundered Crown, we shall build an age of strength and ordered grace."

It was a fine speech. The crowd had cheered. Joseph had cheered with them, for he was not a man given to suspicion of those he had not yet cause to mistrust, and the words were good words, and the day was bright, and a man may be forgiven for hoping.

Old Joe had not cheered. He had stood in the press of the crowd with both hands upon his staff and watched the new king's face with that same weighted expression he had worn before the dead king's bier — that same look of old weather-knowledge applied to things beyond weather.

"He speaks of justice as a king speaks of war," the old man murmured. "As an instrument. Not as a virtue."

"You are too hard on a man at his own crowning," Sytus said, beside him. His voice was mild, but his eyes, too, were fixed upon the prince's face with something that was not entirely the casual attention of a festival spectator.

"I am old," Old Joe said simply. "Old men are hard because soft things rot."

The coronation itself was all ceremony and solemnity, the long-practiced ritual of crown and sceptre and holy oath, the Archbishop of the Sundered Crown placing upon Rory's head the heavy iron circlet set with three gold suns that had crowned the kings of Gremholt since the days of Aldric the First. In the singing of the antiphons, in the ringing of the bells, in the kneel-and-rise of the assembled lords and their retinues, there was a beauty that was genuine — the beauty of deep-grooved tradition, of a kingdom acknowledging its own continuity, its own desire to persist and be well. Joseph felt it. Even Kenneth felt it, that reluctant young man who distrusted ceremony on principle. There was comfort in the old forms. There was comfort in the belief that crowns were not merely metal, but covenant.

The comfort did not endure the winter.

* * *
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It began with the grain-tax.

Alaric had held the grain-tax at the old customary rate for thirty years, which was one part in twelve, collected after each autumn harvest and maintained with a consistency that farmers could plan upon, live with, account for. In the first month of Rory's reign, a royal herald arrived in Greyvane's market square and read aloud, in the clipped efficient voice of a man reading a list of provisions rather than the diminishment of ten thousand lives, that the grain-tax was herewith raised to one part in seven.

Voices rose in the market. Not openly rebellious voices — not yet — but the voices of men calculating swiftly in their heads and arriving at bleak conclusions.

Joseph heard the herald's reading from the fringe of the gathered crowd. He stood with Kenneth and felt the cold arithmetic settle over him. Their farmstead on the Greyvane ridge — two acres of barley, one of rye, a small orchard of late apples — was not a rich holding, but it had been sufficient. Their father, God rest him, had left them with enough, and they had managed it with care. At one part in seven, they would manage nothing. They would slide.

"That cannot stand," Kenneth said quietly, with a flatness in his voice that was more dangerous than heat.

"It stands already," Joseph replied. "The question is what is beneath it, and whether it holds."

The second sign came with the new court of petitions. Under Alaric, any free man or woman of Gremholt could bring a grievance before the Crown's appointed magistrates, and those magistrates had, by and large and with the usual human failings, attempted honest judgement. Rory dissolved the old court entirely and created in its place the Office of Crown Arbitration, headed by a man named Dolvan — grey-robed, thin-lipped, possessed of a smile that arrived always slightly before any apparent cause for it, and departed slightly after. Dolvan had served Rory since the prince's youth. It was said he had never once ruled against any interest of the Crown. It was said, more quietly, that those who brought inconvenient petitions before his office were sometimes found to have committed, upon examination, minor offences of their own — improper registration of livestock, unpaid levy of the prior year, some small infraction of market ordinance — for which fines were levied that swallowed the very remedy they had sought.

Old Joe called it the oldest tyranny in the book of tyrannies. "When a man uses law as a net," he said, sitting by their hearth one evening in that first hard winter, "every man he casts it over is a fish. The law was never meant for fishing. But it casts well enough for those who will use it so."

Sytus, who had come to share their fire that night as he often did, turned a piece of wood over in his hands — he was always doing something with his hands when he was thinking — and said nothing for a long time. Then: "And what lies beyond the fishing?"

"Nets rot," the old man said. "Or they break. Or a man learns the weave well enough to find the hole in it."

But the winter was cold, and the next event was not about nets or holes or philosophy. It was about a miller named Aldert.

Aldert of the South Mill was a florid, well-meaning man who had milled Greyvane's grain for twenty years. He had, in the weeks following the grain-tax declaration, spoken at the market — spoken plainly, not obscenely, not in incitement of violence, but plainly — that the new tax was unjust, and that it would bring ruin to the outlying farms within two seasons, and that someone with better access to the king's ear than a miller ought perhaps to say as much. He had said it in front of perhaps thirty people, and perhaps two of them had reported it to Dolvan's office, for it was winter and cold and people grow small in winter and cold, and smallness has many expressions.

Aldert was brought before the Office of Crown Arbitration in the first week of the new year.

He was charged not with sedition — that word was too large and too dramatic and might have gathered too much sympathy — but with the fraudulent short-measurement of grain rendered to Crown collectors, a charge for which the evidence was three ledger entries in a hand that was not his own, and for which the punishment was the confiscation of his mill, his house, his two carthorses, and a public flogging of fifteen strokes in the market square.

Joseph witnessed the flogging.

He had not intended to. He had been in the market for barley-seed, or had told himself so, though seed was not the season for it and perhaps some part of him had known what was to happen and had gone to witness it because looking away from a thing that is done in plain sight is its own kind of complicity. He stood in the crowd. The crowd was quiet in the particular way that crowds are quiet when they are not indifferent but afraid — that thick, pressed-down silence that costs more energy to maintain than noise. Aldert made no sounds during the flogging that were entirely human. When it was finished, he was helped away by his wife, who did not weep in public because she was a woman who understood now, viscerally and permanently, that the public was a watched place.

Joseph walked home along the ridge road. The sky was the colour of pewter and the wind came off the high ground with its cold, old indifference to the affairs of men. Halfway up the ridge he stopped and stood still for a time, looking back down at the city — the spires of the cathedral, the tower of the keep, the thin smoke of ten thousand hearths rising into the grey above. From this distance it looked peaceful. From this distance, it always would.

He thought of his grandfather's words at the king's bier. *The scales do not
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