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He first saw Aelefort on a grey morning, from the crest of a hill the road had no business climbing.

The horse had been struggling since before dawn, the old animal's breath coming in slow white plumes, and Bernhard had been walking beside it rather than riding, his boots soaked through from the roadside grass. Three weeks on the eastern roads. Three weeks of villages that did not know the West existed, of innkeepers who charged him for the stabling and watched his face to see if he'd argue, of skies that stayed overcast and roads that stayed muddy and a growing suspicion that the world simply continued on the other side of the hills, indifferent and enormous.

He led the horse to the top of the rise and stopped.

The city spread below him along the coast like something spilled. White stone and red tile, more buildings than he could count, climbing over one another up the hillside above the harbour. The harbour itself was dense with ships, not the fishing boats he knew, the worn, practical things that worked the river mouths near Millford, but great deep-hulled vessels, their masts rising in a bristling forest. Seagulls wheeled above in the hundreds, specks of white against a sky that pressed down grey and low.

Bernhard stood there longer than he meant to.

He had been here once before, years ago, accompanying his father for some matter of taxation that had been resolved without incident. He had been perhaps fourteen. He remembered marble. He remembered feeling small. He had forgotten the scale of it entirely, the way the whole thing seemed to go on past the point where a city reasonably should, spreading into the distance until it became haze.

The entire Western Province could fit in one quarter of what he was looking at. All the farms and ridgelines and villages, all the people he had known his whole life, they could vanish into those streets and never be heard from again.

He stood there long enough that the horse grew impatient and knocked its head against his shoulder.

"Right," he said.

He mounted and rode down.

The illusion of grandeur lasted until he reached the lower gate.

Here the walls were stained with decades of salt and gulls, and the street beyond the arch was narrow enough that two carts could not pass without argument. The smell hit him almost before the shadow of the gate did: fish in various stages of rot, human waste, unwashed wool, coal smoke, the sour underscent of a place where too many people lived in too little space. He passed through into the press of it, and the city closed around him immediately, people on all sides, a wagon creaking past with a driver who paid him no attention, a woman arguing with a fishmonger while a child clung to her skirts and said nothing.

He kept one hand on his purse and guided the horse carefully.

The lower city was all trade and noise. Warehouses leaned over the street from either side. A man sold pies from a board balanced on two barrels. A rope-maker worked his walk outside his shop, arms moving in the same slow rhythm, back and forth, back and forth, as if he had been doing it since the city was young and would be doing it still when the city was gone. Children ran between the adults' legs with the bold purposefulness of small animals. Nobody looked at Bernhard. Nobody looked at anything for very long; there was too much else to look at.

He had expected crowds. He had not expected this particular feeling crowds produced: the sensation that he had become invisible, that he could fall from his horse and the street would simply flow around him, filling the gap.

In the West, he could not walk thirty paces without someone knowing his name.

He climbed toward the upper city, and the streets widened, and the people thinned, and the buildings grew taller and faced with something white that might have been marble or might have been a convincing imitation. The smells changed, not cleaner, exactly, but different, perfume over grime rather than grime alone. Courtiers moved in pairs and small groups along the broader streets, their clothes bright despite the grey day, their voices carrying without caring who heard.

Bernhard kept his eyes forward and his face still.

The palace rose above everything else. He had remembered it, dimly, as large. That was like remembering fire as warm. White columns, each taller than three men standing, flanked a staircase broad enough to hold a hundred. The banners of the royal house, blue and silver, crisp and new, hung from every tower. Guards stood at the base of the steps in polished armour that caught what little light the sky gave and threw it back.

He dismounted at the base of the steps and stood for a moment, looking up.

This was where the papers were signed. Where men sat behind desks and decided what the provinces owed and what they could be expected to bear, and who did not know the names of the people whose lives those papers directed. Bernhard had understood this in the abstract. He had written letters explaining it. He had stood in his hall and said the words to Odran, to Gareth, to the council.

Understanding it and standing at the bottom of these steps were two different things.

He thought of Farrah. He made himself do it deliberately, the way a man presses a bruise to remind himself the injury is real. He thought of her face, the specific way she laughed at something that surprised her, a short, involuntary sound, almost startled. He thought of her hands, work-roughened and quick. He thought of the last winter, and what the last winter had been, and he held it.

Then he climbed the steps.

The chamberlain who met him at the top was a lean, precise man of perhaps fifty, his dark coat immaculate, his expression arranged into professional welcome. His eyes moved over Bernhard once, the travel-stained cloak, the mud-darkened boots, the general air of someone who had slept poorly in too many inns, and something shifted behind that welcome. Not contempt, exactly. Something more like the professional adjustment of expectations.

"My lord?" A question, as if uncertain Bernhard was who he appeared to be.

"Lord Bernhard of Westvale. I've sent ahead."

"Of course. Yes." The chamberlain consulted a small ledger he produced from somewhere in his coat. "We did receive notice of your... situation. And your petition has been formally logged." He closed the ledger with a faint click. "The council is quite occupied at present, as you might imagine. You may have some wait ahead of you."

"I'll wait."

"Naturally. Your quarters have been arranged." A pause, barely a pause at all. "In the lower wing. Near the old stables. One of our pages will show you."

The page was a boy of perhaps twelve with large eyes and the look of someone perpetually braced for a reprimand. He moved quickly through the palace corridors, clearly expecting Bernhard to keep up, and Bernhard did keep up, though he spent the walk looking at the walls, the tapestries, the carved stone, the oil lamps set in iron brackets that were polished to a shine that served no practical purpose, and trying to calculate what all of it cost. Whether the calculation was useful or not, his mind ran it anyway.

The room he was shown to was small and cold. A narrow bed, a table, a window that looked onto the stables. The window let in the smell of horses, which was not unpleasant, and cold air through a gap where the frame had warped. The blanket on the bed was thin. The mattress listed to one side.

"Will there be anything else, my lord?" The page's voice was scarcely above a whisper.

"No. Thank you."

The boy left as if released. Bernhard set his pack on the bed and went to the window.

Below, in the courtyard, courtiers moved through their afternoon. Two women walked arm in arm, their heads bent together, laughing. A man in a red coat stood examining something in his hand. A pair of servants crossed at the far end carrying a covered tray, their steps unhurried. The colours of the courtiers' clothes were vivid even under the flat sky, greens and blues and a particular shade of crimson that Bernhard had no name for. Their laughter rose faintly through the glass, clear and bright and belonging to people who had never in their lives wondered how long the grain would last.

He turned away and sat on the bed.

The mattress gave in a way that suggested it had been giving for a long time and had made its peace with the situation. Bernhard sat there for a while, not thinking very much. Three weeks was a long time to be moving. The stillness of a room, even a cold room, felt strange, like something his body did not entirely trust.

Then he lay back and looked at the ceiling and waited for evening.

The great hall, when he entered it that night, was everything the room by the stables was not.

He had been summoned by the page, still wide-eyed, still braced, with word that the council would hear petitions after the meal. He had washed as best he could, put on his cleanest tunic, and studied himself briefly in the small mirror above the basin. He looked like a man who had ridden a long way and would ride a long way home. That was not precisely a problem, it was simply true.

The hall was already crowded. Long tables ran the length of the room, white cloth catching the light from dozens of candles. The food was, it was difficult to look at, honestly. Roasted meat in quantities he had not seen since before the first difficult winter, whole birds with their skin lacquered brown, pastries, bowls of something bright orange, platters of small dark things that might have been olives or might have been something he did not recognise. Fruits that could not grow this far north, which meant they had been shipped, which meant someone had paid handsomely to have them shipped, which meant that same someone had never given serious thought to what it meant that elsewhere people were choosing between seed and food.

Bernhard found a place near the back and stood, having no particular appetite.

The meal moved through its courses. Around him, courtiers talked in that particular way that was less about communicating and more about performing communication, volleys of wit, knowing references to things he had no context for, small strategic deployments of flattery. He heard fragments:

"...the silk from the eastern merchants, you absolutely must..."

"...three thousand. I said, three thousand, can you imagine..."

"...she told him directly, in front of everyone, I nearly died..."

No one mentioned the western provinces. No one mentioned anything outside the city at all, as far as he could tell. The room was self-contained, sealed, a world that required nothing beyond itself.

At the high table, on a raised dais at the hall's far end, sat the council. Sir Cael occupied the central seat, Bernhard knew him by description, though they had not met: the King's Chief Councillor, the man whose signature appeared on half the orders that came west. He was perhaps sixty, solid in the way of men who had held power long enough to believe they were entitled to it, his crimson coat a careful statement. He ate with the unhurried confidence of someone who had never wondered whether there would be more.

Bernhard watched him and felt very little. No burning hatred, no particular fear. Only a flat, clear sense of the distance between what that man understood and what Bernhard knew to be true.

The chamberlain struck his staff on the floor. Three sharp cracks, and the room's noise receded.

"The council will now hear petitions."

There were others before him. A merchant from the eastern coast, aggrieved about tariffs on imported cloth, who spoke with great fluency and was listened to with visible interest. A minor lord requesting formal permission to alter the terms of a marriage contract, whose case prompted whispered consultation among the council members. A guild representative with a grievance about road maintenance between two cities Bernhard had never visited.

Each was given time. Each was heard. The council asked questions, conferred briefly, made notes. A clerk recorded everything in a ledger so large it required its own stand.

When his name was called, Bernhard walked the length of the hall.

It was a long walk. The room's attention turned to him, incurious at first, then slightly more attentive as he drew close enough to see, the condition of his clothes, his worn boots, his posture, which was that of a man who did not look down when he walked into rooms. A few faces showed something like mild interest. Most returned to their private conversations within moments.

He stopped before the dais and gave the formal address.

Sir Cael looked at him from his seat as one might look at something that had arrived by accident. Not unfriendly, precisely. Just without particular recognition that what had arrived had any connection to himself.

"Lord Bernhard. Westvale." Cael's voice was good, measured, carrying authority without strain. "You've come regarding the western levy."

"I have."

"And you've brought documentation."

"I have." Bernhard produced his papers: the account books, the death tallies, the estimates of what the levy had taken and what had remained and what had happened to people when there was nothing left to remain. He had spent weeks assembling this. Each number corresponded to someone he had known.

Cael accepted the papers and passed them without looking at them to a clerk who stood ready. The clerk began to leaf through them with professional efficiency.

"The council is aware," Cael said, "that the western provinces experienced some difficulties this past winter."

Some difficulties. Bernhard said nothing.

"The levy was set at its current level in response to specific pressures on the realm's grain supply. I'm certain you understand that the council must consider the whole of the kingdom's needs, not merely those of individual provinces."

"I understand that. What I'm asking is whether the whole of the kingdom's needs include the lives of people in the western provinces, or only the people in this room."

A small silence. Around the hall, a few conversations paused.

Cael's expression did not change. "Of course they do. Which is precisely why,"

"Forty-seven people died in my district last winter. Hunger. Cold. Illness that took them faster than it should have because they were already weakened." Bernhard kept his voice even. "Forty-seven. I have their names in those documents. I have the names of the children. I have the ages. The oldest was seventy-one. The youngest was four months. If it would help, I can provide that information directly."

Another pause. Shorter this time.

"The council appreciates your thoroughness," Cael said. The tone had gone fractionally warmer, the warmth of a man managing an awkward situation. "And I want to assure you that the suffering in the western provinces is not invisible to us. These are exactly the kinds of reports that help us refine our approach going forward."

Going forward. "What about this winter?"

"We will take your documentation under advisement. The clerk will register your petition formally." Cael made a small gesture, and the clerk set the papers aside on a stack that had other papers already on it. "You will receive a formal response within a reasonable period."

"A reasonable period."

"These matters require careful deliberation."

Bernhard looked at the stack of papers. His weeks of work, his dead, his numbers, now sitting on top of whatever had come before. He looked at the clerk, who was already half-turned toward the next document in his pile. He looked at Cael, whose eyes had moved to someone at the far end of the high table.

"What does a reasonable period mean," Bernhard said, "for a family that doesn't have food?"

Cael looked back at him. For a moment, a real moment, longer than the conversational pauses, something in the older man's face considered the question. Not performed consideration. Something that might have been actual consideration, if the circumstances had been different, if this had been a different room and a different audience and a different man asking.

Then the moment passed.

"We understand your urgency," Cael said. "The council will act with all appropriate speed. Thank you, Lord Bernhard. Next."

The clerk was already calling the following name.

Bernhard stood at the foot of the dais for a moment longer. Nobody was watching him. The hall had moved on. Somewhere behind him, a woman laughed at something someone had said.

He walked back down the length of the room.

In the corridor outside the hall, he stopped and stood with his back against the wall.

The stone was cold through his tunic. The sounds of the hall continued behind the closed door, the murmur of voices, the clink of glass. Somewhere nearby, a servant was moving through the dark with a lamp, the light passing across the far end of the corridor and disappearing.

Forty-seven. He had spent weeks on those numbers. He had cross-checked them against Odran's careful accounts, the village tallies, his own memory of the season. He had written each name out by hand because he wanted to be certain he had not forgotten anyone.

Taken under advisement.

He pushed himself off the wall and walked back toward the lower wing.

The corridors were quieter at this hour, the servants already about their evening work, the courtiers all gathered in the hall or the rooms adjacent to it. His footsteps sounded too loud on the bare stone of the servants' passage. At one point he passed a woman scrubbing the floor, on her knees, a bucket beside her, a brush in both hands, working with the steady unhurried rhythm of someone who had learned not to think about how much floor remained, and he stopped.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

She looked up. She was perhaps forty, with a broad face and cautious eyes. "My lord?"

"You've been here long? Working tonight?"

A pause, trying to understand the question, whether it carried threat or not. "Since the afternoon, my lord. We do the lower corridors while the hall's occupied."

"What's your name?"

Another pause, longer. "Maret, my lord."

"Maret." He said it. "Are you from the city? Originally?"

"No, my lord. From Crestholm. North of the hills." She had the careful stillness of someone who had learned to be very still when nobility spoke to her. "I've been in the capital fifteen years."

"Do you have family there? Crestholm."

"A brother. His wife. Their children." Something moved across her face, affection, or the memory of it. "I send what I can."

He nodded and said nothing more, because there was nothing more to say. He walked on.

Behind him, after a moment, he heard the scrubbing resume.

He lay awake for a long time that night. The gap in the window frame moved cold air across the room in a slow, steady exhale. Below in the stables, a horse shifted weight and was quiet.

Taken under advisement. The clerk setting the papers on the pile. Cael's face in the moment before it closed.

He had come here believing, perhaps, that the problem was ignorance. That if the right people could be shown the right numbers, something in them would respond the way he had responded when Odran had first laid out the figures, with comprehension, with urgency, with the need to act. He had believed, not quite consciously but somewhere beneath conscious thought, that the papers would be enough. That forty-seven names would mean forty-seven things to the men and women who read them.

He was not sure anymore what he believed.

The room was cold. He pulled the thin blanket up and stared at the ceiling in the dark.

Maret, scrubbing the corridor. Sending what she could to Crestholm.

He thought of Farrah again, the deliberate pressure of it, the bruise, and then found he was thinking instead of the stack of papers on the clerk's table. His weeks of work. The forty-seven names, each written out in full.

Would anyone read them? Someone would, presumably. The clerk. Perhaps another clerk, further down the chain. Someone would read them and produce a summary, and the summary would be read, and the summary of the summary would be filed somewhere in whatever vast archive held the records of petitions gone before his, all the grievances of all the provinces that had been taken under advisement over the years, preserved in good order.
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