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Three weeks into the new reign, the fortress smelled the same.

Rowan noticed it the way he noticed most things now, without meaning to: woodsmoke and wet stone in the guardroom, tallow and roasting fowl drifting up from the kitchens by mid-morning, the particular mineral cold of the eastern stair that no fire had ever quite reached. Aelefort did not know, or did not care, that the hand on its seal had changed. It went on being a fortress. He walked its halls at the same hour he had walked them for twenty years, past the same tapestries, the same worn grooves in the same stone steps, and told himself that a man could take some comfort from that, if he chose to.

He was choosing to, this morning. It was easier before the sun was fully up.

"You're doing the thing again," Faelan said, falling into step beside him at the base of the western stair.

"What thing."

"Where you walk like you're counting something. Stones, maybe. Or sins." Faelan had not shaved, which meant he'd been on the late watch and hadn't slept, and he had the particular brightness of a tired man determined not to show it. "Roster's settled for the week. Two changes. Bram's off the Prince's door."

Rowan stopped. "Since when."

"Since this morning. Reassigned to the east gate." Faelan said it plainly, a scheduling matter, nothing more, and perhaps to him it was nothing more. "Teague stays. New man in, name of Corliss. Younger than Teague. Doesn't say much."

"Whose order."

"Chancellor's office." Faelan shrugged, the particular shrug of a man who had learned, in three weeks, not to ask the second question. "Come through Merin's seal, not the King's. Not that it matters much which seal it comes through, these days."

Rowan let that pass without answering it, though something in him noted the shape of it and set it aside for later turning-over, the way he had learned to do with small things that did not yet add up to anything he could name. Bram had stood at Thothrik's door since before the coronation. Bram was quiet, competent, and had never, so far as Rowan knew, given anyone cause for complaint. There was no reason to move him. There was also, Rowan reminded himself, no particular reason not to. Guards rotated. It was the ordinary business of a garrison, and a captain who saw conspiracy in every reassignment would not last long as a captain.

He filed it away regardless.

Chancellor Merin's office had grown since the coronation, not in size, the room itself was the same modest chamber off the council hall it had always been, but in the weight it carried. Petitioners waited outside it now in a line that had not existed a season ago. Rowan had watched the line grow by degrees, the way a man watches a hedge grow without marking any single day's change, until one morning he understood it was taller than he was.

Merin himself had not changed his manner at all, which Rowan had come to find more unsettling than any change might have been. He still rose when Rowan entered, still offered the same dry, economical courtesy he had offered as a steward, still kept his desk in the same fastidious order, ledgers stacked by size, seals arranged by colour, a single dried flower pressed under glass that no one had ever asked him about and that he had never explained. Only the seal ring was new, and the title that came with it, and the particular ease with which men now lowered their voices when they spoke his name in the corridors.

"Captain." Merin did not look up from the letter he was folding. "I trust the roster reached you without difficulty."

"It reached me. I'd have appreciated knowing the reason for it."

"There isn't one, beyond efficiency. Corliss trained under the old watch-master, has an aptitude for stillness that Bram, forgive me, has always lacked. The Prince's door wants a man who can stand a long hour without shifting his weight." Merin set the letter aside and looked at him then, and there was nothing in his face Rowan could have called dishonest, which was itself, he was beginning to understand, a kind of skill. "Bram hasn't been demoted. His pay is unchanged. If you'd prefer to raise the matter with His Majesty directly, I won't stop you."

Rowan understood, hearing it, exactly what the offer was worth. A captain who carried a rostering complaint to the King within the month of his coronation would be remembered for it, filed away in whatever ledger a new king kept of the men who questioned him early. He said nothing further, and Merin, watching him decide that, allowed himself the smallest inclination of his head, not quite a smile, the acknowledgment of a lesson successfully delivered.

"Was there anything else, Chancellor?"

"Only this." Merin lifted a second folded paper from beneath the first, unhurried. "His Majesty wishes to see you this afternoon. Nothing urgent. He asks after the guard's readiness for the winter audiences, that's all, the northern lords will want their grievances heard before the passes close, and he'd rather hear them attended smoothly than have some province's man made to feel unwelcome at his own court." He held the paper out. "He's very conscious of appearances, this early. As any new king would be."

Rowan took the paper and did not open it in the room.

He found Thothrik in the small library off the western hall, where he had taken to finding him most afternoons now, the prince's fixed habitat undisturbed by his brother's coronation the way little else in the fortress had been left undisturbed. Thothrik sat with three books open at once, a habit Rowan had never understood and had long since stopped remarking on, his grey-touched hair falling forward as he read, ink-stained fingers turning a page without looking at it.

"Bram's been moved off your door," Rowan said, without preamble, because he had learned that Thothrik preferred the plain statement to any softened approach to it.

"I heard." Thothrik did not look up immediately. When he did, his face held the particular weariness Rowan had come to recognize in him these past weeks, not despair exactly, something quieter and more worn than that. "Corliss seems a decent enough man. Says little. Watches everything." He closed one of the three books, unhurried. "I don't imagine that's an accident, Captain."

"You think he's meant to report on you."

"I think everyone who stands near me now is meant to report on me, in some fashion, whether they know it themselves or not. It costs my brother nothing to assume it, and costs him a great deal to assume otherwise." He said this without heat, the way a man states the temperature outside, a fact of the season rather than a grievance against it. "I don't fault Bram for the reassignment. I don't fault Corliss for accepting it. I've begun to think fault is the wrong word for most of what's happening around me lately. It implies someone chose it freely, and I'm no longer certain how much choosing is actually being done, by anyone, myself included."

Rowan thought of the paper folded in his own coat, the King's afternoon summons, nothing urgent, only a question about the winter audiences. Reasonable. Small. The kind of request a captain could not refuse without appearing to refuse something larger than it was.

"He asked to see me. This afternoon."

"Did he." Thothrik studied him a moment, and something behind his eyes sharpened, briefly, the old quickness Rowan remembered from council chambers a lifetime ago, before it settled back into its more recent tiredness. "He'll be pleasant. He usually is, early in these things. He'll ask you something ordinary, and you'll answer it, and neither of you will call it anything but ordinary, and in a month or a season you'll understand it was the first stone of something, the way I've understood it, more times now than I care to count." He opened his closed book again, a gesture that was itself a kind of dismissal, gentle rather than cruel. "I don't say that to frighten you, Captain. Only because I think you're one of the few men left in this fortress who'd rather know than be spared the knowing."

The King received him in the same council chamber where his father had once presided, though the room itself had already begun, in small ways, to stop being Thaurel's. The old grey banners were gone from the wall behind the chair, replaced, Rowan noted, with the same bright silver he had watched raised over the courtyard weeks before. A new chair had been brought in as well, taller than the old one by some margin too slight to remark on and too obvious to miss, and Thorian sat in it with the easy, settled posture of a man who had never doubted it would be his.

"Captain." Thorian's smile was the same smile Rowan remembered from the coronation, warm at the surface and unreadable beneath it. "Sit, if you like. This won't take long."

Rowan remained standing. It was not defiance, precisely, only the old habit of twenty years, a captain did not sit in the King's presence unless bidden twice, and Thorian did not bid him twice, only watched him remain standing with an expression that gave nothing away about whether he had noticed the choice or minded it.

"The northern lords arrive within the fortnight," Thorian said. "I want them received well. Better than well, I want them to leave here believing this court is more orderly, more attentive to them, than my father's ever was. Can you manage that, Captain, or shall I find someone who can?"

"I can manage it, Your Majesty."

"Good." Thorian rose, unhurried, and crossed to the window, looking out over the courtyard where the new banners moved faintly in a wind too slight to be called weather. "You served my father a long time. Twenty years, is it?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"He trusted you." It was not quite a question. "I find I understand why, the longer I watch you work. You have a talent for making men feel that nothing has changed, even when everything has. I mean that as a compliment, Captain, not a warning." He turned from the window, and for a moment something moved behind his eyes that Rowan could not name, gone before he could study it, replaced by the same composed warmth Thorian wore for everyone now. "I'll want that talent a great deal, in the seasons ahead. See that the northern lords feel welcome. See that nothing about this court troubles them enough to carry stories home."

"And if there is something to trouble them, Your Majesty?"

Thorian's smile did not change, but something in his stillness did, a fractional narrowing that vanished as quickly as it had come. "Then I trust you to decide, Captain, which stories are worth the telling and which aren't. My father trained you well enough for that, I think. It's rather the whole of what I'm asking."

He said nothing further, and Rowan understood the audience was ended, and bowed, and left the chamber with the paper still folded uselessly in his coat, the question about the winter audiences never once actually asked.

He walked the wall that evening as he had walked it for twenty years, past the east gate where Bram now stood a post he had not asked for, past Thothrik's door where a quiet man named Corliss watched everything and said little, past the council chamber where a taller chair sat beneath brighter banners in a room that no longer entirely remembered whose it had been.

Nothing had happened today that any man could point to and call wrong. A rostering. A summons. A conversation about northern lords that had never quite become a conversation about anything else. Rowan turned the day over as he walked, the way he had turned over smaller things before it, and found that he could not identify the single moment at which unease had entered him, only that it had, quietly, sometime between the folding of a letter and the sight of a chair too tall by half a hand's width.

He thought of Thaurel's blessing, the one he had carried through a cold crypt and out again, and understood, walking the last length of the wall before his watch turned over, that he had been given no single choice to refuse tonight. Only a hundred small ones, each reasonable, each easy to make, each closing some door he had not yet noticed was open.

The fortress smelled the same. He no longer entirely trusted what that meant.

The petitions were still arriving in his father's hand, or near enough to it. Thorian had noticed this on the second morning of his reign and had said nothing about it since: the clerks who copied fair drafts for the council table had spent so many years learning Thaurel's particular flourish on the letter K that they had not thought, apparently, to unlearn it. His own hand was different, tighter, faster, less inclined to ornament. He had considered, briefly, ordering the clerks retrained. He had decided against it. A kingdom noticing too many small changes at once was a kingdom that started asking what the changes added up to, and he was not yet prepared to answer that question, even to himself.

He worked through the morning's stack at the smaller desk in his study rather than the council chamber, which he preferred for reasons he had not troubled to examine closely. The larger room still held too much of his father in it, not the banners, those were down, but something in the proportions, the particular way the light fell across the table at this hour, that made him feel, however briefly, like a boy waiting to be told he'd done something wrong. The study had been his own for years. It held no ambush.

Three matters wanted his signature before midday. A grain levy dispute from the western granaries, where two factors disputed a measure of spoiled wheat and each blamed the other's cart drivers for the delay that had spoiled it. A request from the garrison quartermaster for coin to repair the north wall's drainage before the frost made the repair twice as costly. And a letter, unsigned, forwarded to him by a man he paid to read such things before they reached anyone who might repeat their contents, reporting that Lord Corwen had spoken at some length, at a dinner Thorian had not attended, about the wisdom of consulting the full council before matters of levy were decided by royal writ alone.

He read the grain dispute twice and resolved it without difficulty. The western factors were both lying, in the ordinary small way men lied when neither wanted to absorb a loss neither had entirely caused, and the honest answer was to split the loss between them and dock the carters' guild a modest fine for the delay regardless of fault, since the delay was the guild's responsibility whoever's cart had caused it. It was the kind of decision his father would have spent a week deliberating and then reached, eventually, by a longer road to the same place. Thorian signed it in the time it took the ink to dry on the previous line.

The drainage request he approved in full, and added, in the margin, an instruction that the same crew examine the cistern beneath the east barracks while they had their tools out, since a problem addressed once was cheaper than the same problem addressed twice a season apart. He was, he had come to understand these past three weeks, good at this. Not merely capable, his father had always allowed him competent, the way a man allows a dog is well trained, but genuinely, unmistakably good, in the specific sense that mattered to a kingdom running short on coin and long on winter. He saw the shape of a problem before the men presenting it had finished explaining their piece of it. He did not require three council sessions to reach a decision his instinct had reached in the first five minutes. He had watched his father's ministers wait out entire afternoons for Thaurel to arrive, gently and by increments, at a conclusion Thorian could have handed him before he'd finished his morning wine, and he had told himself, in those years, that this was patience, that patience was a virtue proper to kings, and had believed it more than he now cared to admit.

He set the drainage order aside and picked up the unsigned letter about Lord Corwen.

Merin arrived a little before the noon bell, as he always did, carrying the look of a man who had already anticipated whatever was about to be asked of him and had brought the answer along in his coat.

"You've read it," Merin said, glancing at the letter still on the desk.

"I've read it." Thorian did not pick it back up. "Was the dinner as described?"

"More or less. Corwen didn't call it a grievance. He called it a concern for good governance, which is the same thing said more carefully." Merin took the chair across the desk without being asked, a familiarity Thorian permitted him and almost no one else. "He's not wrong that the council used to be consulted on levies more broadly. Your father liked the appearance of it, even when the outcome was the same either way."

"The appearance of it cost him weeks he didn't have."

"It cost him weeks he could afford, at the time. You may not always be able to say the same." Merin folded his hands, unhurried, a habit Thorian had come to read as the older man weighing how bluntly he
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