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The story arrived in Caldfen before Bernhard did.

He heard it first from a girl drawing water at the village well, her voice carrying across the empty square in the grey hour before proper morning. She was talking to an older woman, her mother, perhaps, from the set of their shoulders, and she was telling it the way children tell stories they've borrowed from someone else, with great confidence and very little accuracy.

"He rode through fire," the girl said. "They say the soldiers surrounded him and he walked right through them. Like a ghost. Like they couldn't touch him."

The older woman made a sound that might have been scepticism.

"And he has the names. All of them. Every person the Crown killed, written in a book, and he reads them out in the squares so everyone can hear."

Bernhard sat on his horse at the edge of the square and listened. His cloak was grey with road dust. His horse was limping slightly on the left foreleg, a stone bruise, nothing worse, but they would need to rest for a day if it wasn't to worsen. He had not intended to stop in Caldfen. He had intended to pass through, find an inn on the far side where no one knew him, sleep until the light failed him into sleep again.

He did not announce himself. He simply listened.

The girl's version of events bore little resemblance to anything that had actually happened. He had not walked through fire. He had not walked through soldiers. He had, on one occasion, slipped out of a militia checkpoint in the dark while the guards were eating, which was a considerably less impressive story and would not travel well. The book of names was real enough, but he did not read from it in squares. He had read from it in a tavern once, to perhaps thirty people who'd mostly wanted to know why the strange lord from the West was monopolizing their common room.

Thirty people. That was how it had started.

He urged his horse forward slowly, not wanting to interrupt but needing the well. The girl noticed him and fell quiet mid-sentence, watching with the frank assessment children use on strangers before manners teach them otherwise. He was, he knew, an unremarkable sight: a middle-aged man on a tired horse, wearing the kind of clothes that had once been decent and were now simply clean enough to pass. Nothing in his face that announced him. He had no particular gift for commanding rooms. He had been told, more than once, that he looked like a steward rather than a lord, which Odran had always taken as a professional compliment and Bernhard had never known how to receive.

"Morning," he said.

The older woman nodded. The girl kept watching.

He drew his own water, let his horse drink, and moved on.

Three days west of Caldfen, in a market town called Vethwick, he heard a second version.

This one had him dead.

He was sitting in the corner of a crowded tavern nursing a bowl of something the cook had optimistically described as mutton stew, and two men at the next table were debating the matter with the comfortable authority of people who had very little actual information.

"Killed at Beldville," the larger of the two said. He was a tanner by the smell of him, broad across the shoulders, with hands that had absorbed a decade of the trade. "Burned down with the village. I heard it from my cousin who heard it from a soldier."

"Soldiers lie," the second man said. He was older, with a narrow face and the watchful eyes of a former clerk or tax assessor. "Especially to your cousin."

"Why would they lie about that?"

"Because if he's dead, they don't have to keep looking for him. If they keep looking for him, they have to explain why they haven't found him."

The tanner turned his cup in his hands. "My cousin said,"

"Your cousin said what someone wanted him to say." The clerk, if that's what he was, took a measured drink. "The lord from the West walked out of Beldville and nobody stopped him because nobody wanted to be the one to try. That's what I heard."

"You heard it from who?"

"A driver who came through last market day. Said a woman in Pellin Ford had spoken to a man who'd seen him. Moving east. On foot, at that point."

"On foot." The tanner shook his head. "They burned Beldville to the ground and he walked out on foot?"

"He walked out on foot," the clerk said, with the satisfaction of a man repeating a story that pleased him. "Carrying nothing but a book."

Bernhard did not own a book. He had owned one once, a practical volume on animal husbandry that had belonged to his adoptive father, but it was in the hall in the West, presumably still sitting on the shelf where he'd left it when all of this had started. He carried a series of folded papers now, dense with names and dates and village identifiers, because a proper book was heavy and expensive and he had neither room nor coin for luxury.

He looked down at his stew and thought about the gap between the man at the next table was describing and the man who was eating his stew in a corner without being recognized.

It was not an entirely comfortable thought.

The woman who gave him the clearest picture was a weaver named Sorrin, whom he encountered on a bench outside her shop in a river town called Dasse, mending a warp thread with the focused patience of someone who has done the same repair so many times that her hands no longer require her attention for it.

He had stopped to ask about lodging. She had looked at him for a long moment with sharp grey eyes, assessed whatever she saw there, and said, "You're him, aren't you."

It was not quite a question.

"That depends," Bernhard said carefully, "on who you think I am."

"The lord from the West. The one they're calling the Ghost."

He had not heard that one before. "I'm a lord from the West," he said. "I don't know about the rest."

Sorrin set her shuttle down on the bench beside her and folded her hands. She was perhaps fifty, with the particular stillness of a woman who had spent years watching other people come and go through her door. "My daughter's boy heard you speak. In Ellan, at the mill gathering. He came back and told me about it and I thought he was exaggerating."

"What did he say?"

"He said you read out the names of the dead. Not a list, not just numbers. Names, and who they'd been. A woman who kept bees. A man who'd been teaching his grandson to fish." She paused. "He said you didn't stop until you'd read every name. Two hours, he said. Maybe more."

Bernhard remembered Ellan. He remembered the mill gathering because it had been the first time he'd read the full record aloud from beginning to end, and he hadn't entirely planned to, he'd begun with a few names by way of illustration and found he couldn't stop. He remembered his throat raw afterward, and a woman in the crowd weeping quietly for someone she knew, and the absolute silence in the room while he read.

"I read names," he said. "Yes."

"He said people wept."

"Some did."

Sorrin was quiet for a moment. Around them, the town went about its business. A cart horse stamped at flies. Somewhere further down the street, a child was being loudly instructed about something.

"They're saying different things about you," she said at last. "Some say you're raising an army. Some say you've got gold from foreign lords. Some say you're a dead man whose ghost won't lie down." She looked at him directly. "What are you actually doing?"

It was the first time anyone had asked him that plainly, without apparent agenda, in a long time.

"I'm making sure people know what happened," he said. "The Crown put forward a version. I have a different one."

"The names."

"The names. And the numbers. Forty-three dead in the West in a single winter, not from illness or misfortune, but from a tax policy that took the food from their stores and left nothing for the cold months. I want people to know who they were."

Sorrin picked up her shuttle again and turned it over in her fingers, not resuming work but not setting it down either. "My husband died of fever, seven years back," she said. "Not from taxation. Not from the Crown. Just fever. But I remember people saying, afterwards, that he was one of forty-some who died that winter, as if that made it ordinary. As if the number made it smaller." She paused. "He wasn't a number."

"No," Bernhard said. "He wasn't."

She looked at him for a moment with those sharp grey eyes. Then she said, "There's a rooming house two streets over, kept by a woman named Elva. Tell her Sorrin sent you. She won't overcharge."

That night, alone in a narrow room above the rooming house, Bernhard unfolded his papers on the small table and sat with them for a long time without reading them.

He had forty-three names from the West. He had more from elsewhere, names gathered as he travelled, other places where the same policies had pressed on people, where the same mathematics of taxation had left the same empty winter pantries and the same small quiet graves. The papers now held over two hundred names. He had stopped being surprised when new ones found him. People heard he was asking and they came to tell him. A widow in a roadside village. A farmer whose father had not made it through two winters past. An old soldier who had come home to his village to find a third of the people he'd grown up with gone.

They came with their names and he wrote them down.

He did not know, exactly, when this had stopped being about the West specifically and had started being about something larger. It had happened gradually, the way most things change, not with a moment of decision but with a slow accumulation of evidence until one morning you looked at what you were doing and understood that it had quietly become something else.

The papers were dense with ink. He had developed a kind of shorthand for the common information, village, season, cause where known, surviving family where he had it, that let him fit more names onto each page without losing the particulars that mattered. The handwriting was not neat. He had never been a careful penman; his tutors had despaired of him on that count and Farrah had teased him about it for years, threatening to decipher his accounts ledgers for him in a way that would improve clarity at the cost of his dignity.

He stopped.

Farrah would have had something to say about the girl at the well and her story of the man who walked through fire. Something dry and specific that would have made him laugh and been entirely accurate.

He did not know, sometimes, whether the version of Farrah that still lived in his memory was faithful to her or whether he was slowly changing her, polishing her into something simpler than she'd been, the way stories polished people. She had not been a saint. She had been impatient and occasionally sharp and stubbornly practical about things that did not require practicality. She had been in the habit of correcting him when he was wrong, which was regularly, and in the further habit of being right.

He missed being corrected by her. That was not something he had expected to miss.

He refolded the papers carefully and put them inside his coat. Then he lay down on the narrow bed without removing his boots, which was an old habit of uncertain nights, and stared at the ceiling while the town settled around him into its nighttime sounds.

The story followed him for the next week across four villages and two river crossings.

In each place it had changed further, the way a fire changes the wood it travels through. In one version he led a thousand men. In another he had personally dragged a tax collector from his horse, which Bernhard found particularly improbable. In a third, told to him by a carter who offered him a ride in exchange for company on a dull stretch of road, he was not a lord at all but a common man, a farmer's son from the West who had seen his whole family die and sworn revenge on the Crown.

"Good story," Bernhard said.

"My wife says it's better that way," the carter said cheerfully. "Comes across as more inspiring. A lord's got his own reasons to rebel against the Crown, maybe he wanted more land, or a better title, or he had some old grudge. But a common man," he glanced sideways, ",that's harder to dismiss."

Bernhard looked at the road ahead. It had been raining since mid-morning and the mud was thick enough to drag at the wheels, and the carter's horse was picking its way through with a resigned expertise.

"The real story isn't much like that," Bernhard said.

"What is the real story, then?"

He thought about it. A man who had been a lord in a quiet part of the world, where the winters came hard and the people worked themselves to the bone and did not ask for much beyond being left alone to do it. A double tax that had emptied their stores. A winter too cold and too long. Forty-three graves, and among them one in particular, on a hill outside the village, which he had not been able to look back at when he left.

"More ordinary than the other versions," he said.

The carter nodded slowly. "Ordinary," he repeated, as if testing the word. "Ordinary's harder to carry, I suppose. Harder to pass on."

"Maybe."

"The thing about stories, my lord," the carter checked himself, uncertain whether the honorific was appropriate, ",if that's what you are,"

"It is."

"The thing about stories is that people don't tell them as they happened. They tell them as they feel. And sometimes the feeling is true even if the details aren't."

Bernhard had no ready answer for that.

They rode on through the rain.

He came to the town of Reth on a market day, which he had not planned, and the square was crowded with stalls and noise and the specific atmosphere of commerce conducted in mud. He had meant to go straight through to the inn on the far side, but his horse's stone bruise had worsened overnight and he needed to find a farrier, which meant waiting.

He was standing with the horse in a side street while the farrier inspected the hoof when he heard it.

Not a story this time. A song.

Someone in the market, a woman, from the sound of it, with a workman's voice roughened by outdoor use, was singing a ballad he did not recognize. He could not make out all the words from where he stood, but he caught enough: the lord of the West, the man they could not silence, the ghost who carried the names of the dead.

It was not a well-composed song. The metre lurched in the second verse and the rhyme scheme was inconsistent. But people around the singer were listening, the way market crowds listen to something that catches them, not stopping entirely, but slowing, drifting a little closer.

"That's a new one," the farrier said, not looking up from the hoof. He was a compact man, careful in his movements, with the air of someone who had never found it necessary to rush. "Been around for maybe a fortnight. My daughter has it by heart already."

"Is it accurate?" Bernhard asked before he could think better of it.

The farrier set the hoof down and looked at him. He had a farrier's look, the long assessment, measuring weight and balance. "You're asking me if a ballad's accurate."

"I'm curious."

"Accurate enough," the farrier said, picking up his tools. "More or less. Some of it's invented. The part about the ghost at the gate, that didn't happen. But the part about the names, about reading them out in the squares, that's true. I know men who heard him." He paused, crouching again over the hoof. "Or her, in some of the versions."

"Her?"

"Some places have it that the Ghost of the West is a woman. Old widow woman who lost her children in the famine and won't stop talking about it." He pressed carefully along the sole. "People shape a story around whoever they need it to be, I think."

In the market square, the singer finished and someone applauded. Someone else asked for it again. There was a brief, good-natured argument about whether the second verse should go higher.

Bernhard looked at the narrow strip of sky visible between the rooftops. He was thirty-eight years old. He had grey at his temples and soil-calluses on his hands from a life spent more outdoors than in. He was, by any reasonable measure, an ordinary man who had done a series of ordinary things that had added up, through no particular planning of his own, to something he no longer entirely recognized.

"Stone bruise," the farrier said, straightening. "Not bad. Two days rest and she'll be right enough."

"I don't have two days."

The farrier gave him a level look. "Your horse does."

Bernhard paid for the examination and led his horse toward the inn. The song had started again behind him, this time with more voices joining in on the chorus.

He could not see himself in it. That was the strangest part. He could hear the story, the shape of it, even the parts that were approximately true, and understand that it was about events he had been present for, choices he had made, and still not quite recognize the person at its center.

The man in the song was resolute. The man in the song had a sense of purpose that clarified rather than complicated itself over time. The man in the song moved through the world with the particular certainty of someone who knows what they are doing.

Bernhard went to find his horse a quiet stall and himself a corner to sit in, and he thought about what it meant when the story you were living started to travel faster than you could.

On the second evening in Reth, he encountered a young man at the inn who was, as became quickly apparent, looking for him.

Not for Bernhard specifically, the young man had no way of knowing who was sitting in the corner with a cup of poor wine and a bowl of bread. He was looking for the lord from the West, which was how he put it to the innkeeper in a voice loud enough that three other people turned to look, including Bernhard.

The young man was perhaps twenty, with a traveling cloak that had been good quality once and a face full of the kind of earnest urgency that tends to accompany recent decisions. He had the look of someone who had left somewhere in a hurry.

Bernhard watched him for a moment, then stood.

"I'm from the West," he said.

The young man crossed the room in four strides. Up close, he was lean and windburned, with dark circles under his eyes that suggested several nights of poor sleep. "Lord Bernhard?"

"Yes."

"My name is Perran. I'm from Calt, that's three days north of here, on the river road. I've been looking for you for two weeks." He stopped, apparently running out of prepared speech. "I need to talk to you."

Bernhard gestured to the bench across from him.

Perran sat, pulled off his gloves, and set them on the table. He had the hands of a carpenter or a mason, not quite either, but something in that family. Young hands that had been at hard work for long enough to show it.

"We heard about what you've been doing," he said. "In Calt, I mean. There's a man there, Aldric, he keeps a mill, who has a cousin in Ellan who heard you speak. And Aldric talked about it. And people listened."

"What did they do with it?"

Perran looked at his hands. "At first, nothing much. Agreed it was terrible, what happened in the West. Agreed the Crown was unjust. Went back to their work." He paused. "But then the levy came."

Bernhard said nothing.

"A new one. Winter stores assessment, they're calling
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