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# Chapter 1  The Accusation

Brother Alric had expected a seal, a signature, perhaps the weight of a wax imprint in his palm. Instead the order came as a folded sheet and a silence, as if the church itself were ashamed of the ink.

He had been in the priory three winters, long enough to learn that the church did not like to say the word famine. It preferred shortage, or hardship, or the gentler phrase, lean season. It was a matter of doctrine as much as vocabulary. To admit famine was to admit failure. Alric had learned to speak around what people could not afford to name.

The Prior's room smelled of old vellum and damp wool. Winter clung to the stone, and the window admitted a pale light that did not warm the edges of the shelves. Prior Esten did not offer a seat. He did not smile. His hands were clean, nails trimmed short, the kind of hands that did not dig or feed.

"This is a parish matter," Esten said, and placed the paper on the table between them. "You are being sent because it is now a church matter."

Alric read the header. The words were measured, the charges exact: pagan rites; corruption of grain; refusal of tithe. The valley was named in the careful language of ledger and map, a place of thin soil and a river that ran only when the mountain allowed.

"You have not sent a factor?" Alric asked.

"We sent factors. They returned thin." Esten watched him, not unkindly. "You will go on the road tomorrow. You will not take an escort. You will read the rites. You will weigh the grain. You will identify the rot."

"And if there is none?"

"There is always rot," Esten said. "If not in the grain, then in the people who take it."

It was the kind of answer that ended conversation and did not invite argument. Alric knew his place in the chain of instructions, a link that did not decide the line. Yet his voice did not betray him when he asked, "Is there word from the crown?"

"The crown has other harvests to protect. Pray for their wisdom." Esten moved the order toward him with two fingers. "Pray for yours."

Alric took the paper. The corner was damp where Esten's fingers had rested. He folded it into his coat and bowed, the smallest of bows. Esten returned it with the smallest of nods. There was no blessing. There was no farewell. The church did not send him with ceremony. It sent him with obligation.

He lingered by the doorway just long enough to ask, "What is expected in my report?"

Esten's gaze did not shift. "Names if there are offenders. Evidence if there are rites. If there is hunger, mark it only as circumstance. The church does not accuse the weather."

It was another answer that closed doors. Alric accepted it. He had learned to take orders as they came, to carve his own space within them if he could. He would do so here as well.

Outside the priory, the road was a ribbon of frozen mud. Alric's mule was waiting, its ribs showing through its winter coat. The handler, a boy too young for vows, tightened the cinch without looking up.

"You're going far?" the boy asked.

"Far enough."

"Will you be back by thaw?"

"Perhaps." It was all he could offer. Promises were not part of an inquisitor's kit.

He packed light. One change of clothing, his breviary, his seal, a set of wax tablets, a small set of scales. He took a dry loaf from the pantry and the coarse salt the steward allowed him. The last gift was a thin cloak that had belonged to another inquisitor, the hem frayed by years of travel. He wore it because it was expected. He wore it because it would not matter.

He left before sunrise. The priory bell was still. The air had the bite of hard winter, and the ground was stiff enough to hold his mule's hooves. The road ran south and east, toward a borderland that the church listed in its records as fertile by tradition and barren by rumor.

The first day's ride passed through fields still green with winter rye. He passed ploughmen and did not stop. He passed a shrine to a local saint and did not dismount. The work of an inquisitor was not to bless or comfort. It was to measure, to record, to draw lines where none wanted to be drawn.

He stopped at midday at a wayhouse run by a family that did not ask his name. They watched his seal and poured him thin beer. He paid with copper from the purse the church had given him. The coins felt lighter than they should have, as if their weight did not match their stamped face. He ate the loaf and kept the salt in his pocket.

In the evening he lodged in a small inn with smoke-blackened beams. A farmer at the hearth asked him about the valley. Alric offered the smallest of truths. "I go to examine a parish." The farmer shrugged. "They always say the valley is cursed. They said it when my grandfather was a boy." It was said without malice, only habit. Alric noted it as another kind of rumor, not of heresy but of distance.

On the second day the land began to change. The soil became chalky, sallow; the hedgerows grew thin. The farms were fewer, the barns smaller. The trees were mean, their branches clawing at the sky. When he stopped at a wayside house for water, the woman who filled his cup did not ask his business.

"You are a church man," she said, looking at the seal he wore as if it were a wound. "Will you bless the fields?"

"I will read the prayers," he said.

"They are prayers for rain," she said, and there was no accusation in her voice, only the weight of the obvious.

He read them anyway, a rote cadence that had lived in his mouth since novitiate. The words tasted old. When he finished, the woman nodded and went back inside. He did not linger. Blessings did not change the wind. He told himself that as he rode.

He rode through a day of dead orchards and a night of poor fires. The land fell away from the richer country as if it did not trust what lay ahead. The inns were smaller. The rooms were colder. The bread grew darker. He felt the church's reach thin as he moved east, the way a thread thins when it is pulled.

On the third morning he reached the first sign of the valley. It was not a gate. It was a post in the ground, weathered, bearing the crossed keys. The church's mark in a place the crown did not care to mark. The post leaned slightly, as if it were tired.

There was a river, low and sluggish, its banks cut by cattle that had not been fat in years. The road followed it, and the valley opened wide enough for a dozen villages, but narrow enough to feel trapped. The air here felt colder, though the sun was up. The wind moved down the valley, not across it. Alric smelled smoke, and then nothing, as if the smoke came from too few fires.

The parish of Saint Luthien sat in the bend of the river. The church was stone but not grand, a squat building that had been repaired more than once. Its bell tower leaned toward the fields as if listening. The yard held no flowers, only trampled grass and a few stakes for tethering animals. The church door had been patched at the bottom, the wood scarred by years of moisture.

Sister Merrow met him at the doors. She was older than he had expected, or perhaps older than any records would admit. Her habit was mended at the elbows and her hands were rough with work. Her eyes were steady.

"Brother Alric," she said, as if his name had been in her mouth for weeks. "Welcome to Saint Luthien."

She did not bow. She did not kneel. She offered him water without ceremony, and bread without apology. The bread was coarse and dark, a mixture of grain and root. He broke it and ate. He was not certain if it was a test or a courtesy.

"We were told to expect you," she said. "We were told not to expect help."

"I am not help," he said. He kept his voice level, a tone he had practiced in chambers and long corridors. "I am here to investigate."

"I know what you are here for," she said. "Do you want to see the parish books first, or the fields?"

"Both," he said. "The books first."

She led him into the parish office. The room was small, the shelves full of ledgers and prayer books. The ledgers were on the table, already open. That alone was a kind of confession. The ink was neat. The numbers were lower than he had hoped.

"We tithed what we could," Sister Merrow said. "The rest went to the mouth."

"The rest went to the mouth," he repeated, and wrote it down.

"You will find no gods in the cellar," she said. "If you mean the old rites."

"I have not asked about rites."

"You will," she said, and for the first time her face wore an expression like fatigue rather than welcome. "People say words when their children cough through the night. They said words before I was born. We do not teach it. We do not stop it."

"Words are not the charge," he said. "Tithe is. Grain is."

She looked at him then, and there was a firmness in her gaze he did not expect from a caretaker. "Grain is life," she said. "Tithe is law."

He wrote both.

He spent the afternoon in the parish, walking the yard, noting the state of the granary, speaking to a few of the villagers who passed. A blacksmith told him there was no iron left to trade. A woman with a basket of turnips told him her husband had gone south to look for work. They did not volunteer much. They looked at his seal and nodded, and kept moving. The church's authority was still visible here, but thin, like old paint that had not yet peeled away.

As the light fell, Merrow brought him to a small room above the sacristy. It had a pallet and a basin and a single narrow window that looked toward the fields. He set his seal on the table and laid out his tablets. The last light was thin, the color of ash.

From the window he could see the stubble of last harvest, the earth turned but not sown. He could see a woman bending in the dusk, digging for roots with a stick. He could see no movement of carts, no wagons, no signs of trade. The field looked like a page that had been scraped clean and not yet written on.

He had been told that the valley was corrupted. He had been told that the rites were spreading and that the parish had refused the rightful tithe. The ledger said otherwise: the entries were exact, the numbers pitiful. If corruption existed it was quieter, less arrogant. It might even be the kind of corruption the church could not name without naming its own failure.

He wrote a line on his tablet and stopped. He listened to the sounds of the parish: a low murmur of voices, the clank of a pot, the soft chime of the bell as Sister Merrow pulled the rope for evening prayer. The sound did not seem to carry, as if it were absorbed by the empty fields.

He went down to the chapel for evening prayer. The villagers were already kneeling. The prayers were low, almost whispered. He stood in the nave and read the familiar liturgy, his voice steady. When he finished, no one lingered to speak with him. They moved toward the door as if leaving a shelter rather than a sanctuary.

He knelt at his bedside. He did not pray for rain. He prayed for clarity, a rote prayer he had learned as a novice. The words had always felt reliable. Now they felt like something read from an old wall.

When he lay down, he did not sleep quickly. The room was cold. The ledger pages, neatly ruled, sat in the dark on the table. He could not keep his eyes from them. He thought of Esten's clean hands, of the farmer's woman at the wayside house, of the way Merrow had said the word mouth.

In the morning he would begin in earnest. He would count the grain. He would inspect the stores. He would visit the factor. He would ask about rites. He would decide where to start the pressure.

He slept in his clothes.

He woke in the night to the sound of the river. It was not loud, but it had a steady voice, the kind of sound that filled empty rooms. He sat up and listened for other noises, footsteps, laughter, a dog, anything. He heard a cough, then another, then silence.

He dressed and went down the narrow stairs, careful not to wake the sacristy. The chapel was dark. A single ember from the evening candle still glowed on the altar, a dull eye. He stood in the nave and let his eyes adjust. The carved saints along the wall were worn smooth by years of touched fingers. Their faces were indistinct. He wondered how many hands had looked for comfort here and found only stone.

Outside, the yard was empty. The moon was thin. He walked to the edge of the cemetery and counted the mounds again, not with his eyes this time but with his hands in his pockets, as if he could feel the number. He thought of the ledger, the neat columns, the way numbers could keep the dead orderly.

There was movement near the granary. He froze, then saw a woman crouched by the door, her cloak pulled tight. She was not stealing. She was waiting. A child sat beside her, half asleep. She did not see him. He could have stepped forward, asserted authority, asked her name, asked why she was there. He did not. He watched until she stood, picked up the child, and walked away.

He returned to his room and wrote a short note on his tablet, not a charge but a fact: "Even the empty door has watchers." He set the tablet down. The note meant nothing to the church. It meant something to him.

He lay back down and tried to sleep. The words from the wayhouse and the valley and Esten's room circled in his head. The church had given him a task; the valley had already given him a truth. He did not yet know how to reconcile them.

He tried to recall his first case as an inquisitor. It had been a merchant in a town on the coast, a man accused of shaving weights. Alric had found the altered scales, the sliver of metal shaved from the measures, the small cruelty hidden in a well-lit shop. The merchant had confessed. The church had punished him. Alric had felt the clean satisfaction of a line drawn and obeyed.

Here there were no altered scales, only too little grain. He could not imagine writing a confession for hunger. He could not imagine kneeling hunger in the courtyard and reading the rites over it. The difference troubled him more than he wanted to admit.

He sat up and took his breviary from the table. The pages were worn, the margins filled with notes in his own hand. He read a passage about obedience and found no comfort in it. He read another about mercy and found no instruction. He closed the book and set it down.

Before he slept again, he listened once more to the river. It was lower than it should have been for this time of year. He thought of the valley as a bowl and the river as a thin line at its bottom. If the line dried, everything above it would crack. He did not write that down. It felt too much like prophecy, and prophecy was forbidden in his work. He was to observe, not to divine.

He lay back on the pallet and forced his breathing to slow. At last he slept, the kind of sleep that comes from exhaustion rather than peace.

When the bell rang again before dawn, he was already awake. He dressed in the dim light and sat for a moment on the edge of the pallet, listening to his own breath. The valley was quiet at that hour, the kind of quiet that came not from peace but from scarcity. He told himself that he would begin with the grain, because the grain was the law made visible. He also told himself that he would not let the law become blind.

He took the folded order from his coat and read it once more, as if the words might change in the night. They did not. He put it back and decided that whatever he found, he would write it plainly. The church might ignore him. The valley might die. He would not add his own lies to their ledger.

The room felt smaller than when he arrived, as if the valley itself had pressed against the walls during the night. He welcomed the pressure. It meant he was paying attention.

He considered writing to Esten that night, then imagined the Prior's unreadable face and decided to wait for daylight.

He folded the order once more, set it beneath his tablets, and finally slept.

The bell did not wake him. The need did.

—-
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# Chapter 2  The Valley of Thin Soil

The parish bell rang before dawn. It was not an insistence, only a signal that the day had begun. Alric dressed in the half light and washed in the cold basin. When he came downstairs Sister Merrow was already at the table with the books. She had lit a candle and sharpened a quill. The wax had dripped onto the table in a small hard pool.

"We do not keep you," she said. "We do not delay you."

"Good," he said. He sat, and she opened the ledger to the store entries.

The entries were neat and narrow. Columns of numbers, a line for each month, each hamlet's portion recorded in careful ink. He ran his finger over the lines, counting, comparing. The totals matched the tithe requirement in some months and fell short in others. There was no flourish, no attempt to hide the gaps. It was a record of effort, not of success.

"You keep clear books," he said.

"We had no reason to keep them unclear," Merrow said. "The truth is thin enough."

There were three church granaries in the parish. Two were small, one half-ruined. The main granary was beside the church itself, a stone building with a low door and a lock that Merrow had the key to. He expected the smell of grain. He found the smell of dust.

She opened the door and the empty air met him, the cool stale scent of old wood and nothing else. The bins were clean, their boards worn smooth from years of shoveling. There were two sacks in the corner with a thin layer of barley at the bottom. He lifted one. It was light enough to carry with one hand.

"You see," Merrow said.

"You must have more stored elsewhere," he said. "The numbers say you did."

"Those were months ago." She did not flinch. "We ate. We tithed. We fed those who would have died."

"And now?"

"Now we have less," she said. "Hadrin has more."

He wrote the name down.

Before he went to Hadrin, he walked the parish yard, past the small cemetery where the headstones were rough and recent. He counted new mounds. He had been trained not to let numbers become faces. Here the numbers insisted on faces.

Hadrin Vale's storehouse stood at the edge of the village on higher ground. The road to it ran past a line of huts, each with a small yard that showed little beyond spent stalks and discarded husks. The people he passed did not greet him, but they did not hide. They watched his seal and looked away.

Hadrin himself was not large, but he filled the doorway. His hands were clean as Esten's, his tunic better than the village's. He greeted Alric with a practiced smile that did not reach his eyes.

"Brother Alric," he said. "We have been expecting you. The valley is honored."

"Show me your stores," Alric said.

"Of course." Hadrin stepped aside. "You should know we have kept the church's portion safe. We honor the tithe."

Inside the storehouse the air was warmer than the morning and heavy with grain. There were bins stacked to the rafters. The smell was clean, almost sweet. Alric ran his hand through a bin of wheat, then another of barley. The grain was smaller than he was used to, but it was grain. It was life.

"These are your stores?" he asked.

"They are the valley's," Hadrin said. "I am custodian."

"And the church's?"

Hadrin's smile did not change. "We keep what the church entrusts to us. We keep what the valley entrusts to us. There is no difference."

"There is a difference when the church asks."

"And when the church cannot feed its own?" Hadrin asked, still with the same tone. "The valley does not live on doctrine. It lives on what is in these bins."

Alric looked at the stacks again, counting the bins in his head. There was enough here to feed Saint Luthien and its neighbors for weeks, perhaps months. There was not enough to carry them to a full harvest. There was enough to make decisions about who ate first.

"Your books," Alric said.

Hadrin showed him the ledgers. The numbers matched the parish ledger. The differences were in the margins: distributions to families by name, quantities in handfuls. The handwriting changed across the pages, some rougher, some neat. It was not one hand. It was many.

"Who decides?" Alric asked.

"We do," Hadrin said, and pointed toward the village. "Not alone. The Widow Kess sits with us. Sister Merrow sits with us when she can. We measure. We cut. We try not to kill."

"You are not charged to decide," Alric said. "The church decides. The tithe is the law."

"And the law is a bell rung in winter," Hadrin said, still calm. "It makes a sound. It does not make bread."

Alric wrote the words down, his hand steady.

He asked to see the scales Hadrin used. They were crude but balanced. He weighed a sack from the top of a bin and compared the weight to the tally. Hadrin did not object. He did not protest. He watched, and that watching felt like a kind of challenge.

"Do you think I came to steal?" Alric asked.

"I think you came to measure," Hadrin said. "Measurement can still kill."

Alric did not answer.

He spent the rest of the day in the village. He spoke with three households. He asked their store quantities, their livestock, their seed. They answered with the resignation of people who no longer expected relief. A man with a lame leg told him he had sold his last goat to Hadrin three months ago. A young woman showed him the seed she had kept in a clay jar, a handful of barley sealed with ash to keep it dry. A child offered him a crust of bread that was little more than root and bran. He did not take it.

He found no hidden granaries, no secret shrines. He saw a circle of stones in a field, a crude ring blackened by fire. He asked about it. An old woman told him it was for burning root husks and did not mean anything. Her hands were cracked and cold.

He visited the parish cemetery again at dusk and watched as a man set down a small bundle of cloth before a new mound. There was no priest. There were no candles. The man whispered something and left. Alric did not follow him. He wrote the act down without naming it.

At dusk, Sister Merrow pulled him aside.

"You will not find the rites you expect," she said. "If you find anything, it will be fear."

"Fear is an engine for heresy."

"Fear is an engine for survival." She looked past him at the people gathered for evening prayer. "Do you intend to accuse us?"

"I intend to report," he said.

"And what will you report?"

He did not answer. In the chapel, he watched the villagers kneel. Their prayers were murmured. Their eyes were on the floor. It was the posture of faith, but it could also have been exhaustion.

After prayers, a man approached him. He introduced himself as a tithing clerk from two villages over, displaced. He asked if Alric could speak to the bishop. "Tell them the records are true," the man said. "Tell them we did not hide. Tell them we starved." Alric promised nothing, which was the only honest promise he could make.

In his room that night he wrote his first formal notes. The tithe had been partial. The church stores were empty. The factor's stores were not. Distribution was managed locally. No evidence of organized heresy. Folk rites rumored, unconfirmed. He could have stopped there. He did not.

He wrote a separate line: "Authority in valley is practical. Ritual not enforced by fear but by habit." He did not know if it was true, but it felt true in his pen.

He slept with the ledger open beside him. The candle burned down to a stub and went out. He woke once in the dark and listened to the wind outside, the low restless sound of a place that did not know if it would survive the winter.

Sometime before dawn he woke again. The wind had shifted. It carried the smell of smoke and wet earth, the scent of a fire that had burned low. He lay still for a moment, then rose and went down to the parish hall. The candle there was cold. He lit it and opened the ledger again, this time turning back years.

The earlier pages told a different story. There had been surplus once. There had been extra grain noted for feast days and repairs, payments to laborers for the roof. The numbers slid downward as the years progressed. It was a slow fall, one line at a time, a descent that would look like laziness to someone who wanted a culprit and look like weather to someone who knew how fields could fail. He copied a year of entries into his tablet, not for evidence but to remind himself that famine had a history.

The door creaked. Sister Merrow stepped in, a shawl around her shoulders. She did not look surprised to see him.

"You read in the dark," she said.

"I read because it is here," he said. "Why did the tithe fail three years ago?"

She sat across from him. "Because there was less to give. Because a late frost killed the early seed. Because the crown diverted wagons to the southern border. Because we ate." She said each reason as if it were a bead on a string.

"Did you report it?"

"To the bishop. To the priory. To anyone who would listen." She lifted her hands. "We were told to be patient. That is a virtue, Brother. It does not fill a stomach."

"Patience keeps order," he said.

"Order is not the same as survival," she said. "You have already learned that."

He did not argue. He asked her about the second granary, the half-ruined one. She led him there by lantern light.

The building sat on the far side of the churchyard, its roof collapsed in the back corner. Inside, the bins were splintered. He ran his hand along the broken board and pulled away a splinter. "Why was it never repaired?" he asked.

"We asked for nails. We asked for timber," she said. "We were told to use what we had. What we had was not enough." She lifted the lantern higher. "We took the boards for caskets when the first winter failed."

He imagined the choices: keep grain in a failing barn or keep the dead off the bare earth. The church would have insisted on both. The valley had had to pick.

He walked back with her through the yard. "You speak of necessity," he said. "The church speaks of law."

"The church does not have to choose between its children," she said. "We do."

As they turned toward the parish hall, a man stepped out of the darkness. Alric reached for his seal. The man held out empty hands.

"Brother," the man said. "I hear you are asking questions."

"Who are you?" Alric asked.

"My name is Tavin. I keep the mill at Reedbank. The wheel is turning but the grain is not coming."

"Then speak."

Tavin told him about sacks that had been promised and not delivered, about families who had begun to grind roots instead of wheat, about a cold that had taken his mother. He did not ask for anything. He did not beg. He only said, "If you write a report, write that we did not hide."

Alric wrote the name and the request. It felt like a confession written by someone else.

When Tavin left, Merrow said, "They believe you can make the church see."

"Can I?"

"You can write," she said. "Whether they read is not yours to decide."

He returned to his room. The sky was beginning to pale. He had not slept much. He sat at the table and wrote a longer note than before. The words were not accusations, but they were not absolution either. He had begun to build a record that did not fit neatly into the church's categories.

He wondered if that was already a kind of disobedience.

As the day brightened, he returned to the churchyard and found children playing a slow game with stones. It was not a game of speed but of counting. They moved the stones between lines scratched in the dirt. One boy stopped to watch Alric. "Is that a seal?" he asked.

"It is," Alric said.

"Does it make bread?"

The question was earnest. Alric looked at the boy's thin wrists and answered honestly. "No."

The boy nodded and went back to his stones. The other children did not look up. Their game did not require adults.

Later he visited Hadrin's house, a simple structure behind the storehouse. It was not rich, but it was better than most. A woman opened the door. She did not introduce herself, and he did not ask. Hadrin was at a table with a cup of water and a slice of bread he did not eat.

"Why do you keep your stores here?" Alric asked.

"Because this is where the road meets the river," Hadrin said. "Because people can reach it. Because the church will always come to the church first, and they are less likely to notice the storehouse on the hill."

"So you hide?"

"We endure," Hadrin said. "Do not mistake the two."

Alric looked around the room. There were no fine things. No silver. No books. A single small chest in the corner held grain by the smell of it.

"Did you grow up here?" Alric asked.

"Yes." Hadrin sipped water. "My father kept the stores before me. He died in the first year of the drought. He called it a bad season. I call it a long one."

"The church says a bad season is the devil's work."

"The devil should be tired by now," Hadrin said.

Alric could not decide if it was blasphemy or a joke. He wrote neither down.

In the afternoon, Merrow asked him to walk the fields with her. The soil was cracked in places despite the cold. The stubble of last harvest stood like a fence made of straw. She bent and lifted a clod of earth. It fell apart in her fingers.

"This is the third year," she said. "The first year we thought it would turn. The second year we prayed harder. The third year we learned to count.

"And the fourth?" he asked.

She looked toward the hills. "The fourth will be whatever the church allows it to be."

That evening she invited him to sit in the chapel after prayer. The villagers had left. The candles were low. She spoke in a quieter voice.

"When the tithe collectors came last winter, they took our last sacks. We begged for delay. They told us to trust in the church. We sent word to Esten. He sent you." She looked at him as if trying to see what that meant.

"I am not the tithe collector," Alric said.

"No," she said. "You are the one who will decide if we were faithful."

He felt the weight of it then, not as an abstract responsibility but as the way the stone walls of the chapel seemed to hold their breath. He understood that his report would be read by men who never saw these fields, that it would be used to justify what the church already wanted to do. He did not yet know how to change that. He only knew that his words mattered more than he liked.

He wrote it down in the last light: "Tithe collectors took final stores in winter. Parish petitioned for delay. No relief granted." He set the tablet aside and did not look at it again.

Before he slept, he wrote a short list of names on a separate scrap and slid it into his breviary. They were not the names Esten wanted. They were the names of people who had spoken to him in hope. He was not sure why he kept them. It felt less like evidence and more like a vow.

He considered sending a messenger to the priory with a preliminary note, then decided against it. An early report would lock him into a verdict he had not yet earned. He needed more time, more evidence, more understanding of the valley's quiet arithmetic. Time was the one resource the valley did not have.

The wind rattled the shutters. He imagined the valley's fields under that wind, the soil exposed, the seed waiting. He had always believed faith meant endurance. He began to suspect that endurance without aid was not faith but abandonment.

He resolved to visit the outlying granary the next day, the one marked as ruined in the ledger. If it could not be repaired, he would record that too. The church had a habit of imagining infrastructure where there was only memory. He could, at least, erase that illusion with ink.

He closed his eyes and tried to picture Saint Luthien as the priory pictured it: a tidy parish, a generous tithe, obedient prayers. The image did not fit the smells of smoke and dust that clung to him. He opened his eyes and accepted the mismatch.

Outside, a dog barked once and fell silent. The valley answered with nothing. He took that silence as another datum, another weight on the scale.

He told himself that accuracy was a kind of mercy. It was the only mercy the church had asked of him.

He slept as a clerk sleeps, with numbers still moving behind his eyes.

He marked the date in his tablet. He wanted no confusion later.

—-
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# Chapter 3  Measures of Grain

The third day in Saint Luthien began with the sound of carts that did not move. Alric had risen before the bell, but he heard the voices outside the church, low and steady. When he stepped into the yard, he saw three wagons with empty beds, their oxen hitched and waiting. Hadrin stood beside one, speaking to a small knot of men. The wagon wheels were clean.

He crossed to them and waited until Hadrin turned.

"Travel?" Alric asked.

"Distribution," Hadrin said. "To the eastern hamlets. The road is rough."

"By whose authority?"

"By necessity."

Alric looked at the empty wagons. "They are empty."

"They will not be for long."

He could have demanded the route, the list of recipients, the weights and measures. He did not. Instead he said, "I will accompany."

Hadrin paused for a fraction of a breath, then nodded. "As you wish."

They walked to the storehouse together. Alric watched Hadrin's hands as he unlocked the door. The key was a thick iron bar, heavy enough to be a weapon. Inside, Hadrin's men filled sacks from the bins in a practiced rhythm. They measured by feel more than scale. A young woman with a scar on her chin tied each sack with a precise knot. A boy no older than twelve lifted the filled sacks onto a cart, the effort in his shoulders.

Alric stopped the woman. "How much do you load per wagon?"

"Enough to last a week," she said.

"For whom?"

"For those who will live." She did not look at him as she spoke.

He wrote it down, though it was not a number.

Hadrin handed him a list of the hamlets and the intended allotments. The list was not official. It was a scrap of parchment with smudged ink and a thumbprint in the corner. He read the names: Reedbank, East Hollow, Millburn. He did not see Saint Luthien on the list.

"And the parish?" he asked.

"After," Hadrin said. "The ones farthest go first."

Alric looked at the wagon and the oxen. "Why?"

"Because they cannot walk here," Hadrin said. "Because if their grain fails to arrive, they die before we hear of it."

The road to the eastern hamlets was a track more than a road. It ran along the river for a time, then cut into a field of stubble. The carts lurched. The oxen moved with the resigned pace of beasts that knew their strength was limited. Along the way Alric saw more of the valley's small holdings: huts with roofs that had been patched with reeds; small pens with a single goat; children who watched from doorways with eyes too large for their faces.

He rode beside Hadrin. The man did not speak much. When he did, it was to give directions to his drivers or to call out a rut in the road. Alric filled the silence with his own observations, the way a man trained to gather facts could not help himself. The fences were mended with rope. The tools were worn smooth. Every sign suggested work without enough reward.

At the first hamlet, the wagons stopped in a clearing. People came out quietly, not in a rush. They lined up, each holding a bowl or sack. The distribution was quick and methodical. Names were called. The scarred woman checked them against a list written on a scrap of parchment. She measured by scoop and poured into each vessel with the same care she might use for a child.

"Where is the church's portion?" Alric asked.

Hadrin looked at him. "Here."

"These are for the parishioners."

"The church is not separate from the parishioners," Hadrin said. "The church is a bell and a roof. It does not eat."

Alric watched the faces in line. There was no gratitude, no anger. The sacks that were handed out were small. He expected arguing, but he heard none. The people accepted the grain as if they knew it was measured against death.

A man at the end of the line took his ration, then took a step toward Alric. He was older, his beard thin, his hands cracked.

"You are the inquisitor?" he asked.

"I am."

"Will you take this?" He lifted the sack slightly.

"I am not here to take your food," Alric said.

The man nodded as if he had expected the answer. "Then perhaps you will take my words." He leaned in. "There are no gods in the fields. Only the sun."

He moved away before Alric could respond. The phrase was not a confession. It was a statement of exhaustion. Alric wrote it down anyway.

They visited a second hamlet by midday. There the line was longer, and the faces younger. A woman with a baby asked if Alric was the one who brought the wagons. He said no. She said, "Then why are you here?" He did not answer. He watched as the baby sucked at his mother's sleeve because there was no milk to offer.

As the wagons emptied, Hadrin counted remaining sacks. He set aside three for a man who did not arrive. "He is sick," someone said. Hadrin set the sacks in a corner and looked at Alric. "I will send them at dusk."

"Without records?" Alric asked.

"If I wait for records, he dies," Hadrin said.

Alric looked away. His training said to record everything. His eyes said the training did not live here.

On the ride back, Hadrin said nothing. The wind picked up and carried dust off the stubble. Alric watched the carts, their wheels leaving shallow tracks that would be erased by the next rain, if it came. He thought of the list he had read and the names that did not appear on any list, the ones that came to the door too late.

Back in Saint Luthien, Sister Merrow waited in the churchyard. She had been feeding the elderly who could not make the distribution. A pot simmered over a low fire. The smell was thin and watery, but it was a smell of something cooked.

"How was it?" she asked.

"Orderly," Alric said.

"That is what we aim for." She stirred the pot once, twice. "There are no riots here, Brother. There is no great heresy. Only people who do not want to bury their children."

"Order does not mean obedience," he said.

"And obedience does not mean survival."

He had been trained to see conflict, to identify the fracture points where authority could be reasserted. Here the fractures were small, deliberate, and rooted in need. He could not find the single rite to condemn, the single leader to remove. There was no fire to put out, only a field that would not grow.

That evening he visited the small chapel in the western hamlet without escort. He had heard from a child that there was a woman there who knew the old words. He found an elderly woman sitting on a stool, a bowl of ash at her feet. She did not rise when he entered.

"You say words over ash?" he asked.

"I do," she said.

"Why?"

"To remember the ones who burned."

"Is it a rite?"

"It is memory," she said. "If you want to call it a rite, you may. It will not change what it is."

He looked at the ash. It was mixed with crushed seeds. "What is this?"

"Seed that will not grow," she said. "We keep it to remind the children what grain looks like. They forget."

He asked her if anyone prayed to the old gods. She shook her head. "We do not have time for gods," she said. "We have time for work."

There was nothing to accuse in that. He left with ash on his sleeve.

In his room he wrote: "Folk practices observed. No evidence of organized heresy. Rites are memory, not worship." He paused, then added: "Authority weaker than hunger. Fear quiet, not rebellious." He wrote another line and struck it out. He did not know how to make the word hunger serve the church.

He knew the report he was expected to write. He did not yet know the report he would write.

He stayed longer in the western hamlet than he had intended. The old woman offered him a cup of boiled water with a scrap of dried mint. He accepted it because refusing felt like a judgment. While he drank, two children peered through the doorway. The older one asked if the church would send seed in spring. Alric told him the church sent prayers. The child did not understand, and Alric did not explain.

On the walk back to Saint Luthien, he found Hadrin in the yard, standing over a cart wheel that had split. Two men were trying to patch it with rope. The wheel would not hold. Hadrin looked up as Alric approached.

"We will lose a day," Hadrin said.

"Can you not repair it?"

"We can patch. It will fail again. The wheelwright left last summer. He went north."

"Where will you get another?"

"We will not," Hadrin said. "We will use this one until it breaks. Then we will carry sacks on our backs."

The answer was simple and terrifying. It meant the logistics would collapse even if the grain did not. Alric wrote the thought down in his head and did not yet put it on his tablet. Some facts were too close to the bone to write easily.

In the evening he sat with Sister Merrow by the hearth. She was mending a sleeve, her needle moving steadily. He asked about the old words, the ones the children had been murmuring at the shrine.

"They are not prayers to anyone," she said. "They are a counting. They name the months, the winds, the soil. They are what our grandparents spoke when they planted. The church did not mind so long as the harvest was full."

"And now?"

"Now the church is frightened," she said. "Fear makes it see heresy where there is only hunger."

He told her about the woman and the ash. Merrow nodded. "She keeps the memory of seed," she said. "If you take that from her, you take the last thing she can offer the children."

"The church would call it a rite," he said.

"Then perhaps the church should learn a different word." She set her needle down. "Brother, you were trained to find the sinner. What will you do if there is no sin?"

He did not answer. The fire popped. The room smelled of smoke and damp wool.

Later, in his room, he added a second page to his notes. He began to sketch the valley as a system, not a crime. Hadrin as a node of distribution. The hamlets as points of need. The church as a thin line across the map, a line that could be erased without much resistance. He drew the river and the fields and wrote beside them: "No water, no grain."

He did not know if the bishop would accept such notes. He suspected they would not. He kept them anyway.

Near midnight he heard soft singing outside. He went to the window and saw a small cluster of villagers in the yard, not at the church door but under the bare tree. They were not praying to any saint. They were naming the months in the old tongue, the cadence like a lullaby. When the song ended they stood for a moment, then dispersed without speaking.

He wrote one more line: "Rites as memory and timing. No petition. No promise." Then he set the tablet aside and lay down, the song still in his ears.

The next morning he accompanied Hadrin again, this time to a smaller cluster of houses nearer the river. The wagons were lighter. The oxen moved slower. A wheel creaked with each turn. Hadrin's men did not speak as they loaded; they moved with the efficiency of people who had practiced running short.

At the riverbank a group of women were washing clothes in water that barely reached their knees. The river ran thin and cold. They looked up as the wagons passed and went back to their work. One of them called out, "Is the church sending more?" Hadrin shook his head. Alric did not answer.

At the hamlet, a boy tried to cut ahead in line. A man behind him pulled him back by the sleeve, not harshly, just firmly. "Wait your turn," he said. The boy lowered his eyes. There was no fight. Hunger had made even impatience orderly.

When the sacks were emptied, Hadrin called Alric aside. "You saw them," he said. "They line up. They take what they are given. There is no rebellion."

"There is still refusal," Alric said.

"There is only the refusal to die on your schedule," Hadrin said. "If you want to call that heresy, then the valley is heretical."

On the way back, a cart wheel finally gave. The axle groaned, the wheel sagged, and the cart tipped. Grain spilled into the mud. The men moved quickly, scooping it with their hands, shaking off the dirt. The mud clung. They did not waste time trying to clean it. They poured the mud-streaked grain back into sacks.

"Corruption," one of the men said under his breath.

Alric looked at the grain. It was not rot. It was dirt. In the ledger it would read the same.

When they returned to Saint Luthien, Alric helped lift the broken wheel to the smithy. The smith looked at it, shook his head, and said there was no iron to spare. He offered a strip of wood and rope. It was not a repair. It was a delay.

That evening, he stood in the churchyard as villagers gathered for the low song he had heard the night before. The words were older than the church's language, a counting of months and winds. He listened without interrupting. He could have ordered them to stop. He did not. The song ended on a word he did not recognize. The people dispersed.

Sister Merrow found
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