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      Sarah Montgomery arrived at the courthouse before the traffic lights on the square had finished their nightly circuit of blinking yellow. The clock on her dashboard said 6:17 a.m.—seven minutes later than she preferred, but with enough margin to claim her quiet hour before the janitor’s keys sounded in the east lobby. It was unseasonably cold for March, a brittle Hill Country morning that made her grateful for the heavy wool coat she kept stashed in the backseat, navy blue, still bearing a faint line from the plastic sleeve it had once inhabited at the tailor’s. The walk from her reserved spot to the south entrance was short but unsheltered, and she always paused at the double doors to survey the limestone façade. Not out of sentiment; she did not have that luxury. But out of vigilance, the way a nurse checked a sleeping child for signs of fever.

      The courthouse looked, in the thin pre-dawn light, both ancient and predatory, crouched on the crown of the town square. Its turrets had been repointed last year but remained slightly off-plumb, a detail no one else seemed to see. Sarah noticed; It was a function of the job, or perhaps the family. Four generations of Montgomerys had watched over this building; her own great-grandmother’s name appeared in the cornerstone, a fact the local paper dredged up every election season. Most mornings, she did not think about legacy. But today was not most mornings.

      The silence of the main corridor was absolute, a hush that settled on the mosaic floor and spread outward through the marble arches. At this hour, the building was hers—no low murmur from the records counter, no scavenger hunt of lawyers and deputies loitering in the outer offices. Just Sarah and the distinct, unhurried echo of her heels. She bypassed the security checkpoint—she was, technically, the security—and went straight to the north wing, where the records vault squatted behind its original iron gates.

      Next to the vault entrance hung a photograph—sepia, enlarged, the matte already yellowing at the edges—showing the four Montgomerys who had held her job since 1903. Sarah had her father’s cheekbones and her grandmother’s posture: ramrod-straight, chin tucked, a smile almost visible but held in abeyance. Each ancestor’s name and term of service was listed below in gold leaf, as if the passage of years could be summed up in two lines of font. She passed the photograph without glancing at it, the way one ignored a benign but persistent ghost.

      There was work to do.

      Her office was as neat as she had left it the night before, save for the overnight dropbox tray, which already sported three envelopes and one cardboard tube. She slit them open in order of perceived importance—a habit she indulged even though, in a staff of four, no one else would see or judge her. There was the expected: a property survey from Lott and Chaney, a set of substitute pages for last week’s marriage records, and a semi-anonymous public records request scrawled in an unfamiliar, blocky hand, asking for “any and all” email correspondence between her office and the County Judge since November.

      She scanned the request, mentally mapping which hard drives, backup tapes, and cloud folders the search would require. It was not a complicated request. But the language was nearly word-for-word the same as Commissioner Santos’s favored proxies used whenever they wanted to pick a bureaucratic scab. Sarah flagged the request with a red tab and set it aside for her noon hour. She would not be baited so easily.

      At 6:41, she pulled up the day’s agenda for Commissioners Court and laid it out on her monitor, three screens wide: one for the official document, one for her private annotation spreadsheet, and one for the running list of “risk factors”—her shorthand for the ways an agenda item might be manipulated, reframed, or otherwise detonated by an elected official with a talent for disruption.

      She began her process.

      Item 1: “Call to order, invocation, pledge.” No risk. Item 2: “Public comment period, 5 min per speaker.” Moderate. A teacher’s union rep had requested time; Sarah checked her file on pending salary negotiations, scanned the last five years of court minutes for comparable outbursts, and highlighted in yellow. Judge Williams could usually manage the speakers, but the teacher rep had a gift for drawing cameras, and Santos rarely missed a chance to amplify her complaints. Item 3: “Approval of minutes from prior session.” Low, though the minutes contained a quiet bomb—a wording tweak Santos had demanded regarding the pending records preservation grant, a topic she suspected would come up again today.

      Sarah read the entire agenda once, straight through, then started again, annotating each item for: a) whether it required her to speak; b) whether it required her to be careful; and c) whether Santos would use it to make noise. She was not always right, but she was never unprepared.

      At 7:03, she heard the first sounds of another presence in the building: the muted clank of a mop bucket, the staccato of keys on concrete. In ten minutes, her staff would trickle in, beginning with Lane, her deputy, whose only flaw was a tendency to narrate every task aloud as if auditioning for a podcast. The ritual of the morning was to get at least one hour’s work done before the county itself woke up and began the daily process of entropy.

      She looked around her office: walls lined with awards for exemplary service, none of which she displayed; a desk so clean it bordered on accusation; and, above all, the heavy-duty fire door that separated her from the records vault. On the far wall, a poster in faded colors proclaimed: “Preserve Our Heritage—Every Record Matters.” Her father had hung it, unironically, in the 1980s, back when state funding for preservation projects was an actual thing. She had kept the poster mostly as a reminder of how quickly the world could change.

      She ran her finger along the top of the day’s printout, feeling the microfibers catch on her nail.

      This was not a library, despite what newcomers assumed when they heard “County Clerk’s Office.” This was the nerve center of the county’s entire legal and political life, responsible for elections administration, court records, vital records, and real property filings stretching back to the first land grant that carved Verde County out of the wild. If a birth, death, or marriage occurred anywhere in the county since 1845, it passed through these rooms. So did every debt, every foreclosure, every land dispute, every boundary line the ranchers ever fought over. And if something went wrong—if even one day’s records vanished in the flood of bureaucracy—the damage would not be measured in manila folders, but in generational memory, in the trust people placed in the idea that their past and future were still tethered to the present.

      Sarah reminded herself of this every morning, not because she doubted it, but because she feared growing numb to it.

      Her staff arrived on schedule: Lane, humming “The Girl from Ipanema” under his breath as he unlocked the main counter; Teresa, still wearing her turquoise sleep mask pushed up like a headband, logging into the scanner with one hand and stirring a cup of instant coffee with the other; and, just before 7:30, Gerri, who had survived six clerks before Sarah and would likely survive six more. Gerri’s first words were, as always, “Any fires this morning?” Sarah shook her head. The ritual comforted both of them.

      By 7:54, the office was fully operational. The inbox filled, the outbox stacked, and the hum of the copy machine a steady metronome against the slow build of outside traffic. Through the glass partition, Sarah watched the courthouse square fill: the elderly men from the VFW gathering at their regular bench, two women power-walking in matching windbreakers, a city maintenance worker leaf-blowing the last of the live oak pollen from the curb. The building’s pulse was steady, the day unfolding according to plan.

      She opened the annotated agenda one last time, read it from start to finish, then minimized it to the corner of her desktop. She felt ready. Not confident, exactly, but practiced, armored in the knowledge that she had anticipated every possible angle, every public comment, every strategic silence.

      It was 8:00 a.m., and the courthouse was no longer hers alone. It was time for the dance.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The vault was both the oldest and newest part of the courthouse, a contradiction that Sarah found both poetic and intolerable. The iron gate and twelve-inch limestone walls had outlasted six generations of local government, withstanding everything from the 1929 fire to the so-called “Great Deluge” of ‘87. But what the blueprints failed to record, and what no one who hadn’t lived with the building could appreciate, was how time warped function into a series of makeshifts and jury-rigs. There were no straight lines left in the vault; every shelf had settled, every pipe had been rerouted at least once, every ceiling tile bore the signature of some maintenance crew, long since retired, who patched and caulked and prayed for another year’s reprieve.

      Sarah opened the vault with her key, a heavy brass instrument that had not changed in design since her grandmother’s tenure, and inhaled the dry, musty perfume of paper and limestone and ozone. The first order of business was the humidity gauge, her own addition to the arsenal of preservation. The digital readout glowed a smug 54 percent, well within the margin for safety, but she knew it was a matter of days—maybe hours—before the number would spike. The air in the vault fluctuated with the seasons, with the rain, with the HVAC unit in the adjacent office, with the mood of the universe itself, for all she could tell.

      She walked the perimeter, past the deed books and tax rolls and probate ledgers, tracing the hairline cracks in the upper plaster with her eyes. The north wall bore the most visible scars. A pale brown stain, the color of weak tea, fanned out above the seam where the roof had first given way last spring. Maintenance had patched the spot, and for a month the wall stayed dry. But when the storms returned in May, so did the stain—darker now, and with a faint ring of efflorescence at its edge, like the salt crust on the rim of a margarita glass.

      Under that stain, at head height, was the shelf where the oldest of the deed records sat. These were not the thick, leather-bound volumes the public was used to seeing on the research tables; these were the fragile, oversize bundles of folded parchment and hand-stitched vellum, some dating to the earliest days of the Republic. She had moved them twice already, first to the far side of the vault, then to the counter-height staging area when the ceiling leak turned from drip to trickle. But the spatial geometry of the vault defied logic: every shelf was full, every box on the verge of overflow. Still, the public expected the records to remain accessible—always, instantly, regardless of the risk.

      She checked the boxes. The edges were still crisp, the acid-free sleeves undisturbed. But she could sense the tension in the materials, as if the paper itself resented its own vulnerability.

      There was a running joke among the genealogists that the Montgomery women treated the records like living things. She did not find this funny. She found it accurate.

      Sarah had spent six years requesting the same line-item: roof repair and a full climate-controlled upgrade for the vault. Six years of sitting through Commissioners Court sessions while Santos made the same speech about “fiscal responsibility” and “grant dependency” and “the slippery slope of unfunded maintenance.” Six years of watching him table or filibuster her requests, always with the same faint smile, as though he were doing her a personal favor by not embarrassing her in public. She learned to anticipate his moves, to adapt her proposals, to scavenge for leftover dollars at the ends of other projects, cobbling together small, temporary fixes until the next budget cycle.

      The historic designation was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it meant the courthouse could never be torn down or gutted by some future developer with more ambition than sense. On the other, it meant every repair had to meet the standards of the Texas Historical Commission—“period-authentic materials and methods only,” which was code for “five times the cost and a year of paperwork.” It was the perfect shield for Santos: any time she pressed, he simply recited the numbers, shrugged, and redirected the money to “more urgent priorities”—road maintenance, IT upgrades, the county livestock show.

      She sometimes wondered if he cared about the records at all, or if they were simply collateral in his larger war against the courthouse’s legacy. She knew the answer, of course. He didn’t see them as history, or even as property; he saw them as bargaining chips, as evidence in some imagined trial between the past and the future.

      She finished her circuit of the vault, noting the rise in temperature near the windowless west wall, and marked it on her clipboard. The air in the vault felt slightly thicker today, as if it anticipated rain.

      She checked the digital gauge again. 54 percent. Still holding. She exhaled slowly, then crossed to the land survey shelf. She pulled out a file at random—a deed from 1847, the ink still visible though the paper itself was thin as an eggshell—and held it to the light. The signatures ran in a perfect, slanting line: men who had claimed this land before it was even a county, let alone a courthouse, men who would never know or care how their names would one day be subject to the whims of budget politics.

      She placed the file back in its box, gently, and made a silent promise to it: Not on my watch.

      She returned to her office, filed the inspection sheet, and added two notes to her private agenda: “Monitor humidity—rain likely this week” and “Prepare backup for vault request—alternative funding?” She knew it was futile, in the sense that nothing would change overnight. But the discipline of the habit mattered. She would submit the request again, and again after that, for as long as it took.

      The courthouse was filling now, the sounds of voices and movement swelling through the marble halls. Sarah rolled her chair to the desk, opened her annotated agenda, and started drafting the notes for her next conversation with Judge Williams. If legacy was a thing measured in persistence, she was well on her way to making her own mark.

      At the top of the agenda, next to Item 5, she wrote: “Do not let up.” And underlined it. Twice.
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      Sarah spent the next hour reviewing every page of the Texas Historical Commission grant submission, as if the application itself might rot in the digital ether if not monitored. She had pieced it together over eight months, scavenging structural reports from three different engineers, compiling photodocumentation of every water stain and warped shelf, running down preservation standards until she could recite the difference between a lime-based mortar and a “Type N” cement in her sleep. She had learned early that paperwork was not just about the facts, but about overwhelming the field—giving the decision-makers so much ammunition in your favor that even the act of refusal became laborious.

      The historical significance narrative, which THC required for all competitive restoration grants, was her own work. She had written it on three consecutive weekends, holed up in her grandmother’s sunroom with nothing but black coffee and the faint, vanilla smell of old family albums. The first draft read like a case file, all dates and construction phases and names of the commissioners who had authorized the original building in 1887. But by the second draft, and certainly by the third, a story began to emerge—a story about how the courthouse had been the site of the county’s only civil war skirmish, how the records vault had survived three arson attempts during Prohibition, how every Montgomery who had ever served as clerk had added a unique mark to its maintenance, sometimes literally.

      She read the finished product now and allowed herself one moment of pride. “Verde County Courthouse is not a relic,” she had written, “but a living record of the people who built and rebuilt it, who brought their disputes and deaths and joys to its rooms. To let it decay is to deny not just history, but the future memory of our community.” She was not sentimental. She was tactical.

      The email from THC confirmed that the grant review board would make its decision before June. But for today, the only hurdle was getting the Commissioners Court to acknowledge the application. This was more than a formality: the acknowledgment provided political cover, but it also locked the county into a commitment that would be a matter of public record. If the grant came through, even Santos would have to support the work or risk appearing intransigent.

      She printed three hard copies of the grant packet—one for her, one for Judge Williams, and one for the public meeting binder. As she ran the packets through the heavy-duty hole punch, she rehearsed the talking points she had constructed for every possible challenge: Yes, the matching funds were within budget; yes, the repairs would preserve rather than alter historic character; no, this was not a “backdoor” to force the county into debt. She checked the clock, calculated how many minutes she had before Santos arrived, and started for the Judge’s office.

      The County Judge’s outer office was a study in contrasting décor: the desk and bookshelves modern, the wood paneling and oil portraits stubbornly nineteenth-century. The receptionist, Mrs. Haskins, was not at her desk, which meant the Judge was already in. Sarah paused at the closed door, then knocked once, firm but not intrusive.

      “Come in.”

      She entered to find Judge Williams behind her desk, reviewing a file in the horizontal position—hands clasped over the folder, elbows planted as if to physically restrain the paperwork. Williams looked up, the flash of recognition in her eyes quickly replaced by a careful neutrality.

      “Clerk Montgomery,” she said. “You’re early. I admire that.”

      Sarah placed the packet on the desk. “I wanted to make sure you had time to review the grant submission before it goes on the agenda.”

      Williams flipped open the cover, her eyes scanning the first page with a practiced efficiency. She read for a full minute without speaking. Sarah let her. She had learned that the Judge’s silence was not a trap, but an invitation to speak with purpose.

      Williams closed the packet. “You anticipate pushback from Commissioner Santos.”

      It was not a question, but Sarah nodded.

      “He will challenge the matching funds,” she said. “But I’ve documented that the money’s available in the repair and maintenance line-item, with carryover from last year.”

      The Judge arched an eyebrow, a micro-expression Sarah had come to recognize as approval.

      “And if he attacks the scope of work?”

      Sarah had already prepared for this. “Everything is within THC preservation guidelines. No major alterations, only restoration and stabilization. I included letters from both contractors verifying compliance.”

      The Judge turned the packet a few degrees clockwise, studying the table of contents.

      “And the timeline?”

      “Work can start as early as September. Grant funds are distributed in two stages, with quarterly reporting.”

      Williams nodded again, sharper this time. “Good. You’ve outflanked him on all points. He’ll go after the process itself—try to make it about you, rather than the vault.”

      Sarah felt her stomach tighten, though she kept her posture level. “I expected as much.”

      The Judge set her elbows on the desk, interlaced her fingers, and fixed Sarah with a look equal parts challenge and mentorship. “You run the tightest office in the county. That’s not in dispute. But Santos is looking for a crack. He’ll use any perceived overreach or technicality to build a case against you in public. I suggest you let him talk himself out, then respond only with facts.”

      It was not advice so much as a directive.

      Sarah inclined her head again, a precise downward angle. “Thank you, Judge.”

      “Anything else?”

      There was, but it was not something that could be asked outright. Sarah hesitated, then decided: “I appreciate your support on the record.”

      Williams’s face softened, almost imperceptibly. “You’ll have it. Don’t let him get personal.”

      Sarah left the office with a strange combination of steadiness and dread, like the moment before an injection when you had already felt the pinch but the body was still bracing for pain.

      She made her way back to her own office. Lane was waiting, holding a stack of agenda folders.

      “Santos is here,” he whispered, as if the commissioner were a ghost who might hear his name spoken through three feet of masonry. “He’s got that consultant with him—the one who audited the road fund.”

      Sarah thanked him, took the folders, and prepared for the coming session. There was nothing left to do but perform.

      In the hallway outside the meeting room, she could already hear the voices: a blend of small talk, measured disagreement, and the distant clatter of someone adjusting a microphone stand. The sky outside was now a solid blue, and the sunlight through the arched windows cast elliptical pools onto the tile.

      Sarah walked into the meeting room, took her place at the clerk’s table, and arranged her notes. She felt the gaze of the audience—constituents, reporters, courthouse staff—like a distant warmth, not yet close enough to burn.

      Santos arrived on cue, trailing the consultant like a remora. She returned his polite nod as he took his seat at the commissioners’ table. He already had a stack of printouts in front of him, face-down.

      The dance was about to begin.

      Sarah looked down at her annotated agenda, then back up at the flags and emblems on the wall. She squared her shoulders, took a breath, and listened as Judge Williams called the meeting to order.

      She was not just a Montgomery, not just a functionary or a gatekeeper. She was the record itself: present, continuous, indelible.

      She would not be erased.
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      The Commissioners Court meeting unfolded with all the ritual and venom of a well-rehearsed trial, each participant conscripted into a role they could neither refuse nor escape. The room itself—the old district courtroom, ceiling pressed with tin tiles and windows set to admit maximum scrutiny—was designed to manufacture spectacle. The crowd this morning was thin: one reporter from the local paper, a teacher in an “Ask Me About My Union” t-shirt, a few stragglers from the early-morning property dispute docket. Sarah sat at her table, hands folded over her packet, and watched the preamble unfold.

      Judge Williams opened the meeting with the authority of someone who preferred efficiency to theater, gaveling the room to order with an audible impatience. Public comment went as predicted; the teacher took her five minutes and used three of them to recount every unscheduled closure of the courthouse library in the past year, a topic that had nothing to do with Sarah but made for a good headline. Sarah recorded each point, annotated it in the margin of her notes, and made a mental note to follow up with the librarian after lunch.

      When it came time for agenda Item 5, “Consideration of Courthouse Records Vault Restoration Grant,” the room got quiet. This was not a topic to stir passion, but it was one that carried the faint, metallic taste of controversy. People liked their history, but they liked their tax dollars more.

      Santos opened with a calculated sigh, a sound pitched just above ambient, and addressed the room with the tone of a disappointed father. “I’m not against preservation,” he said, “but the matching funds requirement in this application will divert resources from other, more immediate needs. Last year we deferred roadwork in Precinct Two because of budget constraints. Now we’re being asked to redirect those same funds into a project with no guaranteed return.” He held up a printout of the grant proposal, waving it just enough to imply weight but not enough to seem dramatic.

      Sarah’s pen hovered. She knew the script.

      The Judge nodded, then turned to Sarah. “Clerk Montgomery, would you like to address the Court?”

      She stood, centered herself behind the microphone, and answered every question with documentary precision. Yes, the matching funds existed in the repair line, not the road fund; yes, the alternative was far more expensive if the vault failed; yes, the historical records were irreplaceable under state law, and yes, a catastrophic loss could expose the county to litigation, higher insurance premiums, and reputational damage. She referenced the humidity logs, the structural assessments, and every tabled motion from the past six years—by date, by vote count, by verbatim excerpt from the minutes.

      Santos shifted tactics, implying with soft sarcasm that perhaps the office’s “management priorities” had contributed to the backlog. He never said “your incompetence,” but it hung in the air, a chlorine tang of implication. Sarah kept her face still, allowed herself one extra half-breath before replying, and cited the annual audit that had found zero deficiencies in the records office for five consecutive years. She could almost feel the Judge’s eyes on her, measuring, calibrating.

      The vote was called. Two commissioners for, one against, one abstaining (out of an abundance of caution and family connection to the local contracting firm, which had no chance of winning the job anyway). The motion passed.

      Santos gave her a glance—was it resentment, or just the cold math of a campaigner denied his sound bite?—and turned his focus to the next item.

      The rest of the meeting passed in a haze. By the time Sarah returned to her office, the adrenaline had faded, leaving in its place a thin, acrid fatigue. She allowed herself five minutes to simply sit, eyes closed, hands resting on the arms of her chair. Then, as always, the work resumed.

      She logged the day’s notes, updated the vault inspection report, and, after a brisk walk to clear her head, returned to the sanctuary of the records room. The vault was, for now, as she had left it: 54 percent humidity, the walls holding, the oldest documents right where they belonged. She took inventory of the research tables. Gene Pulaski, president of the genealogist society, was hunched over the microfilm reader with two of his regulars, quietly debating whether an 1891 probate record showed “Emerson” or “Emmerson” with a double M. Their voices were low, respectful of the space, and she felt a faint pride in the way they treated the past with the seriousness it deserved.

      Sarah set about filing the official meeting minutes, her mind half-drifting. The light in the vault shifted as the afternoon clouds passed, shadows pooling in the corners, and she let herself feel, for a moment, almost safe.

      That was when she heard it: a faint, arrhythmic scratching, as if a finger was being dragged gently but insistently across sheetrock. It came from above the drop ceiling, right at the seam near the northeast corner—the very spot she had spent the morning worrying over. The sound lasted perhaps three seconds, then stopped. Then, just as she started to doubt it, it came again: a dry, skittering shuffle, softer this time, then silence.

      She looked up. The acoustic tile was unchanged, but she could sense the disturbance, the way an animal could sense a predator hidden in the brush.

      She reached for her notebook, wrote a line in block capitals: “MAINTENANCE: CHECK CEILING N.E. CORNER. POSSIBLE MOUSE OR SQUIRREL?” Then, because it was her nature to anticipate the next problem, she wrote a second line: “GET SPECIFIC. WHICH PANEL? HOW TO ACCESS?”

      She closed the notebook, tapped it twice on the edge of her desk, and the corner of her mouth tightened into a wry line.

      Something was up there. She did not yet know what.

      But she would.
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      Two days later, a late-morning wind pried the courthouse doors open for Andrew Kim before he could decide whether to knock or announce himself. The air had grown humid overnight; it pushed through the corridors in slow, damp pulses, swirling the lobby’s paper flags and making the security guard’s tie bow out like a small, mutinous pennant. The humidity was, in fact, the entire point of Andrew Kim’s visit, though he would not have characterized it so. His was a technical mission, not a meteorological one. Yet there was something about the climate of old buildings—their ability to store up seasons like grudges, to outwait their own systems—that always made him feel as if the place itself were running its own kind of long-term audit, one he was perpetually behind on.

      He carried no briefcase, just a flat, zippered portfolio and a rolled tube of blueprints. His shoes were new, with a resinous, laboratory gleam. The badge on his lapel said “Preservation Consultant,” though the font was so small the effect was accidental camouflage. He looked both older and younger than his credentials suggested: a sweep of black hair, silvering at the temples, above an expression that hovered between eagerness and impatience.

      Sarah heard him before she saw him—the staccato footfalls, the refusal to slow at the check-in desk, the low hum of irritation as the scanner misread his badge. Then, before she had time to rise, he was in her office, framed by the doorway, already scanning the room for points of friction.

      “Ms. Montgomery,” he said, as if greeting a fellow member of a very exclusive club, “I hope this isn’t a bad time.”

      “It’s always a bad time, Mr. Kim,” she said, and gestured to the client chair nearest her desk. “But I imagine yours is worse.”

      He smiled, not quite in acknowledgment but more in recognition of a familiar bureaucratic game.

      The room filled quickly with the scent of damp limestone and office toner, as if the building had decided to enter the negotiation. Lane, Sarah’s deputy, hovered at the edge of the frame, leaning forward in hopes of being included in whatever crisis or spectacle might ensue.

      Andrew set his portfolio flat on the counter and fanned out a series of laminated floor plans. “I need to take a look at the upper structure. I finally wrangled a cupola key out of Facilities, and they only gave me a twenty-minute window before they need it back for the roofing contractor.” He pointed to a faint X at the center of the third-floor plan, directly above the north vault.

      Sarah felt a prickle of proprietary anxiety. “What are you looking for?” she asked, careful not to let the possessiveness rise from her larynx to her eyes. “The original as-builts say it’s just a dead space.”

      Andrew’s fingers traveled the blue line of the schematic. “That’s what’s so odd,” he said. “The ceiling structure should be solid, but the acoustics up there are all wrong. I’m getting reports of movement. Could be raccoons, could be weather expansion, could be—” He trailed off, letting the possibilities vibrate in the air.

      Lane cut in, unable to help himself. “Ms. Montgomery heard it the other night. Said it sounded like a baby crawling in the ductwork.”

      Sarah shot him a look that Lane misinterpreted as permission to elaborate. “She wrote it in block letters in her notebook,” he added, to Andrew’s evident amusement.

      “Good instincts,” Andrew said, and there was no sarcasm in it. He bent over the schematic, making notes in the margin with a mechanical pencil, then straightened and fixed Sarah with a look of pure process. “If I can get up there before the rain hits, I might be able to triangulate the cavity. Any chance you could get me access to the roof hatch from the records vault side?”

      Sarah hesitated. The hatch was not strictly within her purview, but she hated the idea of someone bypassing the sacred heart of her archives without direct supervision. “You’ll need a walk-through,” she said. “It’s not a safe climb for someone who doesn’t know the way.”

      Andrew nodded, accepting the implied chaperoning. “You’ve done the climb?” he asked.

      “Not since the last water intrusion. But I know the route.”

      There was a lull as both considered the awkwardness of the expedition. In the end, it was Andrew who broke the silence. “If it’s structural, we’ll know right away. If it’s biological—” He let the implication hang. “Well, I’ll handle it.”

      Sarah had no doubt he could. She’d read his vitae: multiple courthouses, two state capitol wings, and, most recently, a seven-year war with the mold ecosystems of Bexar County. But as she watched him roll up the plans, she realized what bothered her most was not the prospect of animal infestation, but the thought of someone else navigating the secret topography of her building.

      She stood, motioned Lane to mind the counter, and led Andrew through the side door and up the winding staircase. The marble steps had been worn into slight depressions over the last century, as if even stone could be taught to yield under pressure. Sarah knew each creak and rattle, every zone where the air changed temperature, all the banister scars left by generations of archive carts.

      They reached the third floor, where the hallway narrowed and the windows admitted only a thin band of light. At the end of the hall, a rusted ladder jutted from a wall recess, bolted to the lath with what looked like original hardware.

      Andrew inspected the ladder’s anchoring, then glanced back at her. “I’ve got it from here. I don’t want to risk two people on this thing, unless you insist.”

      Sarah almost did. But she knew the limits of jurisdiction, if not of her own stubbornness.

      “I’ll be right here,” she said, and stepped aside, arms folded, watching as Andrew made his ascent.

      He moved with a cautious, almost reverent efficiency, testing each rung before shifting his weight. Halfway up, he paused to shine a small flashlight into the darkness above, then resumed with a steadiness that would have made her grandmother proud.

      At the top, he pulled himself through the hatch with a grunt, then vanished from sight. Sarah listened as shuffling, scraping, and an occasional curse muffled by insulation echoed down the shaft. The building, suddenly, felt animate. The small hairs on her arms stood up.

      She waited, counting each second with the deliberate focus of someone measuring their own heart rate.

      Finally, Andrew’s voice called down, strained but clear: “You’ll want to see this.”

      She braced herself, mounted the first rung, and started the climb.

      At the top, the space opened into a shallow cavity—neither fully accessible nor entirely forbidden. Dust motes whirled in the blade of Andrew’s flashlight. He stood on a crossbeam, balancing with the instinct of a man who spent too much of his life in crawlspaces. He was pointing at a darkened pocket near the junction of brick and lath.

      “There’s an access panel here,” he said, voice low. “Not on any of the schematics. Looks like it was sealed and then... reopened.”

      Sarah peered into the gloom. At first she saw only the irregular shadow, but then her eyes adjusted and she spotted the edge of a wooden trapdoor, painted the same oxidized green as the rest of the substructure. A faint, sour smell—animal, maybe, or chemical—curled out from the seam.

      “That wasn’t there last time,” she said, a note of alarm in her throat. “Or if it was, it was painted shut.”

      Andrew crouched, examining the perimeter. “There’s claw marks around the edge. Recent ones. But the wood is dry. Whatever did this didn’t stay long.” He gestured at the floor beneath the panel, where a fine powder—insulation or chewed paper, or both—had collected in a tiny drift.

      Sarah’s mind moved at a different speed up here, closer to the roof, closer to disaster. She did a mental inventory of the records directly below. Probate ledgers. Land abstracts. And on the shelf closest to the ceiling, the single most irreplaceable volume in the county: the original surveyor’s journal, 1845-49.

      “Is there any risk of collapse?” she asked, fearing the answer more than the question.

      Andrew straightened. “Not from above. But if there’s a nest, or a den, or any organic mass, it’ll attract predators. And those, eventually, make their way down.” He looked at her, and for the first time since entering, he let his concern show. “I’d recommend moving the most sensitive documents offsite, at least until I can get a wildlife team in.”

      Sarah swallowed. It was a logistical nightmare, but she could see the necessity. “I’ll arrange it,” she said. “Is it safe to reseal the panel until then?”

      Andrew considered. “I’d leave it as is, for now. If we trap something inside, it’ll only get more desperate.” He retracted the flashlight, jotted a few more notes, then started down the ladder with the same methodical caution.

      Sarah followed, her palms suddenly slick. By the time they reached the office again, Lane had already assembled the staff for what he was calling a “Code Blue, Archive Edition.” There was an electricity to the air, an old and familiar adrenaline: a familiar adrenaline: catastrophe had not yet occurred, but it would, and it was her job—her duty—to outmaneuver it.

      Andrew gathered his plans and packed them away. “I’ll have Facilities on-site by noon. I’ll keep you updated every step.”

      She nodded, already sketching out a contingency plan in her mind. “Thank you,” she said, and meant it.

      He hesitated at the threshold, as if to say something more, then just nodded and disappeared down the corridor, his footfalls receding into the hum of the building.

      Sarah let herself exhale, just once, before turning to her staff.

      “We have two hours,” she said, “and we’re not going to waste a single minute.”

      The work began at once. Not a scramble, but a practiced, almost balletic sequence: checklists, gloves, archival boxes, the slow, reverent migration of history from one sanctuary to another.

      Above them, the building shifted and settled, as it always did. And somewhere in its highest cavity, the mystery waited, patient and unresolved.

      Sarah understood this, as she understood the legacy she carried: some problems you inherited, and some you learned to solve. Either way, you wrote yourself into the record.

      # Scene 2

      The day’s rhythm, once interrupted, never quite returned to normal. Sarah had always found a certain security in procedure—the little redundancies and safeguards that made the world, if not reliable, at least comprehensible. But after Andrew’s visit, every sound in the courthouse carried a new resonance. The whisper of the HVAC, the shuddering click of the pneumatic door, even Lane’s habitual, slightly nasal humming: all reminders that the building’s heartbeat was not, in fact, her own.

      And so she retreated, as she always did in times of stress, to the rituals of paperwork. The day’s first wave of clients arrived at 10:15, a mixture of out-of-town researchers and regulars whose needs were as predictable as sunrise. There was the bank notary from across the street, whose signature was a thing of architectural precision; the realtor in white jeans, seeking a plat map from the Carter subdivision; and, waiting just a few paces back, a nervous young couple who needed a birth certificate for their five-week-old, and a death certificate for the child’s grandmother, who had died the same morning as the birth.

      Sarah met each request with the practiced warmth of someone who could recite the necessary forms in her sleep. “Fill out Section C and sign here; we’ll need a current photo ID.” “Plat books are in the archives, but you can access a scan at this terminal.” “Yes, I’m sorry, the surcharge applies even if it’s same-day.” Her voice did not betray her unease. No matter what the building threatened, she would not let the process unravel on her watch.

      By noon, the counter was clear, and the records vault was again her own. She allowed herself one indulgence: lunch at her desk, the sandwich untouched while she read through the morning’s emails. There, amidst the budget reminders and vendor updates, was a note from Gene Pulaski.

      Subject: “Microfilm Phase 2—Genealogy Crew Update?”

      The message was succinct, as always:

      Hey Sarah—Checking on when the next batch of deed books will be headed for microfilm? Folks are anxious to make sure the ‘90s indexes are secure. Give us a heads up and we’ll bring brownies (again).

      —Gene & the crew

      She smiled despite herself. The genealogist society—“the crew,” as Gene insisted on calling them—had become both her sharpest critics and most loyal lobbyists. Their advocacy was often the only reason the commissioners funded anything beyond the bare minimum. But they could also be relentless, and she owed them a reply.

      She drafted a response:

      Gene,

      The next group slated for microfilm is the ‘92-’98 grantor books, plus the first two years of the vital stats index. After that, we’ll pick up the probate ledgers (assuming the roof holds). Current plan is to ship boxes to the LDS lab next Tuesday, but with the recent developments, I may move up the timeline. See attached list.

      Let’s talk after 2:00 if you want a walkthrough.

      Thanks,

      Sarah

      She attached her inventory spreadsheet, then paused to reread the section on “recent developments.” Should she mention the possible wildlife intrusion? Not yet. Best to confirm before unleashing rumors into the fragile world of the courthouse faithful.

      She sent the email, then opened the file cabinet where the “next to microfilm” candidates waited. The boxes were lined up, labeled in her grandmother’s handwriting—tight, angular script, so much sterner than her own. She ran a finger along the spines, reading off years as if reciting a litany for the dead. How many hours had gone into creating these ledgers? How many families had trusted that their stories would survive the shifting sands of county politics, the perpetual threat of funding cuts and “modernization” schemes?

      It was not just a job, she reminded herself, but a custody agreement signed across generations.

      She pulled the first box and carried it to the staging table, where Gerri was already preparing the packing slips.

      “You want to double wrap this one,” Sarah said, “the corners are loose.”

      Gerri squinted at the label. “Ninety-four. That’s the one with the big water stain from the freeze, isn’t it?”

      Sarah nodded. “Gene’s crew nearly had a fit when they saw the page with the blotched survey. Claimed it changed the reading of a boundary line.”

      Gerri snorted. “They’d find a story in a grocery list, if it was old enough.”

      Sarah smiled. “That’s why we love them.”

      Gerri wrapped the volume in archival tissue, and for a moment the two women worked in silence, each absorbed in the precise, repetitive labor of preservation. In the background, Lane’s phone rang, followed by his signature spiel: “Verde County Clerk’s Office, how may we direct your legacy?”

      The minutes accumulated like dust in the corners.

      At 1:17, Gene arrived, as promised, with a tray of brownies and two acolytes in tow. The trio entered as if conducting a formal inspection: clipboards in hand, voices pitched just low enough to indicate conspiracy. Sarah met them at the counter.

      “We come bearing gifts and questions,” Gene said, sliding the baked goods forward as a bribe.

      Sarah accepted the offering, then passed them the updated microfilm list. “I moved up the schedule,” she said. “There’s a situation developing with the building.”

      Gene’s face grew serious. “You mean the humidity?”

      “More than that,” Sarah said. “There may be...a pest issue. Above the vault. I’m bringing in a team to assess, but in the meantime, I’m prioritizing the most at-risk volumes.”

      The genealogists exchanged glances.

      “That’s a nightmare,” said Mona, the eldest of the group. “If it’s termites or mold, you could lose the probate ledgers in a month.”

      “It’s not termites,” Sarah said. “Possibly small mammals. Maybe bats.”

      Gene whistled, low and sad. “If they’re in the cupola, you’ll never get them out before they do their business all over the insulation.”

      Sarah nodded, appreciating the bluntness. “We’re preparing for that. But if you want to see the at-risk shelves before they’re boxed, now is the time.”

      The crew followed her into the vault, their voices dropping in reverence at the threshold. Sarah guided them through the narrow aisles, pointing out the books slated for transfer, those that had suffered water damage, and the volumes still bearing the ink-and-feather signatures of the first county surveyors. Gene took notes on his pad, occasionally stopping to photograph an inscription or a particularly lovely page.

      Mona traced a fingertip along the marbled edge of a ledger. “You know,” she said, “I think about what it would have meant to my great-grandmother if she’d known her land claim would still be here, all these years later.”

      “She’d want you to save it,” Sarah said.

      Mona smiled, tears threatening but not quite forming. “That’s what we’re doing, isn’t it?”

      Sarah closed her eyes for a moment, inhaled the dry paper scent. “That’s what we’re doing.”

      When the tour was over, Gene lingered at the door.

      “Is there anything we can do?” he asked. “I know you’re short on help.”

      Sarah hesitated, but only for a second. “Keep the pressure on the commissioners. If they even hint at defunding the restoration, raise hell. Write letters. Get the paper involved. Whatever it takes.”

      Gene grinned, relieved to be given a mission. “Hell will be raised. Count on it.”

      They left her then. The brownies sat untouched, and the vault felt both more vulnerable and more seen.

      The afternoon was slow, the way afternoons in small county buildings always are: a feeling of waiting for something unknown. Sarah returned to her desk, fielded two more birth certificate requests, and helped a retiree navigate the marriage license index. At 3:11, Lane announced that the roofers had arrived, and that Andrew Kim was back in the building.

      Sarah checked her watch, bracing herself for the verdict.

      Whatever Andrew had found in the cupola, it was about to become her problem all over again.

      # Scene 3

      When Andrew finally returned, it was at the tail end of the afternoon, the sun turning the courthouse windows to dull amber, and the sense of reprieve that sometimes followed a crisis had, in this case, failed to arrive. Lane, eyes bright with curiosity, intercepted him at the entrance and pointed toward Sarah’s office with the flourish of a man revealing the next contestant on a reality show. Sarah, who had been rechecking the contents of the microfilm shipment for the third time, saw Andrew’s shadow approach and braced herself.

      He looked different than he had in the morning—not older, exactly, but stripped down, as if the intervening hours had peeled off a protective layer. His hair had a halo of dust, and the collar of his shirt was stained with some combination of sweat and insulation particles. His expression was grave.

      She met him at the threshold.

      “You found something,” she said, though it was not a question.

      He nodded, then gestured to the client chair. “Can we talk?”

      They sat, a yard of laminate countertop between them. For a moment, Andrew studied the shape of his own hands, as if assembling the story required a physical blueprint.

      “There’s a colony,” he said at last, voice pitched low. “Bats. Probably Mexican free-tails, but I’d have to get closer to confirm.”

      Sarah had read enough about courthouse pests to know this was not good. But it was the word “colony” that stuck in her mind, conjuring not a handful of creatures but hundreds, maybe more.

      “How many?” she asked.

      Andrew spread his hands, palms up. “At least sixty. Could be twice that if there’s a secondary chamber. There’s evidence of a nursery—females with pups. This time of year, the population explodes.”

      Sarah exhaled, the room’s oxygen level seeming to plummet. “So we’re... infested?”

      He shook his head. “Not in the vault, not yet. But the access panel is right above your load-bearing beam. If they find their way through the insulation, they’ll start looking for water. That’s when you get real trouble: guano, ammonia, the works.”

      She shut her eyes for a moment, picturing the fine layer of archival dust, the perfect columns of ledgers, the years of effort—her effort—reduced to pulp and stench. “How did this happen?” she asked, and though she meant it rhetorically, the helplessness in her voice stung.

      Andrew answered anyway. “Could be decades of neglect. Or just a fluke—warm winters, a small breach in the flashing, perfect habitat. But once they pick a spot, they’re loyal. Maternity colonies are like—” He searched for a metaphor and failed. “They don’t leave, not until the pups can fly.”

      Sarah felt her chest tighten. “So what’s the procedure? Extermination?”

      Andrew’s face shifted. “Not for this species. Mexican free-tails are protected. State law. We have to coordinate with Texas Parks and Wildlife, file the paperwork, document the population, then wait for the official exclusion window. Sometimes that’s two weeks. Sometimes—” He glanced at the calendar tacked to her wall, “—it’s three months, depending on the season and the bureaucracy.”

      “Three months?” Her voice was sharper than she intended.

      He nodded, and in that gesture was something like apology. “If they start repairing the roof now, the vibration could panic the colony. You’d have a mass die-off or a building-wide migration. Both are...bad, for everybody.”

      Sarah imagined the headlines. The calls from Santos, from Judge Williams, from every disgruntled taxpayer who would see this as a failure of basic competence. She imagined the genealogists, the old-timers, the relentless, well-meaning voices on the other end of every call.

      “We can’t just... move them?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

      Andrew’s lips pursed. “If it were possible, someone would have invented a machine by now. The only approved method is to wait for the pups to mature, then install one-way valves so the adults can leave but not return. If we mess up the timing, we kill the colony, and the building will be declared a biohazard until it’s cleaned. I’ve seen it happen. It’s not pretty.”

      She stared at him, her mind already cataloging every lost hour, every report that would have to be rewritten, every timeline blown apart by the invisible needs of an animal she had never met. “When does Parks and Wildlife do their inspection?”

      “I already called,” Andrew said. “Earliest they can get someone out is next Thursday. They’ll want to do an overnight count. I can coordinate with you, if you want to be here.”

      Sarah hesitated, torn between the instinct to keep everything under her own control and the need, finally, to let the experts take charge.

      “I’ll be here,” she said.

      Andrew let the silence stretch, then leaned forward, his voice dropping another notch. “I’m sorry. I know how much this matters to you.”

      She surprised herself by laughing—just once, bitter and sharp. “It’s just history, Mr. Kim. If it’s not bats, it’s mold. If it’s not mold, it’s budget cuts.”

      He tilted his head, as if seeing her for the first time in a different light. “Still. I’m sorry.”

      Sarah shook her head, fighting the impulse to wall it all off behind professional detachment. “Just keep me updated,” she said. “I’ll start prepping the records for emergency transfer.”

      He stood, offered his hand. “We’ll get through this. The building’s survived worse, right?”

      She did not take the hand, but she did nod.

      As Andrew left, Lane poked his head in, eager as a puppy. “Well?” he whispered. “Is it rats?”

      Sarah turned to him, weighing how much to reveal. “Bats,” she said, keeping her voice even. “Protected ones. So we’ll be living with them for a while.”

      Lane made a face, as if she’d announced the plague. “What about the vault?”

      “We move what we can, double-seal the rest. And hope the next storm holds off.”

      He blinked, briefly sobered. “I’ll get Gerri to start pulling the probate files.”

      Sarah nodded, then watched as Lane dashed off, relishing the urgency of disaster. She stood alone, the late light making a palimpsest of her shadow on the wall.

      In the silence, she remembered something her grandmother had said, years ago, the night they rescued the county’s first birth register from a broken water main: “History is never safe, darling. That’s why we keep it close.”

      She closed the vault door with care, then turned the lock, savoring the sound. The bats would wait; the storms would come; the building would endure, or it wouldn’t. But she would be here, taking the next problem as it arrived.

      She flicked off the office lights and let herself out, one last look at the sealed vault, the promise of the records, the shadows waiting just above the ceiling.

      Outside, the sun had dipped low, and for a moment the courthouse roof glowed with a strange, perfect radiance. Like it was holding the memory of every storm it had ever survived.

      Sarah smiled, thin and fierce, and stepped into the dusk, ready for whatever came next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            The Game Warden cometh
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      Jake Martinez entered Madison on the diagonal, a route that had not existed in the days when the courthouse was new. He guided his Parks and Wildlife pickup onto the courthouse square. Crew cab, agency green, lease stickers still on the dash—he let it idle in the sparse, late-winter sunlight. The square was a textbook of Hill Country architecture: the courthouse in the middle, a block of three-story limestone hunched like a defensive lineman, its mansard roofline armored in dented metal and original cedar shake, turrets poking up at the corners as if daring anyone to test them. Jake noted the scaffolding immediately—steel and plank, rigged up the north face and wrapping around to the side entrance, where a portable climate-control unit sat on a trailer with its exhaust pointed into the air like a howitzer.

      He saw what others might miss: the seams in the stone where sections had been refaced, the patch of mismatched mortar near a ground-floor window, the white streak below the eaves that meant water was getting past the flashing. The courthouse had the look of a structure still earning its keep but losing ground each year, every repair a negotiation between the past and whatever the present could scrape together. The workers were not on the scaffolding this hour, but the evidence of their improvisations remained: power cords zip-tied to downspouts, caution tape raveled around a stack of replacement shingles, a five-gallon bucket stenciled with the name “Kim, A.—DO NOT TOUCH
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