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Three Columns

Month 16, before sunrise, county records room beside the damaged Versailles courthouse

Three fire reports from the previous dusk lay beside the reserve book: Morrow north, Cedar Run auxiliary, and Mill Street records. Their times came through different relays and agreed only on the same reported hour.

The three columns reached the foot of the page with no room left for mercy.

Daniel set his pencil against SEED and worked feeling back into his cramped fingers. HAY and PRESERVED FOOD waited beside it under the weak lamp, each ruled in Margaret's precise hand. Seed was measured by lot and spring use. Hay by animal-days. Food by days at the public half-ration. Add the figures together and Woodford looked rich for half a page. Try to live on the total and the deception became a grave.

Wind worried the records room through the courthouse's broken windows. Aaron's crew had boarded one opening and stretched oilcloth over the other, but the cold still found the seams. It lifted a corner of the Heller appeal and tapped the page against Daniel's elbow.

Affirmed. Supervised public labor. Permanent disarmament. No public office.

Below the judgment, the Appeals Bench had condemned Daniel's words at the cordon as broad enough to invite lethal understanding. He had read that sentence until it no longer required ink. It kept time with the thin, ceaseless tone in his left ear.

His right knee caught when he shifted beneath the table. The brace rasped against his trousers, and pain moved up the joint without loosening it. His cane waited against the nearest shelf.

"Read it again," Margaret said.

"The appeal?"

"The food. We cannot eat a judgment."

She cupped both hands around tea gone cold. At seventy-five she seemed to have shrunk inside her winter coat, yet the room obeyed her: source books to the left, working sheets in the center, corrections under a separate cover. Nothing lay atop an original. Urgency did not give a newer page a better past.

Daniel read the preserved-food entries. Public flour in one warehouse lot. Beans and dried vegetables in two converted schools. Household stores appeared only when owners had declared them, so the column measured obedience along with calories.

He reached the total. "At the present issue, the named stores carry public distribution into the unstable thaw."

"If every store exists," Emma said.

The door had opened on Daniel's deaf side. He had not heard her enter. She laid her duplicate trial book at the far end of the table and peeled off her gloves.

"If every store exists," he agreed.

"If every count is current."

"Yes."

"If guards, hearings, road holds, and emergency crews draw no more work shares."

Daniel glanced at the court-cost sheet. The jurors had eaten little, but twelve people absent from fields for weeks cost more than meals. Heller remained in county custody under the labor sentence. The appeal had consumed heat, lamp oil, clerks, guards, wagons, and a night no one could recover. Woodford's first trusted exercise of law had entered winter owing grain.

"There is no reserve line," Emma said.

"Food exists outside the public count."

"Unknown is not reserve."

Margaret raised her cup to Emma as if marking a correct answer. Daniel bent again over the seed column.

Asha's notes separated seed fit for planting from grain they could eat by surrendering part of spring. The hay preserved milk animals, selected horses, and the few teams trained to pull useful loads. Eating seed might lengthen winter. Slaughtering animals might do the same. Both choices borrowed from a season that had not arrived.

Under the three totals, Daniel wrote: PLAN REACHES THAW ONLY IF NAMED STORES REMAIN AVAILABLE.

Margaret touched a line halfway down the seed list. "Where did this carry-forward come from?"

"Morrow north barn. The tract sheet was copied after harvest."

"That tells me where the number went. What carried forward?"

"The prior lot total."

"Verified when?"

Daniel followed the source mark backward. The first page belonged to the harvest reconciliation. The later sheet repeated its figure without recording another count.

"No date," he said.

"Then the book claims to know more than it does."

The outer door slammed hard enough to reach Daniel's right ear. Boots crossed the clerk room. A woman filled the threshold, ash streaked through her dark braid and feed sacking wrapped around one hand. She had come from Morrow to turn the previous evening's relay into a witnessed site statement. Wet smoke came in with her. Noah followed in his patrol coat, two of Rourke's people at his back.

At nineteen, Noah had grown broad enough to narrow a doorway. He wore the coat even in family rooms now, along with the patient contempt that meant civilians were delaying the obvious.

"Morrow north is cold enough to enter," he said. "Iris brought the first tagged object from the ruin. Rourke wants the tract held while we verify what survived."

The woman reached into her coat with her bare hand. Emma stood first.

"Put it on clean paper."

Emma slid a blank sheet across the table. The woman placed a blackened metal tag on it. Heat had curled one edge, but Daniel could still read the Spring Use tract number and the last letters of ALLOCATION.

Ash fell from the woman's braid onto the seed column.

"Name," Emma said.

"Iris Morrow. Stores clerk at the tract."

"Where did you find the tag?"

"North lane, outside the barn wall. In the mud."

"You picked it up?"

"With the sacking. It was cold by then."

Emma recorded the answer and left space beneath it. "What did you see burn?"

"The north barn. Roof first, then all of it. We moved the animals from the near lot. We could not save the store."

"What store?" Daniel asked.

Iris looked at the ledger. "Your book says seed."

"What did you see inside before the fire?"

"I kept route pages, not bin counts. There was hay. Tools. Sacks I never opened."

Noah muttered behind her. The words vanished beneath the whine in Daniel's left ear.

"Again," Daniel said.

"I said someone attacked the seed supply. We can argue about its label on the ride."

"A listed store burned. We do not yet know what it held."

"That distinction will comfort people when the next one goes."

Margaret pulled the incident sheet closer but kept her pen raised. "Who else touched the tag?"

"No one."

One patrolman confirmed that he had seen it in Iris's hand at the road stop but had not handled it. Emma entered both statements, then folded the clean paper around the tag without wiping away the ash.

Noah put an order beside it. "Rourke has a site detail ready. He wants the tract held before people strip what survived."

"Held against whom?" Daniel asked.

"Anyone who does not belong there."

Iris turned on him. "Half the crews live there because the county assigned them. Which half belongs?"

"The detail can sort it out."

Daniel unfolded the order. Rourke's enforcement title appeared above the line that had once carried Daniel's office. The no-confidence vote had left him Stonegate delegate and quarantine coordinator pending review. Enforcement belonged to Rourke now. Six printed words made the loss of authority look neat.

Emma moved the charred tag clear of the order. "Separate custody."

"This is not the trial," Noah said.

"Fire does not make paper less capable of lying."

Noah looked to Daniel. "Are you going to let her run the response?"

Daniel reached for his cane. The brace held while he rose, then his knee slipped under full weight. He locked both hands against the table until the joint steadied.

Iris watched without pity, which he preferred. "The lane is rutted. Ride to the lower gate."

A folded note lay beneath his glove. Emma must have brought it from the clinic.

Rest the knee before you ride. If you will not, tighten the upper strap and take water.

No greeting. No mention of the trial. Laura had learned to fit care into the narrow space their separation allowed.

Daniel tightened the strap. "Emma comes as records witness. Asha identifies the agricultural loss. Rourke may send a limited site detail, not a camp sweep."

"And me?" Noah asked.

"Carry Rourke's authority. State what you observe, not what the patrol decided before it arrived."

Noah's smile held no amusement. "The barn is ash. I personally believe it burned."

"That conclusion should survive review."

Margaret caught Daniel's sleeve as he turned. Her fingers felt weightless through the coat.

"Leave the columns open," she said.

"Until we verify the loss."

"Until you verify what the columns ever counted."

He looked at the Morrow entry. A number had traveled from page to page and become food because no one had stopped it long enough to ask what stood behind it.

Emma held the wrapped tag. Iris waited near the door, ash still loosening from her braid. Noah carried Rourke's order and the confidence of a man entrusted with force instead of uncertainty.

Daniel drew a single line through nothing. Beneath the totals he wrote UNVERIFIED AFTER FIRE and left all three columns open.

Outside, the western fields paled toward morning. Beneath the clean edge of sky, a darker band held its ground.
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The First Barn

Month 16, same morning, Morrow conversion tract north barn and frozen tool yard

The barn survived only as four black posts in the frost.

Wet hay, collapsed racks, and films of ice filled the square between them. A harness buckle showed through the ash beside the lane. At the far fence, horses moved with their heads high, unsettled by the smoke and the crowd.

Daniel dismounted at the lower gate. The ruts would have punished his knee more than the ride already had. He kept one boot in the stirrup until the braced joint accepted his weight, then took his cane from Emma without thanking her. Gratitude might sound like permission to watch him.

Wind crossed the tract on his left and carried half the argument away. Noah and the patrol detail faced a cluster at the yard entrance. Daniel saw mouths shape words before his right ear caught fragments: assigned crew, owner access.

"One at a time."

The argument continued until Emma struck a spoon against the metal custody case. The note cut cleanly through Daniel's right ear and disappeared on the left. She pointed at a chalk line Iris Morrow had drawn across the lane.

"The witnessed site begins here," Emma said. "State your name and purpose before crossing. Nothing leaves without an entry."

"We are not waiting on a clerk while feed gets wetter," a man at the fence said.

Iris pressed her wrapped hand to her coat. "It is already wet, Cal. Carry it out uncounted and Vale's office will say we invented the loss."

Cal looked at the sacking around her palm and stepped back.

Asha Raman crouched at the ruin's edge, close enough to study it without touching anything. A wool cap covered her ears, and a canvas satchel lay tight across her chest. Her gaze moved from ash to shed, from wheel tracks to the restless livestock. She did not pretend the pattern had offered her an answer.

Daniel worked his way to her. "Can you identify the seed lots?"

"Not from this."

"The master book lists four."

"Then the master book lists four."

He let the rebuke land. "Was planting seed here?"

"Ask the people who used the barn. Compare the transfers. Burned sacks are not a crop test."

She pointed into the debris with two fingers. "Baling wire. Tool racks. That dark mass is hay. Those are feed sacks, but a sack carries anything after its first use. I cannot honestly name what was inside from here."

Noah came up on Daniel's right. "The outer shed was forced."

"Before the fire or after?" Emma asked.

"It is open now."

"That was not my question."

Noah addressed Daniel instead. "Rourke wants every resident listed before noon. Pine Trace crews are quartered on the south side."

"Did anyone see them near the barn last night?"

"They work here."

"Different answer."

"They had access."

Asha rose. "So did I. So did Iris, the owner, and the patrol route. If access proves guilt, save the paper and copy the county roster."

"You opposed the storage plan," Noah said.

"Because the roof leaked and the count was stale."

"Convenient now."

Daniel stepped between them. The cane robbed the gesture of some authority, but not all of it. "No accusation goes on the site sheet without the observed fact beneath it."

"Observed fact," Noah said. "A county store burned."

"A listed county store," Emma said.

The difference grew wider as the morning went on.

Iris retrieved the barn sheet from a metal box in the farmhouse kitchen. Its last verified seed entry dated to early harvest. Three weeks later, a transfer line sent all four named lots to the Cedar Run auxiliary warehouse because Asha had rejected the north barn's damp floor. Iris's initials stood beside a wagon receipt. Daniel's master reserve book carried no correction.

"I sent the page," Iris said.

"Where?" Daniel asked.

"Weekly route packet to the county desk."

Emma studied the receipt stub. "It proves the packet entered transport. It does not prove the desk received it."

"Your system loses my paper, so my count becomes suspect?"

"The route becomes suspect. Not your statement."

Daniel read the transfer a second time. Relief came first, immediate and shameful. The seed was safe. His column survived. Then he saw the burned hay that should have carried animals through the worst cold, iron tool heads buried beneath their handles, and workers waiting to learn whether six months of labor had vanished with a cabinet.

"What allocation records were kept here?" he asked.

Iris took them to the cabinet's remains. Its sheet-metal walls had buckled, and the papers inside had fused into black layers.

"Crew assignments, field-use copies, share acknowledgments. Mill Street should have the originals. We kept working copies because wagons could not wait on a clerk."

A Pine Trace worker called from beyond the chalk. He spoke loudly, turning so Daniel could see his mouth.

"Those copies show who cleared the east field," Tomas Baird said. "Morrow's deed does not show my wife's six months. Which loss enters your book?"

Cal gripped the fence. "My family's barn burned. My tools burned. You want the ash too?"

"The county promised us shares."

"It promised use, not ownership."

Aaron's wagon rolled into the lower lane before Daniel could answer. Aaron rode beside the driver, climbed down easily, and surveyed the ruin with the weary satisfaction of a man finding proof he had expected.

"This is what happens when public claims live in private barns," Aaron said.

"The records ran the assigned fields."

"They told an owner what he no longer controlled. Now patrols will guard the next taking."

Emma slid the local transfer into a clear cover. "State your purpose here."

The fracture in the family had made Aaron more formal with her, never less personal. "The Growers asked me to assess lost tools and feed. Vale can provide salvage wagons if the county recognizes owner custody."

"A conditional offer," Daniel said.

"Every offer is conditional. Yours are called orders."

The trial had made that easier for Aaron to say in public. It had also made it true enough that Daniel could not dismiss it as a son's grievance.

Rourke's site officer returned from the shed with a clipboard. "We found the land-use tag bundle. One tag missing besides the rider's."

"Was the bundle inventoried before the fire?" Emma asked.

"Not by us."

"Then record one empty space, not one stolen tag."

The officer breathed hard through his nose, scratched out the line, and wrote again.

Daniel opened a clean book on the wagon tailgate. He ruled five fields: observed loss, claimed loss, record basis, witness time, later inference.

"Custody," Emma said.

He added it.

"Consequence," Asha said. "Agricultural, not monetary. A lost hoe may matter more than a room of seed no one can plant."

He made her say the distinction twice, then entered it.

Hay: observed, quantity unknown. Hand tools and harness: observed. Allocation copies: reported by Iris, supported by the burned cabinet. Seed: present in the master record, contradicted by the local transfer, physical presence unverified.

"Call it arson," Noah said. "Name what happened."

"We can name a fire."

"Barns do not burn themselves in frozen mud."

"That is inference."

"You built a court so you could hide inside that word."

Daniel turned toward him, but Noah had already walked away.

Near midday, a horse came hard down the lower lane. Its rider wore a Cedar Run store patch and carried a witnessed relay cover. Daniel had read the first reports at the courthouse. The rider brought what the dawn inspections could now confirm.

"Cedar Run confirms the auxiliary warehouse is gone," he said. "Seed bins and Morrow transfer tags were inside. Mill Street confirms the front claim rooms burned and part of the rear title cabinet survived. The witness times remain separate, but all still fall within the same reported hour."

Silence took the yard. Only the horses at the fence kept moving.

Daniel looked again at the transfer receipt. The seed that had escaped the Morrow fire had been sent into a second site already named in the courthouse reports.

On the first incident page he amended the Morrow entry: listed seed, witnessed hay, tools, and allocation copies.

Below it, he copied the Cedar Run and Mill Street confirmations without drawing a line between them.

The ledger had opened by correcting a false loss. Before the ink dried, the correction became a road to the real one.
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Seed and Claims

Month 16, same afternoon through dawn, Cedar Run auxiliary warehouse and Mill Street record station

The seed had not burned as one thing.

It covered the Cedar Run floor in pale seams, black clots, and sacks split open by water. Wind entered through the broken roof and chased loose hulls along the wall. Beneath the smoke, Daniel could smell wet grain. The smell could not tell him what would grow.

Asha stopped the shovel crew at the threshold.

"No one calls this edible or plantable by sight," she said. "No one mixes the sacks."

Rourke's officer had brought four laborers. He looked past her to Daniel. "The roof is open. Weather will finish it if we leave it here."

"Move it within the surviving lot lines," Asha said. "Separate covers. Keep each readable tag with its material."

"And the tags we cannot read?"

"Mark them unknown. One large unknown is not more useful than four small ones."

She stood on Daniel's right, where he could hear her. He repeated the order and entered it on the incident sheet. His knee trembled from the ride. He wedged his cane between two floorboards and leaned into it while Emma established a custody table beneath the intact end of the loading awning.

Maeve Sloan, the warehouse custodian, had slept across the yard. The alarm bell woke her, but the roof was already burning when she reached the door. Her closing sheet was the only proof of the previous evening's count.

"Were the Morrow lots here?" Daniel asked.

Maeve pointed at a collapsed row of shelving. "Received and kept separate. Asha marked two for retesting because the outer sacks were damp before transfer. The others remained assigned."

"Who knew their positions?"

"Seed-board members. Wagon crews. Field leads collecting allocations. Half the growers angry about the lots they did not receive."

Noah waited outside with the patrol. "Every Pine Trace sorting crew too."

Maeve faced him. "Two Pine Trace workers repaired the south wall. Sorters came from town, camps, and farms. If you want names, copy the whole sheet."

Emma held out her hand. Maeve surrendered the page.

Near one spill, Asha crouched beside a half-legible tag. "This lot was not interchangeable with the Morrow seed next to it. Different condition, different ground. If the county reports only a number of lost sacks, people will assume the rest can cover the same acres. It cannot."

"How much planting capacity did we lose?" Daniel asked.

"I do not know."

The site officer muttered on Daniel's left.

"Face me."

He did. "People want to know whether they starve."

"A false answer does not feed them," Asha said.

Daniel moved through the warehouse with Maeve's sheet. In the records room its lines had added cleanly. Here every line ended in a physical limit. One lot suited heavy soil. Another had uncertain viability. A third was insurance against failed emergence. Small plots depended on the fourth for variety rather than bulk calories. The fire had not merely reduced a total. It had taken choices.

Emma found the wall where allocation copies had hung. Blackened clips still held corners of paper. The complete Spring Use files should have been at Mill Street.

"We need the station," she said.

"The seed comes first," Noah replied.

"The records decide who may claim what remains."

"Paper is not food."

Daniel looked at the sodden sacks. "Neither is an unproved claim."

They left Asha to direct the separation under public witness and rode back toward Versailles in failing light. Daniel chose the wagon. Every rut pressed the brace into his swollen knee, but the wagon side blocked enough wind from his left ear for him to follow Emma.

"Mill Street lost three rooms," she said. "Front clerk room, labor claims, and copy storage. The old-title cabinet was in the rear masonry bay. Part of it survived."

"Convenient."

"Inference."

He glanced at her. "You enjoy returning my language."

"I enjoy knowing it applies upward."

A crowd filled both sides of Mill Street. Older property holders waited near the rear door for access to the title cabinet. Labor residents gathered outside the burned front room, where a clerk called names from a surviving intake list. Rourke's patrol had stretched rope between them. It separated bodies, not the argument.

"My claim was in that drawer," a woman shouted as Daniel passed. "My children worked the north beans."

Across the rope, a man answered, "Work did not make the ground yours."

"The county promised us a
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