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      Jassarri heard the petition arrive before the muezzin’s call had faded from the minarets.

      He did not look up immediately.

      He finished aligning the vermilion slips on his low cedar table—each cut from Egyptian rag paper, each bearing the Sultan’s tughra pressed in lacquered ink still faintly tacky beneath his thumb. Morning light filtered through the carved lattice screens. Outside, the wind off the Bosphorus moved softly against the wood.

      Each slip carried the same phrasing:

      Assurance extended under prior rate.

      Only then did he lift his eyes.

      The clerk who approached wore the ink-darkened cuffs of the kalemiyye. He bowed too deeply—not the practiced incline of the scribal corps, but the nervous excess of a man delivering what he knew would trouble.

      That was the first irregularity.

      “From the western quarter, Efendi,” the clerk said. “Bread distribution.”

      Bread meant grain.

      Grain meant Egypt.

      Convoys had docked three weeks earlier, hulls heavy with Nile harvest, unloaded under Janissary guard at the imperial granaries.

      Jassarri extended his hand.

      The parchment felt ordinary.

      The rate written beneath the margin line did not.

      The phrasing was correct.

      The tughra intact.

      But beside the printed rate, a second number had been inserted in a careful secondary hand.

      No scraping.

      No erasure.

      No break in seal.

      He angled the slip toward the light.

      The vermilion impression had not been disturbed.

      “When did this arrive?”

      “Before dawn, Efendi.”

      “And the defter entry?”

      “Recorded in the western register.”

      There was one central grain defter, kept in the treasury wing beneath vaulted ceilings tiled in blue İznik glaze. Provincial registers mirrored it.

      They did not amend it.

      “Bring me yesterday’s volume,” Jassarri said.

      The clerk hesitated.

      “Which one?”

      Jassarri’s fingers paused.

      He rose and moved to the latticed window.

      Below, petitioners gathered beneath plane trees in the tiled courtyard. A woman shifted a child on her hip. Two bakers, flour clinging to their sleeves, spoke in low urgency. A Janissary stood motionless near the gate, halberd upright. From the kitchens, copper struck against stone.

      “There is one volume,” Jassarri said evenly.

      The clerk withdrew.

      Outside the palace walls, ships creaked in their moorings.

      When the clerk returned, he carried two defters.

      Identical leather.

      Identical year mark.

      Identical tughra stamped on the opening page.

      Jassarri remained standing.

      “Which is the record,” he asked quietly, “and which is the revision?”

      “The revision is maintained under local discretion.”

      The phrase settled between them.

      Local discretion exercised.

      Used in flood.

      In delay.

      In spoilage.

      Not rate.

      “Who authorized the discretion?”

      “The treasury deputy,” the clerk clarified.

      “Under whose seal?”

      “The Sultan’s.”

      “Directly?”

      “No.”

      Jassarri placed the altered slip atop the second volume.

      “Then the rate stands as it was,” he said. “Notify the western quarter. Bread remains at prior rate.”

      The clerk exhaled.

      Too soon.

      “And the deputy?” he asked carefully.

      “The deputy will be informed that language does not revise the defter.”

      The clerk withdrew again.

      Jassarri returned to the cedar table.

      He opened the first defter.

      The numbers aligned with the granary tallies from the docks.

      He opened the second.

      The phrasing matched.

      The rate did not.

      He closed both.

      Outside, the wind shifted. The woman in the courtyard adjusted her grip on the child. One baker looked toward the palace door as if expecting something heavier than a number.

      A runner in green sash carried Jassarri’s instruction toward the outer gate. At the second arch, another clerk intercepted him briefly—long enough to murmur, not long enough to protest.

      The runner nodded.

      Then continued.

      Jassarri did not call him back.

      He aligned the two defters once more.

      Identical leather.

      Identical seal.

      Identical language.

      Different consequence.

      If phrasing remained identical while numbers diverged, authority had not fractured visibly.

      It had replicated.

      The second call to prayer rose and fell beyond the walls.

      Petitions entered.

      Ink dried.

      Seals impressed wax.

      The empire functioned.

      But between seal and margin, a number had shifted.
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      By midmorning, three additional petitions from different quarters mentioned rate adjustment.

      None used different language.

      Each bore the same phrasing:

      Assurance extended under prior rate.

      Each carried a number written in a different hand.

      Jassarri spread them across the cedar table.

      Western quarter.

      Harbor district.

      Spice market near the southern gate.

      Three slips.

      Three rates.

      One phrasing.

      Outside, the courtyard had thickened with petitioners. The air carried the smell of yeast and charcoal from the outer ovens. A mule brayed beyond the second gate, answered by the dull rhythm of hooves on stone.

      He summoned the scribal clerk again.

      “Bring me the provincial dispatches from Bursa,” he said. “And the harbor register.”

      The clerk did not bow too deeply this time.

      When he returned, he carried a narrow roll tied in green thread.

      Provincial correspondence.

      Jassarri untied it carefully.

      The Bursa dispatch bore clean script, dry and even. The phrasing was familiar:

      Assurance extended under prior rate pending adjustment.

      Pending adjustment.

      The added words were small.

      Not revision.

      Not replacement.

      A supplement.

      He set it beside the harbor register.

      There, the entry read:

      Assurance extended under prior rate until confirmation received.

      Until confirmation.

      Another supplement.

      Same core language.

      Different horizon.

      He leaned back slightly.

      The phrasing had not fractured.

      It had grown.

      From the courtyard below, voices rose—not shouting, but converging. He moved again to the lattice.

      A merchant stood near the arcade, still while others shifted. He wore a Levantine cut kaftan, silk cuff darker than local dye. His beard was trimmed short, his posture patient. He did not speak to the bakers or the woman. He watched the door.

      Jassarri noted him.

      Not as petitioner.

      As observer.

      He returned to the table.

      Three slips.

      Two provincial variations.

      One central defter.

      He opened the central volume.

      There, beneath the grain tallies, a marginal note had appeared since dawn:

      Clarification issued under discretionary authority.

      No signature.

      No name.

      Only the phrase.

      He felt it then—not alarm.

      Sequence.

      Language was not being contradicted.

      It was being extended.

      He sent for the treasury deputy.

      The deputy arrived without visible haste. His kaftan was lined in heavier silk than the clerks’, his sash marked with the small brass clasp of fiscal office.

      “You issued discretionary clarification?” Jassarri asked.

      The deputy inclined his head.

      “To ensure continuity.”

      “Continuity of what?”

      “Supply.”

      “Rate?”

      “Assurance.”

      The words landed evenly.

      “Under whose instruction?”

      “The Sultan’s language allows local discretion.”

      The deputy’s tone was careful. Respectful. Certain.

      “Language allows interpretation,” Jassarri said.

      “Precisely.”

      Silence rested between them.

      Outside, the wind moved through the plane trees.

      “If three quarters cite three rates under identical assurance,” Jassarri asked, “which is operative?”

      “All,” the deputy replied. “Until alignment.”

      “And who aligns?”

      The deputy did not answer immediately.

      “The market corrects excess,” he said at last. “Provincial courts resolve complaint. The capital preserves phrasing.”

      “And if complaint precedes correction?”

      “Then the phrasing stands.”

      Jassarri studied him.

      There was no deception in the deputy’s posture.

      Only administration.

      “You have created a second assurance,” Jassarri said quietly.

      “No,” the deputy replied. “I have extended the first.”

      When the deputy withdrew, the merchant beneath the arcade had not moved.

      By afternoon, two bakers argued softly over which rate they were required to honor. A harbor agent requested written confirmation before unloading additional grain. A guild clerk asked whether clarification applied retroactively.

      Jassarri opened a blank sheet.

      He wrote:

      Clarification does not alter prior rate without central entry.

      He sanded the ink.

      Pressed the tughra.

      Sealed it.

      The runner carried it outward.

      At the second arch, he was again intercepted.

      This time, the exchange lasted longer.

      Jassarri did not call him back.

      By dusk, a harbor petition arrived citing both clarifications:

      Assurance extended under prior rate pending adjustment until confirmation received.

      The phrases had fused.

      Not in conflict.

      In accumulation.

      He read it twice.

      Language was no longer diverging.

      It was layering.

      Below, the merchant in Levantine silk finally stepped forward to present his own petition.

      He did not bow deeply.

      He bowed correctly.

      Jassarri felt the measure shift.

      The empire functioned.

      Assurance extended.

      Clarification issued.

      Alignment pending.

      And beneath the sameness of phrasing, authority had begun to duplicate itself in daylight.
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