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Chapter 1 — Owen

December 1–3 — Mercer Farm and Rios Farm

Owen had been home eleven days before Sarah let him call it home. Until then, it was the farm, the clinic, the water point, the road meeting, or the place where thirty-seven people appeared whenever a machine made a new sound. Home was what happened after the generator stopped and the ledgers closed, when Lily slept behind her door, Caleb breathed down the hall, and Sarah’s hand remained on Owen’s chest as if verifying he had not walked away in the dark.

On the first morning of December, she put a pencil beside his coffee.

“Food,” she said.

He looked at the stack of inventory sheets. “Good morning.”

“It was. Then the Nguyens found mold in two corn barrels.”

The kitchen temperature was forty-seven degrees. They heated the room for two hours at dawn and three after sunset, closing every other downstairs door. Owen wore his coat. Sarah wore fingerless gloves and the expression she used when a number had become an animal requiring restraint.

Grace slept in the former sewing room after a midnight call at the school shelter. Marcus occupied the room over the mudroom and had already gone to inspect the tractor alternator. The three travelers had reached the farm gate on November nineteenth under the first snow. Reunion lasted one night. On the second morning, Marcus asked for the fuel ledger and Grace asked where Sarah kept clean dressings.

Need had welcomed them without ceremony. Owen read the sheets. Nine farms now traded through Mercer Road. The church contributed its kitchen, hand-pumped cistern, and fifty-seven pounds of dried beans. The school sheltered one hundred thirty-two people and had a coal boiler designed to consume more coal than remained in the county yard.

Total people tied to the proposed winter cooperative: three hundred fourteen. Stored grain and flour, after spoilage: 14,600 pounds.

Beans and dried peas: 3,180. Potatoes, turnips, squash: an estimated 21,000, much of it vulnerable to freezing or rot.

Preserved meat: 4,900. Living animals available for slaughter without destroying spring breeding: eleven hogs, fourteen cattle, sixty-two chickens beyond laying needs, and goats nobody agreed about.

At 1,700 calories per person per day, with extra for children, pregnancy, heavy labor, and illness, the food covered approximately ninety-six days.

Winter did not end in ninety-six days. The estimate also assumed no theft, no spoilage, no new refugees, and no feed diverted from people to animals whose future value exceeded current calories.

“What did you use for waste?” Owen asked.

“Eight percent.”

“Make it twelve.”

“That removes four days.”

“Mice don’t negotiate.”

Sarah wrote twelve. Owen’s old habit began its audit. He counted the nursing-home residents at Fairview, the food they had left there, the truck lost at Coley’s Bridge. He could see the Ford’s axle breaking under muddy water. Fuel and vehicle traded for lives. Correct choice, measurable cost.

“Stop,” Sarah said.

“I’m reading.”

“You’re trying to put Coley’s Bridge in the grain column.”

He set down the page. The marriage had survived twenty years partly because Sarah could identify which silence he was using.

“They have another month at Fairview because we helped,” he said.

“Yes.”

“We have four fewer days because I didn’t bring the truck and supplies home.”

“Also yes.”

Truth did not rank itself. Caleb came in wearing one sock and carrying Biscuit’s empty bowl.

“He says breakfast is late.”

“He eats after people,” Sarah said.

“He says that is species discrimination.”

Owen found the second sock under the stove and divided four ounces of cracked corn between the dog’s meal and the chicken ration. Caleb watched the scale.

“Did Biscuit get less?”

“Everybody gets what keeps them healthy, not what makes the bowl look full.”

“That means less.”

“Today.”

Caleb absorbed the answer and took the bowl. The household breakfast was cornmeal mush, one spoon of sorghum each, and coffee weak enough to qualify as remembered water. Owen’s body wanted twice the serving. He had lost eighteen pounds on the road. Hunger persisted after a meal not because the meal failed, but because his body understood arithmetic faster than hope.

At eight, Tom Dawson arrived with the morning report. Sutton’s Provisional Authority had posted a new requisition:

Twenty percent of all stored grain. Ten percent of fuel. Mandatory registration of working vehicles and radios.

Delivery within seventy-two hours. The notice claimed county emergency authority. Commissioner Givens’s signature appeared at the bottom, uneven and small.

“Deke sent four men to the Rios place,” Tom said. “Counted their diesel cans.”

“Took any?” Owen asked.

“Not yet.”

Sarah read the paper. “He knows winter totals now.”

“How?”

“Somebody from the farm meeting talks. Or he guessed. Twenty percent sounds official.”

Owen looked toward the equipment barn. Their diesel estimate was 163 gallons after pumping, tractor work, and one trip to retrieve him. Twenty percent meant thirty-two gallons. Thirty-two gallons meant forty-five generator hours, or weeks of intermittent well pumping and refrigeration.

Sutton would call it fuel. Sarah would call it insulin staying cold.

“Meeting tonight,” she said.

“To refuse?”

“To decide.”

Owen heard the difference and disliked how much courage it required. At ten, Marcus came in carrying an alternator belt.

“Hospital sent a boy,” he said. “Their backup diesel has mechanical injection, but governor control burned when somebody tried a modern charger. They want me to look.”

“Sutton controls the hospital,” Tom said.

“Sutton controls the door. Pneumonia controls the beds.”

Marcus laid the belt on the table. “I can inspect. I’m not fixing anything until terms are written.”

Sarah added hospital power to the list. The list had become the winter: calories, fuel, medicine, morale, authority.

Owen picked up the pencil. At the top of a clean page he wrote: WHAT WE CAN SPEND.

Below it: WHAT WE CANNOT AFFORD TO BECOME. The second column had no units. It would prove more expensive.

* * *

The first requisition team arrived with three rifles, one handcart, and no receipt book. Owen saw them from Rosa Rios’s hayloft. He and Marcus were sealing roof gaps before the storm. Below, Rosa stood in the yard with her sons and did not reach for the shotgun visible inside the mudroom. Cody Pike led the team.

“Authority assessment,” he called. “We need twelve sacks corn, six beans, ten gallons diesel.”

“Compact offered grain through joint distribution,” Rosa said.

“Deke rejected conditions.”

“Then Deke rejected grain.”

The second guard, Neal Voss, stepped toward the shed. Owen climbed down the ladder. Neal turned his rifle.

Not shouldered. Barrel low. Finger outside trigger guard. He knew enough to be dangerous without being careless.

Owen kept both hands visible. His pistol remained under his coat, chamber empty. The Compact had voted that visible long guns during meetings escalated faster than they protected. Farm owners kept weapons accessible inside.

“You got authority paperwork?” Owen asked.

Cody held up the posted notice.

“Inventory and receipt,” Owen said. “Rosa signs what leaves, your receiving clerk signs what arrives.”

“Deke said take it.”

“If you take twelve sacks here and report ten, who knows?”

Neal’s eyes moved toward Cody. The question was not accusation. It was architecture. Cody said, “We don’t steal.”

“Then records protect you.”

Rosa brought a ledger. Cody had no scale, so they used hers. He had no standardized sacks, so every bag weighed differently. By the fourth, he understood why Sarah had made procedure sound like survival.

They transferred the twelve percent Compact offer: five sacks corn, three beans. No diesel.

“This isn’t the order,” Neal said.

“It’s the counterproposal,” Owen answered.

“Deke won’t count it.”

“Then bring it back.”

Cody looked toward the road. His mother slept at the school. The Compact’s kitchen fed her.

“We take grain,” he decided. “We report fuel disputed.”

Neal swore but lifted a sack. Violence did not happen. That did not mean nobody paid. Rosa’s corn reserve dropped 288 pounds. At 1,600 calories per pound before milling loss, it represented 460,000 calories—270 adult ration-days. The Authority promised town distribution. The Compact had no way to verify where it went.

Owen wrote the count. At the fifth farm, Sutton’s team took a diesel can without consent.

Roy Bell fired a warning shot into the air. The sound rolled across the ridge.

Every person froze. Owen’s Army training returned as geometry: barrels, cover, people behind walls. Neal shouldered his rifle. Cody shouted. Roy’s wife pulled children into the cellar. Owen stepped between lines before courage could ask permission.

“Weapons down.”

Neal’s muzzle tracked him.

“Not you,” Owen said. “Everybody.”

Roy stood on the porch with a twelve-gauge. “They stole fuel.”

“And you spent a shell proving your roof is soft.”

The words were harsh enough to break his pose. Twenty-four shotgun shells at Mercer Farm. Roy likely had fewer than fifty. A warning shot advertised ammunition and created no useful hole.

Cody lowered his rifle first. Neal followed after two breaths. Roy opened the shotgun, removed the remaining shell, and set the gun inside.

They negotiated the can into disputed custody at the church. Pastor Wynn sealed it in a closet with signatures from both sides.

Sutton arrived at dusk in an old county Blazer. Mechanical diesel, armored by official paint and whatever obedience remained attached to the star on its door. He walked directly to Owen.

“You undermined my men.”

“I kept them alive.”

“You think because you wore a uniform you understand this.”

“I think rifles at twenty feet understand themselves.”

Sutton looked toward the church where the fuel waited.

“County assets are under my authority.”

“Show the vote.”

“The grid’s down, Mercer.”

“Paper still works.”

For one second Owen saw the former deputy under the office Sutton had built: a man accustomed to executing someone else’s rules, discovering how much easier it was to write them.

“Your wife likes procedure,” Sutton said. “You like being the reasonable man with a pistol under his coat.”

Owen did not deny the pistol.

“Reasonable men can be hanged too.”

He said it quietly. Not a threat exactly. An available future. Sutton took the disputed fuel under armed escort and left a receipt after Pastor Wynn refused to open the closet otherwise.

The paper named ten gallons. The can held eight-point-six. Spillage or theft. Either way, cost.

Owen wrote both numbers in the ledger. Order began with discrepancies people were told not to notice.


Chapter 2 — Sarah

December 1–6 — Harlan Springs

The Ridgeline Compact began in a gymnasium where the basketball hoops had been raised to make room for laundry.

Nine farms sent household delegates. Pastor Wynn represented the church kitchen. Mrs. Peale represented the school shelter after an election conducted by bunk row. Grace represented medical operations. Nobody represented Sutton’s Authority, although two of his men stood outside the doors with rifles and called that observation.

Sarah taped four sheets to the scorer’s table. FOOD. FUEL. MEDICINE. PEOPLE.

“This is not every asset,” she said. “It is what households have freely reported for winter planning. Individual inventories remain confidential. Totals are public.”

Three hundred fourteen people. Ninety-two days after conservative spoilage. One hundred sixty-three gallons of Mercer diesel; sixty-eight across the other farms; twenty-one gasoline, not counting Sutton’s controlled station. Insulin for Minh Nguyen’s mother through mid-February at prescribed dose. Broad-spectrum antibiotics: 186 adult courses if every infection fit the drug, which it would not. Acetaminophen measured in tablets, not reassurance.

The numbers quieted the room. Fear liked vagueness. Numbers gave it edges, though not comfort.

Sarah introduced proposed terms. Contributions remained identifiable and voluntary. Emergency water and stabilizing medical care could never be withheld.

Shared food distribution would be visible by category and population, not by recipient name. Fuel use required two signers, one not benefiting directly.

Rules expired in thirty days unless renewed. Disputes went before five jurors selected by lot, excluding direct interests. No armed enforcement without a recorded vote involving an immediate threat.

“What happens when a farm lies?” Clay Harrow asked.

He had three children, two aging parents, and the pinched face of a man whose land had produced poorly even before the pulse.

“If we can prove it, that household loses nonemergency access for a period set after a hearing,” Sarah said.

“So they starve.”

“No. Emergency ration remains.”

“Then lying works.”

“It works badly. The point is consequences without making children pay for an adult’s act.”

Across the gym, one of Sutton’s observers laughed.

“Deke’s got a simpler rule,” he said. “You steal, you answer to him.”

Sarah knew him. Cody Pike, twenty-two, former auto-shop student, mother and two sisters in the school shelter. He held the rifle carefully and looked ashamed of needing it.

“Does the accused speak?” Sarah asked.

“Deke asks questions.”

“Who hears the answers?”

“Everybody who needs to.”

“That means him.”

Cody’s jaw set. Grace stepped forward before pride took the room. “I need a clinic allocation tonight. Two rooms, wood heat at sixty degrees, boiled linens, and first claim on soap. I do not need a debate about whether illness is deserved.”

The gym shifted to practical work. They calculated firewood. The school boiler could run coal for nineteen days at current consumption, thirty-one if they heated only the gym, clinic, kitchen, and one classroom. Woodstoves from three houses could extend shelter heat but required masonry shields and chimney pipe.

Marcus drew safe installations. Owen listed labor. Lily proposed radio check windows at seven, noon, and six, limiting battery drain. The Compact name came from Rosa Rios.

“Mercer Road is too small,” she said. “Harlan County sounds like Deke owns it. We live along the ridge. Ridgeline Compact.”

The word compact made some people nervous. It sounded constitutional.

“It means a promise written small enough to carry,” Pastor Wynn said.

They voted. Twenty-one household and institutional delegates eligible. Seventeen yes, two no, two abstentions. Clay Harrow voted no.

Sarah recorded it. Then they elected five winter stewards. Rosa. Pastor Wynn. Grace for clinic decisions. Minh Nguyen for stores and weights. Sarah received fourteen votes. She had not nominated herself.

“I’m a farm delegate,” she said.

Tom Dawson answered from the bleachers. “You’re a person we chose. Different thing.” She wanted to decline. Systems worked best when designed, not embodied. People wanted faces because fear could not ask a ledger questions.

Owen watched without rescuing her. Sarah accepted for thirty days. The first vote rejected Sutton’s requisition and offered instead: twelve percent of Compact grain distributed through a joint public ledger; no fuel transfer; medical fuel supplied directly to the hospital under Compact control; working radios registered only to the communication steward, not the Authority.

“He’ll call that defiance,” Cody said.

“It is a counterproposal,” Sarah answered.

“He has guns.”

“So do farms. We are trying to prevent that fact from making every decision.”

The second Authority man shifted his rifle. Cody looked at the food total.

“My mother’s in bunk fourteen.”

“She receives the same ration as every adult in her cohort.”

“Even if I’m outside your door?”

“Food is not a vote.”

He did not believe her. Sarah saw it. The meeting ended after dark. Each delegate signed or marked the compact. One copy went to the church, one school, one Mercer barn. Lily transmitted a summary to two neighboring radio operators without household totals.

Outside, snow began. Sutton’s men had left. On the gym door, someone had pinned the Authority requisition over the Compact terms.

Below it, in block letters: ORDER IS NOT OPTIONAL. Sarah removed the notice but left the pin. Holes were part of the record too.

* * *

Sutton hanged two men from the courthouse oak on Sunday morning. He chose church time.

Sarah heard the bell while walking toward the school. Not the worship bell. The old fire bell behind town hall, struck three times with spaces between.

People left the church before Pastor Wynn could stop them. The men stood on a farm wagon beneath the tree, wrists tied. Sarah knew one: Lowell Trent, forty-six, unemployed before the pulse, drunk often, violent once that she knew of. The other was a boy called Jamie Crowe, nineteen at most.

A broken market window had been photographed on paper. Three cans of peaches and a sack of rice sat on a table labeled EVIDENCE.

Sutton stood on the courthouse steps with Commissioner Givens and eight armed guards.

“These men were apprehended looting emergency stores,” Sutton announced. “They confessed. Winter theft is murder by delay.”

“Hearing?” Sarah asked.

Her voice carried. Sutton found her in the crowd. “They were caught with the food.”

“Did they speak to anyone except your men?”

“They confessed.”

Lowell shouted, “He said he’d let Jamie go.” A guard struck his back with a rifle stock.

Jamie began crying. People looked away, then looked back because looking away felt like agreement too.

Owen pushed through the crowd with Grace behind him. He assessed ropes, guards, distance. Sarah saw the calculation and caught his sleeve.

“No.”

“They’re alive.”

“Eight rifles.”

“I can talk.”

“You cannot medicate a rope.”

Sutton read charges from a page. No counsel. No witnesses named. No time of arrest. Sentence approved by the Provisional Authority.

Commissioner Givens stared at the ground. Sarah moved toward him. Cody blocked her.

“Your mother eats Compact food,” she said.

His face flinched.

“Move.”

He did. Givens smelled of stale sweat and kerosene. “I didn’t approve execution.”

“Say that.”

“Deke says looting statute—”

“There is no court.”

“Exactly.”

The answer held the whole collapse: absence used as permission. Sarah stepped onto the courthouse walk.

“Deke Sutton. The Ridgeline Compact requests custody for a public hearing.”

The crowd went silent. Sutton smiled without pleasure. “Your club has no jurisdiction.”

“Neither do you. That is why we ask consent from households.”

“You would feed thieves.”

“Emergency ration, yes.”

“Then you teach theft.”

“We teach judgment before punishment.”

The fire bell rang once. Sutton had given no signal. Neal Voss held the rope.

The wagon driver slapped the mule. Owen moved. Grace and Tom Dawson grabbed him together.

The wagon rolled. Ropes tightened. Jamie’s body jerked. Lowell kicked once, twice. The oak branch creaked.

No gunshot. No cinematic interruption. Physics completed the decision. Grace forced her way forward when Sutton allowed it. She checked both men. Jamie had a pulse. She demanded the rope cut.

Sutton waited too long. By the time Cody climbed the wagon and cut him down, Jamie’s heart had stopped. Owen and Grace worked CPR on courthouse gravel for twenty-four minutes.

Sarah counted because somebody had to. Lowell died hanging. Jamie died under Owen’s hands. Sutton ordered the bodies left for one hour as warning. Pastor Wynn stood beside them and began a funeral prayer. People joined until the warning sounded like a memorial.

At the school, Sarah wrote both deaths in the Compact ledger. CAUSE: EXECUTION WITHOUT HEARING.

She did not write alleged looters. She wrote the accusation separately. The clinic received three people who had fainted and one child vomiting from fear. Calories were spent heating water. Medicine was spent calming an asthma attack. Morale had no ledger column, but by dusk thirty-four people had left the town shelter for farms and church outbuildings.

Sutton had proved order. Order made them flee. That evening, the Compact voted an emergency rule:

No person surrendered to the Authority for punishment. Any accusation of theft heard publicly within forty-eight hours.

Five jurors by lot. Accused may speak and call witnesses. Evidence recorded. No execution, mutilation, or punishment of dependents.

The vote was unanimous. Clay Harrow signed. Sarah watched his hand. Fear could make rules look necessary. Hunger would test whether anyone meant them.


Chapter 3 — Owen

December 12–18 — Ridgeline

The thief took grain and left blood. Owen found both before dawn in the equipment barn the Compact used as a storehouse. The hasp had been pried, not cut. Two fifty-pound sacks of corn were gone. A third lay ripped near the door, yellow meal scattered over frozen mud.

Blood marked one nail. Not much. A palm or forearm cut. Owen closed the lane and called two witnesses before touching anything. Roy Bell came from the nearest farm. Lily brought the ledger and a protected digital camera but used it only after sketching the scene; batteries did not make paper obsolete.

Inventory the previous night: 6,441 pounds corn in this barn. Current: 6,323 after spill estimate.

Loss: approximately 118 pounds, 188,000 calories before processing. One hundred ten adult ration-days. Tracks led north.

One adult in boots with a worn left heel. One smaller person in wrapped shoes. A hand sled.

“Kid,” Roy said.

“Maybe.”

Snow had begun after midnight and stopped at three. The tracks were fresh. Owen followed with Roy and Rosa. They carried rifles slung, pistols holstered, twelve rounds each by Compact patrol rule. Lily recorded departure and expected return. No pursuit beyond the ridge without radio relay.

The trail crossed two fields and entered woods toward the Harrow place. Clay Harrow met them at his gate with a single-shot shotgun.

“No farther.”

His left sleeve was wrapped with cloth. Blood had soaked through. Owen stopped twenty yards away.

“Clay, two grain sacks are missing.”

“Not here.”

“Can we look?”

“No.”

The smaller tracks passed beneath his boots and continued to the house. Roy unslung his rifle. Owen raised one hand. “Keep it down.”

“He stole from my kids.”

“And his are inside.”

Clay’s twelve-year-old daughter appeared in the doorway holding a sack corner. Behind her, his youngest boy coughed. The evidence did not need a search.

“You signed the hearing rule,” Owen said.

“That was before my ration got cut.”

“Your ration wasn’t cut.”

“We got the same as people who gave nothing. I gave labor.”

“Recorded.”

“Four hours hauling wood while Mercer gets steward credit.”

Owen had received no extra food for Sarah’s stewardship. But Clay believed the hierarchy because every old system had hidden payment somewhere.

“Bring the sacks to the school,” Owen said. “Hearing tonight.”

Clay lifted the shotgun. It remained pointed at dirt.

“Deke would hang me.”

“We aren’t Deke.”

“How do I know?”

Owen thought of Jamie Crowe kicking above courthouse gravel.

“Because you’re still holding the gun.”

Clay looked at Roy’s rifle, Owen’s holster, his daughter. He broke the shotgun open. Empty.

The weapon had been a statement without ammunition. Finite supplies shaped theater too. They recovered one intact sack. The second had been opened. Twenty-one pounds remained. Clay’s wife had mixed cornmeal with hot water and lard for the children.

Emergency food could not be reclaimed from stomachs. Owen inventoried without searching private stores. Clay signed the recovery weight. His daughter signed as witness
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