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The Gallery

Month 13, first cooling week after the anniversary, dawn to late afternoon | Damaged Woodford County courthouse, Versailles

The plank on Aaron's sawhorses still carried its winter destination in black pencil.

SOUTH STOREHOUSE ROOF.

He measured past the split while Oren Brannon watched from the unfinished gallery aisle. Pale autumn light came through broken courthouse windows. Daniel's knee had stiffened on the wagon ride, and every step from the yard pressed the brace into skin already rubbed raw.

"That board keeps seed dry," Oren said. "Spectators can stand."

"The split end cannot hold weather," Aaron replied. "Cut here, and it can hold a person."

Oren nodded at the jar beside the saw. "Those nails?"

"Pulled from the old benches. Straightened twice. You want them in new roofing?"

Nora Wynn answered from the door before Oren could. "Maybe growers would prefer Miles judge his own officer in a locked warehouse."

"Heller fired," Oren said.

"Inside whose cordon?"

The workers stopped hammering. Daniel turned his useful ear toward the dispute. He had argued for public proceedings because locked rooms had sheltered too many decisions. He had not expected a public room to make speech harder to hear.

"Half-day repairs," he said. "At noon, field and store crews leave. We open only the seats made safe by then."

Aaron surveyed the joists. "About fifty. More can stand in the doors and yard if nobody leans on the rear rail."

"Justice for the first fifty," Nora said.

Ruthanne Cole wrote the number without endorsing it. Malik required jury and witness hours to count as public work. Oren demanded release whenever weather threatened the harvest. Both conditions joined the repair sheet. Neither created more hands.

Aaron cut away the damaged end. He had shaped Daniel's cane and fitted the brace after the Glen Aster gate ruined his joint. His gift was making damaged things carry a precise load without calling them whole. Daniel had once treated that skill as less important than reconciling systems. The old judgment still carried enough resentment that he did not trust himself to apologize.

At the far wall, two workers lifted a brass municipal bell onto an oak crosspiece salvaged from the records counter. Floodwater had blackened its rim and greened one fitting.

"It reaches the yard," Aaron said. "No power. Somebody pulls the rope."

"Who?"

"Whoever opens the court."

Aaron turned back to the benches before Daniel could convert the answer into an appointment or a gesture of family repair.

By noon, hammers left with their owners. One wagon went to exposed bean rows, another to the south storehouse, and a third carried canvas claimed by both the courthouse and a drying shed. Fifty mismatched seats faced tables built from old doors. Rain stains marked the ceiling. Aaron's brace kept the rear rail standing but did not make it trustworthy.

Jessa tested the room by speaking Samuel Kessler's name from the clerk table. People in the last row asked her to repeat it. When she raised her voice, wagon noise swallowed the words for those standing outside.

"Shut the doors for testimony," Daniel suggested.

"Then the yard hears nothing, and the room loses air."

Emma proposed two readings of every admitted page, one inside and one from the steps during the midday pause. A witnessed copy would remain under canvas. Challenges would be entered for the next session.

Oren pointed toward the departing carts. "Twice the reading means twice the delay."

"A record nobody can hear is scenery," Emma said.

Daniel approved the experiment for the first session. It cost no lumber, which made it look free. In fact, it consumed guards, clerks, witnesses, wagons, sanitation, food, and daylight. Without amplifiers or spare labor, a public right was another assignment on the work board.

Priya posted ration terms in the yard. Jury, bench, clerk, counsel, witness, custody, and sanitation service earned ordinary work shares. Spectators did not. Camp residents protested that compelled witnesses would lose private contract supplements while waiting. Vale's clerk said the court could not bind employers absent from the proceeding.

Before hearing a word of evidence, the county had created people whose food might depend on how long judgment took.

Ruthanne marked the fifty seats by function before the gallery could fill itself. Twelve for jurors, six for bench and clerks, places for counsel, custody, compelled witnesses, and medical attendants. Only twenty-three remained for the public. Nora demanded a witnessed rotation among town, farms, and camps. Oren argued that residents arriving first should not lose a chair to somebody who came after finishing breakfast.

Daniel approved a draw for the first session and a rotating district allotment after that. The rule prevented growers from occupying every seat with early wagons. It also gave clerks authority over who entered. Public access had become a ration, complete with gatekeepers and disputed measures.

A cost sheet followed. One prisoner's meal. Two custody shifts. Four witness wagons. Lime for sanitation. Canvas to protect posted copies. Oil if testimony ran beyond daylight. Daniel initialed each line and understood why opponents called the trial a luxury. He also understood what private judgment had already cost them.

Daniel climbed to an old clerk room one stair at a time: cane, left foot, braced right leg dragged after. Halfway up, nausea drove his forehead against the cool wall.

Laura stood at the landing with a jar.

"You were due at the clinic first."

"The repair dispute began at dawn."

"Your body began earlier."

He drank. The water turned sour in his stomach but stayed. In the privy, his urine had been the color of strong tea. He had covered it before the next person entered. Ortiz might name dehydration, infection, heat injury, or damage she had no supplies to measure. Diagnosis would not create treatment.

"I am resting now."

Laura looked past him at the evidence crates. "You are seated. That is different."

She left the water.

At the clerk desk, Daniel opened the cordon file. Emma had numbered custody packets without renumbering the papers inside. Order Seven came first, granting officers authority to preserve a marked boundary and act immediately against an observed breach or threat. He had written broadly because he wanted obedience at sites he could not personally supervise.

A later field sheet imposed limits: use the least force necessary; disobedience alone is not an attack.

After that came Samuel's rain-damaged route paper, Laura's clinic request, witness estimates, Heller's report, and Daniel's removal order. No synchronized clock fixed the sequence. Thunder had cut commands into fragments. Water had weakened the earliest ink.

Daniel moved the least-force instruction to the top. Then he placed its sentence about noncompliance. Order Seven followed beneath. The arrangement made the history clean: Heller received a limit and violated it.

Daniel rehearsed Celia's likely question. Had he ordered Heller to kill Samuel? No. What should an officer do with refusal? Preserve the line with the least necessary force.

He shifted the broad order lower.

Emma entered from his deaf side. He noticed her only when her finger touched its number.

"That is not custody order."

"I am preparing testimony."

"You are arranging an exhibit."

"The words are unchanged."

"The first words changed."

Daniel argued that the later instruction controlled the broad clause.

"When did every checkpoint receive it?" Emma asked.

"I cannot prove every reading time."

"Then the arrangement answers a question the witnesses have not."

He saw the advocacy more clearly once she named what was missing. His version did not falsify a sentence. It supplied an order of knowledge the record could not establish and let chronology perform the defense.

"Then testify to that," Emma said. "Do not make paper reach the conclusion before anyone asks."

He restored Order Seven to the front, then the route authorization, clinic request, witness pages, and incident report according to Emma's marks. The file became less persuasive and more truthful about how commands had reached the road.

Emma verified every page. "Once rules are adopted, the original stays in court custody. You receive a witnessed copy."

"I remain quarantine coordinator."

"You are also named in Heller's new filing."

A runner appeared with a tobacco-warehouse receipt wrapped around one page. Emma entered the time before reading.

Grant Heller refused summary disposition.

He demanded a public judgment and accused Daniel Mercer of giving the order that governed the killing.

Daniel read the page twice. Heller's hand did not shake. Beneath the accusation, the jail clerk had copied the disposition question: whose order governed the act?

The answer was Daniel's name.

Outside, Aaron tested the municipal bell. The brass note reached Daniel's right ear. Harvest workers looked toward the repaired gallery, then returned to their carts.

On the desk, the cordon pages rested in their witnessed order. Daniel could no longer arrange them to defend him before the questions began.
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Heller's Accusation

Month 13, next morning, 7:20 a.m. to midafternoon | Converted tobacco-warehouse jail

Heller's ration bowl sat beside a form that offered him death or release.

The jail occupied one corner of a tobacco warehouse, divided from late bean sacks by a plank wall. Two custody volunteers worked at a table between prisoner and crop. Every person assigned to guard one side was absent from the labor needed by the other.

Daniel crossed the loading yard by wagon because his knee could no longer manage the distance from the courthouse. On dismount, the right leg failed. He caught the rail until the brace locked.

Aaron waited at the scale with a broken counterweight.

"Your second guard is the only driver for the north team," he said. "Two loads stayed uncovered yesterday because he was carrying the prison waste."

"Heller requires custody."

"Food requires movement."

"Reassign somebody."

Aaron struck the counterweight against the table. "You create offices by naming other people's work spare."

Daniel entered the delayed loads in his notebook because no answer could produce a driver. He continued inside.

Noah wore the outer custody band. He checked Daniel against the visitor sheet before opening the gate.

"You know me."

"The line requires every name."

"Then follow it."

Noah did, with a satisfaction that made Daniel regret the complaint.

Heller sat unrestrained at a narrow table. His rifle and patrol band had separate seals. Warehouse clothes hung loosely on him, and he had cut his hair close with borrowed shears. Neither box on the disposition sheet was marked.

Emma occupied the clerk side with her duplicate book and the accusation in a stitched cover.

"This is a custody meeting, not testimony," she said. "Every statement is recorded as a claim, not a finding."

Daniel turned his right ear toward Heller and extended the braced leg into the aisle.

"You rejected the Council disposition."

"I rejected two outcomes designed to end the case with me."

A justified shooting meant release from custody and later removal from patrol. An unjustified shooting went to a short officer panel with power to execute. No intermediate charge, fixed sentence, or appeal appeared.

"Miles gets what he wants either way," Heller said. "Release proves the patrol acted properly. Death proves one officer failed."

"You pulled the trigger."

"Yes."

The admission contained no excuse. Its flatness made it heavier.

Daniel said Samuel had never crossed the boundary.

"He ignored commands and reached under his coat."

"He had no weapon."

"I know that now."

"The field sheet said noncompliance alone was not an attack."

Heller opened Order Seven to the immediate-action clause. "Your office said the line could not fail."

"It authorized response to an observed breach or threat."

"You told the patrol it had to hold even if someone died."

The warehouse tightened around Daniel. Outside, wheels rolled across the yard, their direction lost in his bad ear.

He asked when, where, and before whom. Heller named two patrol members who had served different portions of the day. One carried the later instruction. The other left before the storm. Neither could establish exactly who heard every part of the briefing.

Emma asked whether the phrase existed in a dated note or message. Heller said no. Had Bell or Ward used the same words in their first statements? He had not seen both.

"Then this page preserves your memory," Emma said. "It does not make the quotation shared."

"My memory is evidence."

"It is a source. Another body decides what it establishes."

Heller accepted the distinction without surrendering the claim. A man inventing an excuse might have manufactured a missing witness. Heller relied on remembered meaning because Daniel's patrol system had often expected action from spoken pressure no form could capture.

"You held the least-force sheet," Daniel said.

"A threatening move can come before a crossing."

"Samuel remained outside."

"The order did not require a threat to finish stepping over the mark."

Nausea rose. Daniel reached for water and found the jar empty. He had finished it to avoid needing help during the meeting. Noah silently placed his own cup beside Daniel's hand. Accepting it felt like weakness before both prisoner and son, which was reason enough not to refuse.

Memory came in pieces. Wet route cards. Rourke demanding that boundaries mean something. Noah asking what happened if desperate residents pushed through. Daniel warning that if each line opened, more people could die. He had said the cordon must hold. Whether he had joined death and holding in Heller's exact sentence, he could not honestly say.

"I never ordered Samuel Kessler killed."

"You did not name him."

"I instructed least force."

"After teaching us what failure meant."

Emma recorded both statements.

Heller had written that Daniel gave the lethal order. Daniel called that an argument about responsibility, not proof of a command to fire.

"Then let a public court hear the difference," Heller said.

Rourke entered from Daniel's deaf side. Daniel noticed Noah move before he saw the Security Chair.

"Three officers can hear it," Rourke said. "A short record. If the threat was reasonable, release. If not, sentence."

Emma asked who reviewed the panel.

"No civilian criminal court exists."

"That does not answer review."

"We cannot review a winter emergency until spring."

Rourke placed a cost sheet by the untouched bowl. Twelve guard shifts. An adult ration every day. Water, waste, bedding, and roof repairs. Continued custody took work from harvest and stores.

Aaron entered long enough to challenge the totals. The second guard had also moved crop and repaired the roof seam, so Rourke could not charge every hour only to Heller. Rourke answered that divided work still meant lost capacity. Emma made both men identify which lines were measured and which were estimates.

The bowl had been filled from the ordinary adult ration, not a punishment allotment. Ending custody by death would save food. Ending it by release would return an armed, divided man to the county. The clean economic answer depended on pretending neither result carried a public cost after the warehouse stopped counting him.

"We judge now or release him."

"Or execute him on a shorter form," Daniel said.

Rourke faced him. "Yesterday you rearranged evidence to show Heller disobeyed. Today he names you, and suddenly you need a season of procedure. Do not call personal defense a court."

The attack was useful because part of it was true. Execution would silence the man who connected Daniel's language to Samuel's body. Release would restore patrol unity. A fuller proceeding was the only option that did not let Daniel, Heller, or Rourke own the account, yet Daniel also needed it for himself.

"The summary route is suspended pending Council action," Daniel said. "Current custody remains. No private interrogation or transfer without a recorder and an independent witness."

"You are not a judge."

Emma wrote the objection. "The existing custody order still governs unless the Council changes it."

Heller added a line beneath his accusation: Daniel disputes the quotation but does not deny similar language.

"I did not agree to that."

"Write what you deny."

Daniel took the pencil. No recording or shared witness record establishes the exact words. I deny ordering any person killed. I cannot certify every phrase from the briefing.

Emma witnessed the addition and kept the original. Daniel received no opportunity to carry it.

Rain threatened the loading yard. One jail guard left to cover bean sacks. Noah took the interior post. Daniel watched his son stand between Heller and the harvest stores as though enforcement and food required the same loyalty.

"No line survives if officers become defendants whenever someone reaches wrong," Noah said.

Heller looked at him through the partition. "Then your father should sit here with me."

Daniel stopped Noah before he answered. The accusation had already begun teaching his son that defending the cordon required defending every act committed under it.

Emma entered the exchange under family statement, not custody fact. Noah objected to the label. She told him he could offer evidence later. He signed his objection, still certain that a signature made his loyalty stronger.

A corridor wagon arrived before Rourke's panel could assemble. Its driver called for the recorder. A woman stepped down holding a weathered case and a travel sheet.

Daniel had not seen Celia Mercer since before the collapse.

She recognized Aaron at the scale, then raised the case.

"I am here to see Grant Heller as counsel," she said, "if Woodford intends to call whatever it does next a judgment."
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Counsel for Heller

Month 13, same afternoon through dusk | Courthouse yard and warehouse custody desk

Celia stepped from the harvest wagon carrying one weathered legal case and no food crate.

Her first request was a chair.

"One inside the custody line for Heller, one outside for me. Close enough to speak quietly. Far enough that nobody later claims I passed him something. The guard remains visible without hearing every word."

Noah looked to Rourke. Rourke looked to Daniel.

"Custody can arrange it," Daniel said.

"Custody will record it. Unrecorded arrangements are how this family manufactures history."

Aaron stood by the loading scale, grease dark on both hands. Celia had greeted him only by name. Now he asked where she intended to sleep.

"Not with you."

Two workers carried a bean sack between them with great concentration.

"I asked which safe address."

"The counsel table can hold my bedroll. If counsel cannot safely sleep beside the proceeding, the county has identified another defect."

She signed the visitor page and watched the search of her case. Pencils. Blank sheets. A compact pre-collapse legal reference. Corridor passes. Three food chits earned near Frankfort, which she kept. She would claim no public ration until Woodford decided whether defense work counted as service.

Heller came to the partition. Emma witnessed from the clerk side.

"I cannot promise to save your life," Celia told him. "I do not yet know what lawful punishment exists here. You admit firing, and I will not defend you by denying it. Do you still want me?"

Heller looked past her at Daniel. "Will his order be part of the defense?"

"If it shaped your judgment, yes. If you use his words to avoid your own choice, I will question you before anyone else can."

He accepted.

Celia wrote her name beside his and marked the time. No door opened. No ration changed. Yet the yard shifted as news reached the courthouse before her pencil left the page.

Emma opened a separate counsel-access register. Any page Heller received would be numbered. Any page he returned would keep the same number. A guard could inspect for objects but not read legal notes unless the court found a named security risk. Rourke called the distinction impossible in a plank jail. Celia answered that difficulty did not make privileged speech the property of Security.

The rule consumed a second clerk whenever counsel met. It also prevented the jailer from becoming the first reader of every defense.

She requested ten minutes with Heller beyond Daniel's hearing. Rourke objected that private counsel could invent a new account.

"Counsel who cannot hear a client outside the accuser's presence is another interrogator," Celia said.

No room offered secrecy. Emma recorded the start, placed a visible guard at the gate, and moved Daniel to the loading door. He could see Celia and Heller. Harvest scales and his bad ear prevented him from hearing them.

Exclusion pressed every instinct he had trained into office. He wanted to know whether Heller changed the quotation, named a new witness, or admitted fear. Listening would prove the need for the boundary.

Aaron stood beside him. "You hate being outside that talk."

"The accusation names me."

"Eventually everything does. You build the table that way."

Daniel turned too fast. The warehouse tilted, and he caught the frame. Aaron supported his elbow until balance returned.

"If she stays," Aaron said, "do not use kinship to reach her files."

"I did not bring her here."

"You spent a year asking whether she lived. Wanting her found is not the same as wanting her back with an opinion."

At the recorded end time, Celia gave Emma a request list: the disputed briefing language, two patrol witnesses, the original incident notes, and every version of Order Seven. No recording was known to exist, and no one could imply a recording had been destroyed merely because memories differed.

Daniel asked whether Heller had changed his story.

"You hear his account when it enters the public record."

The limit angered him. A useful limit often did.

At the canvas counsel table, someone shouted that defending Heller meant defending the killing.

"No," Celia said. "It means the county must prove what it alleges before it kills a prisoner."

"He admitted it."

"He admitted firing. Woodford has not defined the offense, selected lawful fact finders, stated whether the order changes responsibility, or created review."

"Samuel stays dead while you choose language."

"Yes."

She did not ask grief to become patient. The refusal to soften quieted the yard for only a moment.

Rourke rang a ration-desk chime. Three Security officers would examine Heller's report, Order Seven, and the incident statement. Authorized force meant release from patrol. Unauthorized force meant death.

Celia asked for the sentence, review, witness access, and public questioning. Each answer revealed the same structure: the patrol selected what to read, asked whom it wished, and reviewed itself.

When Rourke raised the chime again, Celia covered it with her hand.

The patrol shifted. Daniel heard boots from his left without locating the movement. His body turned faster than the braced leg, and pain forced him back into the chair.

Rourke told Celia to remove her hand. She did.

"Convene it," she said. "I will sit outside and record every missing safeguard. Copies will go to local archives and every corridor clerk who carried me here. If you execute him, the page will say officers killed a prisoner after judging their own force. If you release him, it will say patrol immunity. Choose which line travels under your name."

"Frankfort gives you no authority."

"Frankfort gave me a road pass. Your procedure will give me evidence."

Ruthanne asked whether a Council vote would satisfy her.

"The Council enacted the order in dispute."

Nora called from the yard that Celia had disqualified everyone.

"Not everyone," Celia replied. "Disclose roles. Permit challenge. Keep the armed body holding the defendant from being the only body that decides."

Oren spread the harvest forecast across the table. Rain
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