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        The Dog at Bone Orchard
      

      Merrit Vale lands in 1883 West Texas with a blade and oath-magic he can barely hold together. Biscuit, a blue heeler with excellent criminal instincts, finds him before a vampire bounty hunter does. A frontier rescue becomes a fight over who gets to walk through a stolen gate.

      
        	Weird-western progression fantasy

        	1883 West Texas

        	Oath-magic with hard limits

        	A vampire bounty hunter

        	Biscuit, a blue-heeler companion

        	Sword-and-rifle tactics

        	Brutal action and dark humor
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      Reading Order

      Warden of County Zero

      Warden of County Zero is an eight-book story. Read the novels in the order shown.

      
        	A County Goes Dark

        	No Unclaimed Ground

        	A County That Stands

        	County Zero Answers

        	First Raid Clear

        	Keep the Old World

        	One Road Ours

        	Home, With the Lights On

      

      Next in the story: One Road Ours.

    
  
    
      Previously in Warden

      County One’s shared life pool and false builds threatened to erase individual people. Cole, Mara and June kept moving with the injuries and damaged equipment they already had. Six unlevelled strangers earned distinct builds, and the Null Lobby raid ended with those choices intact. Iona came out with them. Cole is now a Raid Warden. The System has announced targeted nerfs against the tactics that brought them through.

    
  Chapter 157: Patch Notes From the Enemy

The red notice reached Cole before his carriers cleared the wreckage. One man had his back and hips; the other kept his wounded thigh level. Above their shoulders, the tower’s lit windows climbed toward a sky that had no room for another problem.

June’s carrier stopped beside them. Her wrapped paw hung clear of his coat, and her nose pointed east. Mara sat at the clinic van’s open door with her bound arm supported against her ribs. Iona’s two helpers held the recovered bench frame beside the rear wheel.


LIVE BALANCE SERVICE — OBSERVATION COMPLETE
Raid Warden cooperative threat observation: OVERPERFORMING
Free Trail Scout independent route selection: OVERPERFORMING
Field Mender zero-overheal treatment: OVERPERFORMING
Physical cooldown verification: UNINTENDED
Corrective patch begins in 09:58



“Wonderful news,” Lark said. “We have become a regional problem, apparently because we survived their stupid interview.” She lifted the two halves of her hammer together. The short wire still joined them, with its clipped fragment tucked against the wood. “I would appreciate a promotion that includes a handle, since management destroyed the equipment.”

“One change at your head end,” Sera told Iona. “He needs his brake.” Iona nodded. A healthy walker took the courier’s rail; the courier let go only after the frame lay steady in both pairs of hands.

“Keep both pieces,” Priya said. “Leave the original wire attached because those splinters are the only grip we have.” She looked past Lark toward the clinic courier. “Can you release the brake without starting it? I need to watch the damaged wheel through a complete turn before anybody puts a shoulder against that frame. Stay clear underneath.”

The courier held his brake while a healthy adult checked the damaged wheel and cleared both chocks. Priya stayed clear. The wheel turned under a slow push as its owner eased the brake, then stopped at his hand. Their tank patch stayed dry, but the bent door and pinched floor stayed damaged.

Cole’s radio crackled against his chest. Petra had heard the County answer from the western receiver. Road Four was still inside, with its own driver and its own fuel. Relief One remained stranded. This would be a slow moving column of people and one hand-pushed van.

“Bring Road Four by the longer approach,” Cole told her. “We’re checking the causeway from this end while your side takes the alternate approach. Keep the original turn available until somebody verifies the crossing.” He kept the radio up until Petra answered.

The courier chose a short push toward the causeway. Walkers took the firm road beside him; the patients kept their existing support. Sera checked Iona’s frame and asked the two helpers to stop if her back shifted. Her last clean strip had gone around Owen’s foot. There was no spare in the van.


OBSERVED-USE COUNTERS — ENEMY SAMPLE
Threat Ledger activations: 4
Same six-person consent set: 4 / 4
Known Way Back route reuse: 3
Zero-overheal treatment sequences: 7
Thirty-seven-second interrupt calls: 2
Repeated participants, spacing and sequence improve prediction.



“Those are enemy counts,” Cole said. “We know which abilities we used, and that panel might be counting the copies with us. It can keep the imaginary numbers.” Bram looked up. “I’m leaving the observation arrows off,” Cole told him. “The tower wants the same six-person formation, but nobody has to volunteer for that demonstration. We can talk without putting a target above everybody.”

“I’m out,” Bram said. He held the stop sign on his sound side, with his injured shoulder tucked close. “Observation arrows won’t support my shoulder, so I’ll watch from here until the position becomes useless. When that happens, I’m withdrawing instead of waiting for a replacement assignment.”

Sera declined while keeping Iona’s sleeve against the cut above her eye. Priya shook her head. Calvin said no, then checked that his key was separate from the buckled lunchbox. Lark declined the arrows and their suggested place in line. Owen was last, with one hand against the van.

“I might ask later,” Owen said. “If I lose sight of somebody.” He tested his weight before moving his injured foot. “Later isn’t yes now, especially if the tower expects fifty feet of demonstration every time. It can lend me an ankle before it requests another performance.”

Cole dismissed the button. He had left Threat Ledger closed through the clear. Thirty-eight Authority remained while the red brackets began to drift. The party’s thresholds stayed unpaid.

Bram watched his own retreat. Sera kept her hands where the cold woman needed them.

Mara tapped the van’s door with her good fingers. “Stop presenting the formation it already measured. I’ll keep this window clear while the people who can move change positions, but everybody who needs support keeps their helpers.” She glanced at Cole. “That includes you.”

“I noticed,” he said. His carriers waited while he chose a lower sightline along the road edge. A roadside chair would have been nice. His carriers settled their grips where he could watch the van’s next wheel turn.

June nosed toward the left verge. Her carrier followed two slow steps, then stopped when she turned her head right. She tucked her chest against his arm and watched that shoulder. A red outline flashed on the left, ahead of the place she had just refused.

The strike burned a narrow groove through empty grass. June’s carrier held still. Her ears went forward, and one bark snapped across the road. Smoke curled from the predicted position beside Cole’s carriers. The dog had chosen; the man had listened. Neither had needed a party label.


PREDICTED PATH — MISSED
Confidence: 92% − 17% = 75%



“Dog says your prediction is embarrassing,” Mara said. She was smiling at June when Cole looked back. Then her eyes found him. “You can look at me too, provided you can manage it without another medical emergency. I’m told the view improves when you can see the woman you keep kissing.”

“I’m trying to watch both of you, although one of you keeps making that difficult.” Cole shifted his gaze before his carriers shifted him. Mara’s dark hair had caught on the rough door seal. With her good hand, she pulled it free and gave him a look that made the red tower briefly less interesting.

“Your attention remains a work in progress,” she said. “Now watch the damaged wheel instead of my mouth, because I refuse to lose you to a rut after all that effort.” The courier waited for her hand to clear, then let the van roll another yard. Cole kept that yard in view. The tower got none of his arrows.

The causeway lay a short way ahead, between a concrete upstream rail and a ditch on the right. A gravel shoulder climbed to an old maintenance gate on the left. Four red fault markers hovered over the upper anchor, lower brace, deck seam and downstream footing.

Cole recognized the order before the notice named it. He had worked that sequence on real structures. Here, the markers had arrived ahead of his inspection, in a color his own panel had never used. The van stopped short of the approach slab; both chocks went under its wheels.


DOMINANT RESPONSE PREDICTION
Inspect upper anchor, lower brace, deck seam, downstream footing.
Expected familiar order match: 100%



“It wants your familiar inspection routine,” Mara said. “You don’t have to give it the demonstration.” Her good hand stayed against the door, with her arm supported. “We can take the shoulder while it guesses why you refused, and I would personally welcome an uneventful road after that lobby.”

“One bounded inspection,” Cole said. “At the footing, before we touch the familiar sequence. We’ll check everything else with the original tools and our eyes.” His carriers brought him along firm ground until the visible concrete was within reach. He kept his thigh level while he chose that single target. “I want to see what it captures when I inspect a different starting point.”

Inspection was available again on his actual cooldown timer. Cole activated it with the visible footing less than two meters away, keeping the target inside that small range while one Authority left his current pool. No fault there. He ended the read after two seconds. The hostile upper marker jumped sideways. The red panel announced that it had captured his signature.


INSPECTION I — ENDED
Authority: 38 − 1 = 37 / 267
HP: 235/235 | MP: 37/267
Base capacity: 279 | Capacity scar: 12
Current target faults found: 0 | Maximum nodes: 5



“Captured the signature anyway,” Calvin said. He looked from the shifted marker to the footing. “Can we make it return the information, or did touching that target finish the transfer?” Cole shook his head. Calvin put his key away from the concrete. “Then I’m keeping my equipment away from whatever it wants me to demonstrate next.”

They worked from the sound edge. A healthy helper held the courier’s original iron where Cole pointed. Scraped concrete came away dry at the seam. Priya checked the brace’s visible joint. Lark watched the washer at the anchor while the courier eased the van against its brake.

Nothing shifted under their checks. Cole kept Inspection closed and looked beyond the four red marks, along the loaded wheel’s approach.

“Stop,” Priya said. “Approach slab, below the tire line. The road surface looks dry because the water is squeezing out underneath it.” She pointed with her cramped forearm held against her body. Water squeezed from a fresh hairline below the road surface. The crack widened while the van was still on firm ground, with nobody aboard the failing slab.

The courier kept his brake set. Walkers cleared the shoulder, and the litter helpers held back from the edge. Owen checked the first few feet beside the maintenance gate. Calvin found its ordinary catch already loose, asked before touching it, then moved it without claiming the road.

Concrete dropped. The slab fell six inches with a grinding crack that rolled mud through the seam while Cole’s carriers held him back on firm ground. The marker stayed up. Air beneath it. The broken route ended at his carriers’ boots, beneath a panel calling it useful.


VERIFIED WARDEN SIGNATURE CAPTURED: 1
Familiar order predicted correctly: 0 / 4
Actual settlement disclosed by patch markers: NO
Local candidate east branches: 2 − 1 = 1
People on failed slab: 0



“We still lost the shortest road,” Bram said. His shield rested against his leg while he watched the widening gap. “I would rather examine a broken crossing from this side than become part of the wreckage.” Cole called the closure through his radio. Petra answered before taking Road Four’s turn toward the longer inside approach.

The courier retrieved both chocks and chose the gravel shoulder. Three healthy adults pushed at sound frame points while he controlled the brake. The supported patients moved with their existing helpers. Relief One stayed frozen behind its separate repair hold, while the walkers followed the courier’s actual turn.

Owen varied his short checks along the shoulder. Priya moved from watching a tire to watching the ground ahead. Bram watched the back of the column. Lark used a hand signal where she had used wood. Calvin stayed off a catch until its holder waved him through.

His carriers’ forearms trembled. Cole waited for them to settle their grips before asking for another position. Mara called a halt at a low branch. June sniffed away from mud while Iona told Sera where her frame jarred. The hostile brackets kept chasing abandoned positions.


MOVEMENT SAMPLE — NINE FOREGROUND PARTICIPANTS
Repeated formation steps: 0
Forced role assignments: 0
New Threat Ledger samples: 0



“Their selected sample doesn’t include everybody,” Sera said. Her eyes stayed on Iona’s face. “The people outside their prediction still need support, so keep counting the actual column.” Cole counted the people at the next pause. All thirty-two were present, with June in her carrier’s arms. The tower’s smaller tally had erased nobody.

Seven circles opened. Wire legs hauled toolbox-sized bodies out of the holes, rattling mirrored plates along their backs as the lenses swept the positions the group had abandoned. Empty road.

The lenses turned toward Bram’s shield, Sera’s hood and the broken wood in Lark’s hands. Found new targets.

“It recognizes the equipment,” Priya said. “Leave room to refuse a handoff, and remember that borrowing equipment doesn’t activate somebody else’s ability. We need ordinary hands trying a different finish.” She backed onto gravel beside Owen. Calvin opened the box. Key first. He held it apart from the empty steel before offering either.

Bram offered the shield to Mara. She asked him to lower it beside her supported seat; she could guide its rim with her good hand. Sera asked Iona to keep her hood over her feet. Iona nodded. Lark passed the linked hammer halves to Owen and Priya together, their hands close enough to leave the wire slack.

Owen offered his empty bag to Bram. Priya handed her damaged cutter to Calvin and warned him about its jaw. Calvin asked Sera to hold the buckled lunchbox. Six tool sets had changed hands. The wire sagged between the same broken halves.

Red lines flashed. They cut through the former holders’ positions, and a mite darted toward the shield beside Mara’s supported seat before the glow faded. The courier set his brake, then waited until both chocks were under the wheels. Iona’s helpers set her frame flat beside the step and kept their grips. No loose patient.

“Calvin, that front leg,” Sera said. She watched the mite while keeping her own knee clear of Iona’s frame. “If that damaged jaw slips, let it fall away from Iona instead of dragging the cutter across her legs.” Priya nodded from the gravel. “Reset the jaw completely before you take the lower joint. You’re borrowing a damaged cutter, Calvin, so my class won’t make the second attempt easier.”

Calvin crouched against the stopped side step. He slammed the jaw shut against the front leg, but the damaged tool slipped off red wire while the mite clawed toward Mara. Priya pointed at the lower joint while he opened the jaw to its original stop. He took that joint and closed it again. The leg snapped. The lens smashed against the metal tread as the mite fell.

Lark asked for the box, and Calvin agreed before Sera passed it into her hands above the lens exposed against the step. She raised the buckled corner. When she slammed it down, glass burst across the tread. Her old deadfall trick worked, though it earned no fresh bonus.

“Apparently the ordinary version still works,” she said. She lifted the box clear of the dead wire and returned it to Sera. “Please keep my continued usefulness away from the committee responsible for our promotion.” Behind her, two mites turned toward the clinic’s rear wheel. Priya drew Owen back until both hammer pieces cleared the tire.

The courier held the brake until a pusher cleared both chocks. Then he eased it while the others moved the van one foot, drawing the first mite’s clinging wire leg around the rear hub. He braked again. Keep hands out. Red wire tore between wheel and frame, and the lens smashed onto gravel as the body broke loose. The pusher reset both chocks against the stopped tires.

The second lunged clear. It reached toward the tank line while Priya showed Owen the gap beside the steel rear eye and brought their joined wood across its path. Fingers clear. The mite hooked a leg behind the wood, tipped forward and smashed its lens against the fixed frame.

“Hold,” Priya said. The pushers stopped. The courier’s brake stayed set while she and Owen lifted both pieces clear of twitching wire. No new handle. The damaged cutter stayed with Calvin; the tank patch stayed dry under its old check light. Priya flexed her cramped fingers against her coat.

Sera’s mite projected five missing Health values beside Iona’s face, waiting there while Sera offered her the box and asked if she would hold it. Iona agreed. Sera recovered her hood. One sweep. The mite lunged blind into the low frame rail, clear of the cold woman’s legs.

The helper supported Iona’s wrist and bore the box’s weight while she turned its corner toward the covered lens caught against her frame. Small movement. She pushed. A plate buckled with a flat crack. Sera caught her hand at the rail, took the hood off the dead lens, then covered her cold feet again. Still flat.

“Systems technician,” Iona said. Her teeth clicked on the second word. Sera tucked the fabric without changing Iona’s position. “Yes. And you’re staying flat.” The box went back to Sera, and the helper kept his grip at the frame’s head end until the wire stopped moving.

Three remained. Two paused in the ditch, sending red pulses up their antennae while the third came straight for Cole and the men bearing his body. The arrows button brightened. He closed it. His carriers brought him behind the sound wheel, keeping their grips beneath his back and wounded thigh.

“The shield is beside my seat,” Mara said. She nudged its rim outward with her good fingers. “Bram, can you guide the strap without hauling on that injured shoulder? Let somebody healthy take the weight while you watch the angle.” He looped Owen’s bag strap through the rim. A healthy pusher took the load after Bram showed the angle. The mite climbed onto the metal after his hand withdrew.

Lark called the rear wire while Owen and Priya held their joined hammer pieces beneath the mite’s hinged body. Calvin clamped its exposed front leg with the damaged cutter. The jaw held. Sera covered the lens before it could turn toward his hands. June barked from her carrier’s arms across the gravel. The blind machine lunged toward the sound, past the men who had moved Cole clear.

The pusher hauled the shield beneath the van’s fixed frame rail while Bram guided the strap from the sound side of his body. A wire joint caught. The mite’s remaining legs shoved its armored casing upward until its lens smashed against the steel receiver. Red wire burst across the bent shield. Mara held her supported seat while the pusher drew the rim clear of the wreckage.

The final two fled up the ditch while their antennae pulsed toward the ridge. Their signals had already gone beyond Cole’s reach. Let them go.

His carriers stayed on gravel. Five broken mites lay among the borrowed wood and steel.


ANTI-PATCH ROTATION — FIRST TRIAL
Telemetry units: 7
Defeated through repeated dominant features: 0
Defeated through ordinary changed actions: 5
Transmitters escaped: 2
Clean party model acquired: NO



Before moving, they returned the old shield to Bram and the hood to Sera. Owen took his empty bag, while Priya received her damaged cutter. Calvin put the key into his returned box. Lark held both joined halves against her chest, keeping their short wire and clipped fragment clear of passing coats. The courier held his brake until the pusher retrieved both chocks.

Owen walked twelve fresh feet beside the van, keeping his hand near its edge while his bad foot took each slow step. He checked his next foot placement against the wheel’s outer edge. He marked it at two fifty-seven and fifteen seconds. Five seconds later, the courier followed his wheel call. The thirty-second mark was still live.

“Fresh stretch of shoulder,” Owen said. “I walked this before marking it. He followed my wheel call because he wanted to, while I stayed here with my bad ankle. Nobody ran my old retreat again.” He watched the tire clear his foot. “If the tower hates that, it can take a number. I still need a path my foot can handle when I have to leave.”

Petra called from inside, beyond the broken crossing. Road Four had used nine tenths on the long way around while this group pushed their van by hand. Three point four four five remained in her tank. Clinic Seven stayed off. Cole repeated the road closure.

He held for the last walkers. All clear.


SEPARATE PRIVATE FUEL CUSTODY
Road Four, inside: 4.345 − 0.9 = 3.445 GALLONS
Clinic Seven, outside: 0.375 GALLON — ENGINE OFF
Refill: 0



At the gravel rise, the tower vanished behind a hill. Red light still flashed against the clinic window. Iona turned her head toward it. “Carrier wave changing,” she said. “Watch the interruption at the edge of that flash. The hill blocked the original tower, but another transmitter is still lighting this window from an exposed direction.”

His carriers held him at the first turnout while the red point winked past the grain silo on the ridge exposed above the road. A visible transmitter. Cole aligned it with the silo’s corner. He followed that bearing toward the ground. Inspection stayed inactive. The reflected signal had directed his attention; the actual flashing point supplied the bearing.

At the next turnout, more than a hundred feet on, the same point flashed past the split oak, and Cole took that bearing from his supported position.

A third station beside pole forty-seven gave them another line. Priya checked the fixed landmarks; Calvin watched for any second source that might spoil the match.

“That’s the same pulse,” Iona said when Cole called the timing back. Her helpers held the frame steady beside the van. “Call it a relay for now. Those two mites may be sending what they saw through it, but we have to reach the actual machine before we know. We have a direction.” Cole followed the three physical bearings to their crossing on the east-northeast ridge.


PATCH SIGNAL BEARING
Independent physical samples: 0 + 3 = 3
Intersection: EAST-NORTHEAST RELAY RIDGE
Visible tower assumed as sole source: NO



The engine asked him to publish the movement model for better service. Cole dismissed it. Mara watched his face from her supported seat. “Tempting?” she asked. “I’ve always wanted our enemies to experience better service while they try to murder everybody.” He looked back toward the ridge. “They can put their complaint in the box Lark smashed against their equipment.”

At three o’clock and forty-three seconds, the countdown reached zero. Engines sounded faintly over Petra’s open channel; the local van stayed silent. June raised her nose from her carrier’s coat. Red panels snapped shut around Cole, leaving the road dark for a single breath.


HOTFIX 1.0.1 — DEPLOYED
Familiar Warden fault families receive adversarial substitution.
Novel faults remain undisclosed.
Raid Warden compensation: +350 XP
XP: 0 + 350 = 350 / 3,100
HP: 235/235 | MP: 37/267 | Authority: 37/267 | Stamina: 9/210
Partitioned Ward: READY — NOT CAST
Brace I: READY — NOT CAST



Four blue marks opened on the pole ahead, outlining the crossarm bolt, guy anchor, transformer bracket and ground lead while Cole’s own Inspection stayed inactive. Familiar clean blue. He had ended his only cast minutes earlier. Now the hostile panel dressed its next bait in the color he trusted.

June turned away. Her carrier stopped with her wrapped paw clear, following her stare into the ditch behind the marked pole while the rest of the column caught up. Soil lifted. A slow ridge pushed beneath the grass. Her next bark halted the wheels and every man carrying a body.
Chapter 158: Warden Sense: Fixed

June’s bark stopped the van before the ground opened beneath its next wheel turn. The courier hauled his brake tight. Cole’s carriers held back on the gravel, and the man carrying June followed her stare toward the soil behind the pole, where a buried edge pushed a straight furrow through it. The gravel jumped.

“Back from that edge,” Cole said. “Keep the patients level.”

His carriers moved together. Iona’s helpers withdrew with her frame between them while Mara kept her good hand against the van’s door. Six ceramic teeth broke through the dirt. Red wire whipped across the empty place where the front tire would have rolled, then drew a steel frame upright, shaking soil from its loaded springs. Too damned close.

The four blue fault marks stayed on the pole.


HOTFIX 1.0.1 — WARDEN SENSE IMPROVEMENT
Familiar fault family identified.
Prioritize trusted nodes for faster service.
Each inspection improves future confidence.
Unmarked physical hazards may be balance-neutral.



“Balance-neutral has teeth,” Mara said. “Put that in the help box.”

Cole closed the offered interface. The blue marks vanished, leaving the real steel and the torn ground beneath it. Warden Sense stayed at a hundred. Steel had torn up the ground where their next wheel would have rolled. Start there.

“No inspection yet,” he said. “Show me what moves before that panel names another target for us. I still have a hundred mastery, but experience doesn’t make a false answer useful.”

“Everything we’ve offended?” Lark asked. She held her linked hammer halves close, with the short wire slack between them. “I would like a smaller list before we start. My equipment would prefer to retire while it still has two recognizable pieces.”

Petra answered over Cole’s radio. Road Four’s driver had stopped and killed his engine as the hotfix arrived. The three point four four five gallons she had reported were still in his tank. He would wait. Cole gave her the new obstruction at the inside turn, then let the channel clear.

Their own courier stayed at his brake while a pusher set both wheel chocks. The clinic engine remained off. Mara watched him check the last walker before she looked back at Cole. “One yard at a time. We have enough trouble without bringing another damaged vehicle into a crossing we haven’t tested.”

The roadside relay opened six narrow slots. Red light cut across the road at climbing height, knee height and the place a man would put his face to inspect the crossarm, following the angles Cole had used for years. He ducked by instinct. One discharge burned a notch into the utility pole. Another passed over the gravel without touching it. Cole kept his carriers behind the concrete service wall beside the ditch.

Beyond that wall stood three rows of relays and a gate broad enough for the van. A narrow service walk ran along the left fence. The discharges ended at steel stops mounted beside that walk; fresh grooves in their scorched surfaces showed where the light had struck. Cole counted the grooves. Three fresh hits. There was room to watch without offering it a body.

“I can see the hinges from here,” Priya said. Her cutter rested against her leg. “Let me examine the connections before somebody tells me which failure I’m supposed to find.”

Iona’s helpers brought her flat bench frame alongside the wall. Sera checked her shoulders on the frame before letting them lower it onto the gravel. Iona’s jaw tightened. “Tell me when you need the position changed,” Sera said. “Your back stays supported even if the observations take longer from here.”

“The flashes will do.” Iona turned her head toward the rows. “I want their timing before I hear anybody’s answer. If you tell me which case you suspect, I’ll keep looking at it until I find a reason to agree.”

“I’ll take the cut marks,” Mara said. From her supported seat she could see the road beneath all three rows. She asked a pusher to roll loose gravel across the empty lane, then watched where the pieces split. Priya watched motion and heat; Iona watched the pulses. Each kept her first choice to herself.

Cole could have named the bent frame immediately. Its second leg leaned, and a broken ceramic skirt hung above it. The clean case in the third row looked dull and square. He kept quiet. That ugly leg wanted his attention badly enough to make him suspicious.

Calvin found a service cabinet facing the protected walk. Its cover was already unlatched. He left his tutorial key in his lunchbox and moved the loose cover with the courier’s long screwdriver. Three rods joined a handle, a catch and a return pin. He moved the handle an inch while Priya watched the linkage.

The keeper rose, and Calvin let go. It fell back into place with a clank that shook the gravel beneath Cole’s carriers’ boots.

“That handle reaches this catch,” Calvin said. “I can show you the connection. I can’t tell you what every other cabinet in here does because this one opened.” He pointed with the screwdriver. “Watch the pin when I stop. That releases the keeper without disconnecting the other operators.”

Inside the cover, a fixed voltage meter faced a row of covered test points. Its leads were tethered to the cabinet. A small dial turned with the exposed switching cam, and the needle jumped each time a contact closed. Click, then a jump. Cole had his carriers bring him close enough to see the contact faces through their clear guard.

He checked the meter against its reference, watched it fall on the open test branch, then checked the reference again. Up, down, up. The needle followed the actual contacts through three cycles. He traced the short visible leads while the others called movement from the parts they reached.

One branch ended at an empty terminal. Another looped back to its indicator. A third fed the false-node projector. Four ran toward the cutting slots, five toward the hinge latch, and six toward the black transmitter coil facing the ridge. Seven went underground. Leave that one alone.

“No master fuse,” he said. “The labels describe separate jobs, and we need two of them to happen together. If I disconnect the signal because it looks important, the cutting slots can keep running while we celebrate.”

“We can write you one,” Mara said. “Will that make you less likely to touch it?”

“Probably not.”

“Then you’re getting a label that says Mara was right.” She kept her bound arm against her ribs while the pusher rolled another stone. The third row cut ahead of it. “That one goes on everything you bring home.”

Cole looked at her until she lifted her eyebrows. Caught. He checked the contacts again.

Twelve feet of ordinary fuse wire lay in the cabinet’s service channel. Foot marks stamped along the channel let Calvin measure it without taking it into the road. The diagram under it showed the same seven ways, with one knife switch selecting a feed. This was the relay’s emergency supply. Cole’s belt stayed empty.

They compared their choices.

Priya named the clean third-row case. Warm air rose from its seam while the nearer damaged conductor stayed cold and unloaded. Iona named that case too: its flash led the first frame’s pulse. Mara pointed to the fresh nick six inches ahead of the last stone’s path.

“Same case,” she said. “Three different reasons, and mine has already started cutting ahead of the target. Whatever you do with the other two, remember that this one is anticipating where we’ll stand.”


PHYSICAL TRIANGULATION
Independent failure marks: 0 + 3 = 3
Shared candidates before comparison: 0
Shared candidates after comparison: 1
Warden inspection uses supplied: 0



The interface offered to inspect every familiar node at once. Cole dismissed it. Nice try. “We need the gate open,” he said. “We don’t need to make this whole yard behave.”

The leaning relay fired at the next stone. Its discharge cut high, where a shield carrier’s shoulder would have been. Bram rested his battered sign beside the wall, keeping its weight off his injured arm. A healthy pusher slid it into the same low test position with the courier’s iron, then drew it back untouched.

“It remembers my shoulder,” Bram said. “I’m getting tired of people who remember my shoulder. Every time I find a position that doesn’t hurt, another machine decides that position must be where I live.”

Sera checked his loose support without lifting the arm. “Then stop introducing it. Nobody needs another demonstration of how much pressure that dressing can take before it opens.”

Owen counted the first relay against the cam dial. Iona called the third row. Four point two seconds on the first; three point eight on the third. They watched three more cycles before Owen moved along the protected walk. He took twelve slow feet with his hand near the fence, stopped, then added six after the next discharge.

His injured foot caught on a shallow rut. He stopped again. His hand gripped wire. The third relay cut ahead of the pace he had abandoned, beyond the steel stop that kept its discharge out of the walk.

“That wasn’t clever,” he said. “That was my ankle. I’m not repeating the stumble to see whether the machine can learn it, either. You can have the timing without another demonstration.”

“It still missed,” Lark said.

“Good. It can miss another target while I check the next foot of ground. I need a path I can actually return along, not a successful fall that leaves me stranded.” He kept his weight on the sound leg until the pusher beside him offered an arm. Then he finished the eighteen feet without marking a route he might have to hurry back along.

June’s carrier reached the next stop and waited. She nosed toward the gravel, turned away from a hot patch, then pressed against his coat when a loose stone shifted beneath his boot. He stopped with her. Her ears flattened. A red line burned the empty place ahead where a steady walker would have gone.

Cole swallowed the call. The man already had her whole weight. June was looking at the ground, and he was listening.


GAIT NORMALIZATION OFFER
Free Trail Scout path variance exceeds expected range.
Normalize movement for improved injury accommodation? YES



Sera dismissed the offered treatment from her own view. “Keep her paw clear,” she told the carrier. “She hasn’t gained a reason to stand on it because that thing learned a new word.” June tucked her nose beneath his wrist. He waited until she lifted her nose. Only then did he take the next step.

At the second row, the leaning frame swung across the road. Its broken conductor stayed dark while the spring beneath its hinge drove steel through the passage. Cole’s stomach tightened. He caught the movement before anyone left the protected walk. “The conductor was dead. That hinge wasn’t.”

Calvin pulled the box handle. Priya held the catch clear with the screwdriver while Owen pressed the return pin from beside her. The keeper caught the frame before its sweep reached the road’s center. When Owen withdrew his thumb, the keeper dropped and the frame finished its stroke against an empty stop.

“Again, while it’s empty,” Priya said. “I want to see that it releases when I stop too.”

They tested her catch, then Calvin’s handle. Each withdrawal released it; all three agreed. Coupled Release lit their three grips blue over the tested linkage. The key stayed in Calvin’s closed box; every other door in the yard stayed beyond its reach.

Healthy hands supplied the force at the tested keeper. Lark guided the iron into its fixed seat with both hammer halves held together, then pulled her hands out before the frame leaned on it. The wire stayed slack. Cole checked her fingers. Clear of the loaded iron.

“No bonus for wedging,” she said. “I’ve wedged before. I’m considering a distinguished career in avoiding heavy machinery until somebody offers me a hammer that doesn’t need an introduction for each half.”

Cole waited until the frame’s next stroke landed on the keeper without slipping. “Keep that career open.”

They moved the carried patients and walkers through in small groups while the three operators held the release. When a support needed changing, everybody stopped behind a steel stop. Hold, then move. Iona’s helpers kept her flat; June’s carrier followed her nose past the sharp ballast. Cole’s two men set their grips again before bringing him through. The fence walk passed behind the final gatepost, wide enough for each frame and its carriers in single file. They tested the clearance with Iona’s empty foot end before taking her around the post. It cleared. The van would need the road.

The courier retrieved both chocks with his brake held, then let the pushers move the van into the second row. He stopped while the chocks went back. Mara remained in her seat, watching the rear corner that he could not see. “Hold there,” she said when the damaged door came close to the post. A pusher guided it clear with his hand. Nobody asked its ruined brace to hold it alone.

At three oh eight, Cole’s carriers held him beside the warm third-row cabinet. Its closed outer seam was less than two meters away. They had found it through three separate observations. He chose one paid Inspection to test the hostile substitution against a physical failure they could already identify.

One Authority left his pool. Four bright blue decoys appeared around the cabinet. The seam’s mark vanished. Heat still rose against his fingers. He ended Inspection after two seconds. His carriers stayed where they were while he checked the unmarked metal again.


BOUNDED INSPECTION I — ENDED
Authority: 37 − 1 = 36 / 267
HP: 235/235 | MP: 36/267
False-output mastery gained: 0
Decoy nodes strengthened: 4
Real node suppressed by interface: 1
Physical seam erased: NO



“It hid the mark,” Cole said. “The seam stayed warm, and the real latch still moves when Calvin works the handle. The patch can remove a target from my display. It hasn’t removed the connection we tested.”

“Your screen is doing less work than my hammer,” Lark said. “Mine at least admits it’s broken. I would appreciate the same honesty from an interface that keeps congratulating itself while trying to remove our heads.”

The relay turned toward Cole’s last Inspection position. He kept his carriers behind the service stop while its red lines crossed the empty road beyond them. Following the next blue marker would have put his head directly in their path. He stayed put. The discharge passed, and he pointed at the physical latch instead.

Calvin and Priya opened the third-row service cover through its ordinary catch. The visible leads matched the roadside cabinet’s diagram, but Cole checked their actual ends before letting anyone touch a switch. Five reached the latch solenoid. Four reached the attack contacts. Six still pulsed toward the ridge. The transmitter would continue running if they disconnected only the hinge. This cabinet’s return cam had the same marked scale. Calvin called its movement to Iona.

The knife switch could isolate one feed at a time. They needed the hinge open and the cutting slots dark together. One switch, two jobs. Cole watched the exposed contact travel through a full cycle, then had Calvin open the local service disconnect and check the test points against the fixed reference again.

Seven feet of the site wire bypassed the hinge control through the case’s low-energy service terminals. A healthy helper held the coil while Cole guided its ends from his supported position. When Calvin restored the local feed, the latch rose. Priya withdrew her tool before the keeper took the load.

The courier brought the van out of the second row, clearing both chocks before moving and setting them again beside the final gate. Lark recovered the iron after the last pusher cleared that row’s keeper. A healthy helper carried it forward and tested it beneath the final gate’s matching stop. It held there. The second-row swing resumed behind them.

The five feet left went to the attack branch’s sacrificial ground terminals with the disconnect open again. Cole drew back. Calvin closed the disconnect. The first pulse flashed the wire white. The attack contacts sprang apart, and the cam began its slow return toward the reset mark.

“It’s resetting,” Iona called from her flat frame beyond the gate. “Watch the notch. The contacts close when the cam reaches it.” She counted the scale marks Calvin called back while the pointer crept toward the notch.


ORDINARY FUSE WIRE
Available: 12 − 7 = 5 FEET
Remaining: 5 − 5 = 0 FEET
System repair bonus: 0



The carried patients were already clear. Most of the walkers stood with them beyond the final stop. The courier retrieved the chocks while keeping his brake set, then let the pushers bring the van through. Mara called its rear wheel past the first post. Cole’s carriers held him where he could watch the last corner.

The door caught by one damned inch.

“Stop,” Mara said. The courier braked. She kept her arm against her ribs while the pusher outside lifted the damaged door clear. The wheel had room now, but the cam reached its reset mark before the last part of the van passed the cutting slots.

Red light opened against the keeper. “Eight seconds,” Iona called. “That’s the reset interval, and the contacts are closed again.” The courier held firm. Reversing into the second-row swing would put the van across another attack lane, and the forward corner still needed the gate held clear. Cole checked the available turns, and neither would clear the attacking frame. The courier had no turning room.

Bram shifted toward his shield, then stopped when Sera touched his sound elbow, leaving its weight on the gravel.

“Then give me a job that doesn’t use the shoulder.”

“Watch that post,” Mara said. “Tell him when his door clears, because I can’t see it from here. Nobody else has your angle, and I would like to keep the remaining corner attached to this van.”

Priya pointed at the warm seam beneath the keeper. The helper’s iron held the load on the fixed stop, leaving a thin retaining tab exposed. Cole followed the hinge’s downward arc from its bolted foot toward the cutting slots. Released from that tab, the relay would fall between the projectors and the van.

“This is the cut,” she said. “Calvin, keep your hand off the release until my jaw is out. The tab is unloaded while the keeper holds, but it will take my cutter with it if you release early.”

She seated the damaged cutter on the exposed tab with its body braced against the service ledge. The upper jaw slid over a blister of paint. Priya stopped before squeezing, changed its angle and scraped the blister away against the original jaw edge. Bare metal showed. Cole held his breath while she seated the cutter again, with her forearm braced and the injured hand clear of the opening. Ten temporary condition held the jaw on that one fault while she closed it. The tab split. Priya drew the cutter clear before its ordinary damage returned; the tool was still hers, still missing its handle.

Calvin released the catch. The healthy helper pulled the iron from its keeper seat while Lark guided the tip clear with her joined wood. The frame fell. Light cut through the transmitter housing and out the far side, throwing bright fragments against the concrete service wall while Mara covered her face with her good hand.

“Door clear,” Bram said.

The courier eased his brake. The pushers took the last yard, and Mara’s seat passed beyond the steel stop. Calvin, Priya, Owen and the remaining helpers came through the protected gap after it. The ruined relay shuddered against the road and stayed down. The seven-foot bypass lay buried in the broken cabinet.

Sera counted beside Iona while Cole counted from his carriers’ arms. Thirty-two people. June lifted her nose from her coat when her carrier reached the others. One dog. The courier set his brake and both chocks before the pushers let the van’s weight settle.

The iron and screwdriver went back to him. Lark kept her two halves, original wire and clipped fragment. Nobody reached into the fallen relay for the committed bypass. Beyond it, other relay rows still flashed against the ridge. They had opened one crossing.


RELAY-YARD CROSSING — COMPLETE
Real triangulated threat: 1 − 1 = 0 ACTIVE
Local vehicles crossed: 1 / 1
People accounted: 32 / 32 | Dog: 1 / 1
Serviceable crossing frame: 1 − 1 = 0
Salvage recovered: 0



At three twelve and forty-three seconds, Cole’s progression panel opened. His carriers waited while he read it, then asked where he wanted to stop. He chose the level ground beside Mara’s door. Both men knelt, bracing their forearms on their thighs while keeping his back and wounded leg supported between them. His thigh stayed level. Mara was within reach.


RAID WARDEN PROGRESSION
HP: 235/235 | MP: 36/267 | Stamina: 9/210
XP: 350 + 350 = 700 / 3,100
Warden Sense mastery: 100 + 0 = 100 / 100
Authority: 36/267 | Locked: 12
Partitioned Ward: READY — NOT CAST
Brace I: READY — NOT CAST



“You can look at me now,” Mara said. “The wheel has had its turn, and I’m beginning to resent how much concern you’ve shown it. Tell me you noticed that I kept all my fingers.”

He did. Her smile lasted until a new panel opened between them.


NEXT MANDATORY BALANCE TARGET
Complete build frequency analyzed.
Target: COLE MERCER — RAID WARDEN
Scope: ATTRIBUTES, SKILLS, GEAR, ALLIED PATTERNS
Forced respec package compiling.



A red outline climbed over the two men holding him. Another closed around Mara’s seat. Cole’s name stayed above all three, and the first line of the package asked which support he wanted removed.
Chapter 159: The Meta Build Dies First

Seven red cables struck the road beside Mara’s door.

Cole’s carriers hauled him back against the gatepost, keeping his wounded thigh level between their arms while the courier held the van’s brake. Both chocks were down. June barked against her carrier’s coat as a shape slid down each cable, boots scraping sparks from the gravel. Seven landings, and all too close together.

The nearest wore Cole’s face.

It stood on two sound legs with a clean rifle across its chest, and six arrows hung above its head, already pointing toward people who had given it nothing. Cole tried closing his left hand. The palm dressing stuck. Its clean hands tightened on a rifle Cole didn’t have.

“Behind the concrete,” he said. “Take the frames first.”

Iona’s helpers carried her flat behind the layby’s retaining wall while the other patients followed with their original supports. A dry drainage channel ran below that wall on the left. To the right, a cargo cradle sat high on sloping rails, its wheel held by a steel keeper. Farther ahead stood a narrow service gate with a return weight beside its post. The van could reach it along the level strip between rack and wall, provided the courier could keep its damaged door away from the brackets. One narrow approach.

Cole counted the people into cover while the hunters unfolded, waiting until the last supported patient had passed before he turned back toward the closest rifle.

Bram’s copy had a shield. Not a dent. Sera’s double glowed green. The false Improviser’s hammer straightened after striking the ground, drawing its own cracked handle back together. The copied Returner left bright route marks. Priya’s double had a cutter. Both handles intact. Calvin’s copy wore keys. Seven across its chest.

“Mine has equipment,” Lark said. She lifted her joined hammer halves. The original wire hung loose beneath her fist. “That’s rude before we’ve even been introduced.”

“Ask whether it has your personality,” Owen said.

“Then I’d have to save it.”


ANTI-META HUNTERS — DEPLOYED
Matching builds: 7
Signature adaptation stacks: 0
Each matching signature: +1 STACK
Efficiency penalty per stack: 20% UNTIL ENCOUNTER END
Permanent skill loss: 0



The rifle hunter fired. Its first round struck the gatepost beside Cole’s carrier, spraying grit against the man’s sleeve as both men lowered Cole behind the concrete base. He gripped the sound forearm under his back until the carrier looked down.

“I’m with you,” the man said. “Tell me where you need to look.”

Cole wanted a rifle, a standing leg and another twenty feet of wall. He had the wall, so he would start with that.

The other hunters pressed through the narrow spaces around the rack. Their large weapons struck posts when they turned after their matching owners. The Freeguard came through first. Its shield already blocked the opening. Behind it, the healer reached over a rail while the hammer copy battered the opposite side. Steel rang from both approaches, and the helper nearest the cradle backed away before its damaged rail could catch his sleeve.

“One signature,” Cole said. “Draw your copy into a position somebody else can finish. Choose together, because you know your damaged equipment better than I do. I can see the approaches from here. I can’t decide how much force your shoulder will hold.”

Bram looked at Sera. She pointed to the van’s rear step, where the courier had left room beside his brake.

“I can work that door,” Sera said. “Give me the elbow against the step, and get your arm away before I release it. I need the hunter moving toward me while the rest of you stay behind that door.”

“I can give you its arm.” Bram rested the bottom of his sign against the step. A healthy pusher held its post against the concrete lip while Bram took the upper grip in his sound hand. His bad arm stayed close. “Keep my exit clear, and pull me away if the sign starts going underneath that step. I’m attached to the arm more than the equipment.”

The perfect shield hit. Bram’s sign buckled. The shock pulled a grunt from him, but the ground and the pusher’s braced iron took the downward force against the step. When Bram activated Open Guard through that block, a narrow blue strip opened beside his boot, leading around the hunter’s shield edge.

The copy’s red cable flashed. Three seconds became two point four.

“Go,” Sera said. Bram took the opening while he still had it, and the hunter followed the retreating sign, driving its arm between the van’s step and the rear door. A helper supported the door from outside until Sera pulled the manual catch. Then he let its weight meet the charge.

The door slammed. The hunter’s elbow crumpled as Sera shoved the door’s lower edge with her sound shoulder. The trapped hunter kept pushing, tightening its own cable between door and step until red strands burst against the metal. One bright pulse raced uphill before the head went dark.


FREEGUARD ADAPTATION — 1 STACK
Open Guard duration: 3.0 × 0.8 = 2.4 SECONDS
Stop-sign condition: 40 − 40 = 0 / 100
Serviceable shields: 0 | Retained scrap: 1



Bram let the pusher lift the ruined sign clear because its folded face had caught beneath the step. He ran his good thumb along the old lettering, stopping before the sharp crease.

“That was mine.”

Sera crouched beside him. “It still is, but let him carry the heavy end until we reach a position where you can put it down.”

Across the rack, the perfect healer raised both hands above its head. Green light painted the cradle’s underside as its fingers spread. Owen lowered himself onto the concrete edge. He offered Sera his wrapped foot before the copy could reach him. Her hands were occupied, but that was his choice.

“Check it while we have a wall.”

She checked his toes, the wrap and the swollen edge, asking where the pressure changed while Owen answered through his teeth. Only after the examination did she use Efficient Treatment. The exact safe healing amount appeared. Zero.

The hunter’s cable flashed. Her next readout warning fell from a hundred percent complete to eighty. Two segments vanished from the display’s border.

“An incomplete amount is no amount,” she said, closing it. “That foot stays supported when you stop. I’m not letting the prettier version guess what’s inside it.”

“Prettier?” Owen asked.

“It has clean sleeves.”

The copy poured fifty one-point pulses into its unhurt allies. The first point overflowed a full bar and unfolded into a paper tick. The next pulse made a second body. By the last pulse, fifty one-Health ticks had unfolded on the gravel. Their needle legs rattled toward the gaps below the wall, each little body dragging a thread of light behind it. Cole saw thin green threads joining them to the healer. Each thread brightened when its hands pulsed.

“The drain,” he said. “Draw them below the people.”

Priya cleared the drainage gate’s return lever with her closed cutter jaws, then watched a helper lift the empty gate through its ordinary handle. Calvin followed the exposed linkage. When Priya let the lever rise, the gate’s own weight brought it down. The iron teeth bit deep into the channel floor. They opened it again and kept their hands outside its fall.

Sera showed herself at the far end of the channel. The healer shoved between
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