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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
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        	First Raid Clear

        	Keep the Old World

        	One Road Ours

        	Home, With the Lights On

      

      Next in the story: No Unclaimed Ground.

    
  Chapter 1: A County Goes Dark

At 4:42 p.m., every breaker at Bellweather Substation opened at once.

Three hard reports rolled through the utility truck's closed windows. Cole Mercer lifted his foot from the accelerator as the transformer hum vanished. Breakers should open in sequence, giving the fault time to clear. These had tripped together. His radio went black. The dash followed while he watched the yard. Beyond the windshield, the insects fell silent.

At a live substation, silence could mean somebody had isolated the feed. Until he had a meter on it, the quiet could also mean current had found a path he could not see. He covered the brake.

Beyond the fence, the north feeder whipped between its poles while the cottonwoods stood still. Cole followed the conductor's swing upward and found a pale line across the blue sky, straight as a chalk mark snapped across glass. A second line crossed it before he could blink. Then a third. The utility truck died at thirty miles an hour.

He stood on the brake until twenty thousand pounds of bucket truck stopped on the gravel shoulder, six feet short of the animal-control truck. That vehicle had come through the opposite ditch nose-first, folding Bellweather's outer gate under its front axle. When Cole leaned across the steering wheel, a red-furred animal struck the mesh of its rear compartment.

Hale had called him over relay chatter on the north feeder. A routine inspection. She had one apprentice inside with her. The event recorder was dark. The county microwave dish had stopped tracking too. Across the eastern ridge, Caldwell Water Tower's red aircraft marker had vanished.

From the yard, a man yelled, “Mercer!”

Mitch Norris, the second-year apprentice, had always been loud when frightened. This time he had earned it. The service road lay open behind Cole. If the engine restarted, he could reverse to the cattle guard and put Bellweather's ridge between himself and those lines in the sky. A clean way out.

The animal-control truck rocked again, and Cole unlatched his belt and got out. During a fire call, a senior volunteer had overruled Cole's warning, and Cole had obeyed. Another firefighter had paid for that obedience. Hale and Norris were calling from beyond this fence.

His gloves, rescue line, and first-aid pouch waited in the curbside compartments, but the animal compartment rocked against its crushed hinge. The driver had abandoned it. Fresh boot prints continued south from the open driver's door. Cole left his equipment and approached the trapped animal.

The truck leaned sideways. A red heeler crouched inside the animal compartment. She braced as he approached. Blood streaked the mesh in front of her clean muzzle. Somebody's blood. Her collar tag was scraped white. Cole kept clear of her teeth while reaching for the damaged latch.

“I'm opening this,” Cole said. “After that, we're strangers. You can go.”

She answered with one bark and showed him every tooth she owned.

“Good talk.”

The latch had jammed. Cole peeled its safety clip back with his belt pliers, then put a shoulder into the compartment door while he worked the release. It shifted half an inch. When he repositioned his shoulder, the heeler retreated from the opening. Her ears flattened against her head, but she had cleared space for another attempt at releasing her.

Cole moved his hand away from the wire before forcing the door wider. “Out.”

The heeler came through low enough to clear his knee, hit the gravel, and ran. She crossed the road and leaped the drainage ditch before stopping beneath the cottonwoods. Open country ahead. Cole turned toward his equipment.

The dog came back.

She sprinted past him to the damaged entrance. Her forefeet planted against the gravel before her bark pointed him toward the substation's northeast corner. Norris was yelling again.

“Save your breath, Mitch,” Tessa Hale called. “He's here.”

Cole collected his gloves, rescue line, first-aid pouch, and bucket control pendant from the curbside compartment. The heeler paced the fence while he closed it. She kept to the drainage bank, following a gravel ridge above the wet grass. Fifteen yards along, she stopped and waited for him.

“Fence line,” Cole said. “All right.”

When he joined her, she continued toward the substation workers. Water ran through the Bellweather yard.

A split service pipe sent water across the gravel and under the transformer pad. Runoff spread around the broken north-feeder pole. Its top eight feet lay inside the fence. One end of the crossarm rested on the control-house steps while the other hung from a torn conductor above the water.

Hale knelt on the upper step with one hand pressed over Norris's forearm. He lay below her because the crossarm had caught his left leg against the steel rail. Blood darkened his sleeve from wrist to elbow.

Bellweather's grounding grid ran beneath the yard, carrying fault current into earth under ordinary conditions. If that torn conductor found a source now, every wet boot could become another path. Cole studied the ballast strip along the fence while water swallowed the lower steps. It looked dry, but he had no measurement that made it safe. The workers were bleeding on the other side of it.

Between them and the gate, a creature chewed copper. It crouched beneath the raised transformer pad, low as a hog and twice as wide. Six jointed legs straddled the runoff. Ceramic-white teeth worked the conductor. Each bite brightened another black plate until copper shone across its back. Another shape moved behind it.

Cole nearly stepped over the heeler when she stopped at the slope and looked from the water to him, bracing all four feet until he shifted uphill.

The creature bit the conductor again. Another copper plate brightened. Each bite fed the blue light farther toward its tail, connecting the armored plates along its spine.

Raindrops struck his glove and spattered against the ballast while the cottonwoods remained motionless. Clear sky overhead. Text appeared between him and the substation. The writing hung in his vision. Every letter stayed sharp while copper light and falling water remained visible behind it.


FOUNDING OATH AVAILABLE

Keep them alive. Earn the class.

Founding scope — choose one:
Extraction: Keep the named people alive until they reach safety. Duty ends at the gate; no infrastructure claim.
Bellweather: Keep this yard and its people. Feeder work qualifies here; duty does not reach other county systems.
Blackridge County: Take responsibility for people and essential county systems. Fulfilled obligations may earn Authority; failed ones can scar its capacity. Sight stays local.
Already done: Companion freed before the offer.
Still required: Keep her free. Remove both workers. Isolate the lethal feed.
Deadline: Bellweather north feed reconnects to the county bus
Authority stake: 0
Failure terms: Attach upon jurisdictional recognition

Define the standard you will keep.



For a moment, Cole thought an arc flash had put writing inside his skull. Then Norris cried out, and he read the offer because debating symptoms would leave both workers under that timber.

Extraction would end at the gate. Bellweather would give him a class for saving his crew and cutting this feed, while Caldwell stayed dark beyond the ridge. County scope tied his future Authority to every promise he made. Fail enough people, and he would scar its capacity. The tower's silent radio could not even ask for help, and he had spent seven years working the lines between places like these. Leaving one running while the next burned had never been much of a plan.

Cole looked through the fence. “Blackridge County. I protect lives first. I secure the systems they need second. I leave behind something that still works after I walk away.”


FOUNDING OATH PENDING

Scope selected: Blackridge County  

Prove it.



The panel vanished. Norris remained pinned while Hale pressed his bleeding arm. Cole counted the routes while blue light ran along the feeder toward the county bus. Wet gravel lay between gate and steps. The heeler had found a ballast strip, but Norris could not crawl down it with a crossarm on his leg.

The pendant gave him fine control from outside the fence, although a fault across the hook could destroy it with Norris still pinned. Cole tested the rear levers before committing to the lift. If the pendant failed, those controls could still get his hook back.

The hydraulic boom could lift the crossarm from outside the grounding grid, then reach the manual disconnect rope after evacuation. Rescuing his coworkers would leave that feeder reconnecting to the county bus. He needed the boom operating until he isolated the damaged equipment.

The creature bit again. Electricity advanced another plate toward its tail. A charge meter. Norris's ankle remained beneath the crossarm, so Cole went for the hydraulic boom before that meter filled.

“Hale,” Cole called. “Can Norris pull that leg clear if we lift the crossarm?”

“He's tried, and the timber's holding him against the railing. You give me clearance, I'll handle Norris.”

“How's the bleeding?”

“Forearm, through the sleeve. I can keep pressure on it while you get him out.”

“Keep that pressure, and stay clear of the railing when the timber moves.”

He backed away from the fence and started the bucket truck. The engine turned once, coughed, and caught. Its dash stayed dark. The old mechanically injected diesel used a hardwired starter and PTO circuit outside the dead cab electronics.

Cole set the parking brake before engaging the PTO. He lowered the outriggers onto the gravel shoulder, then raised the boom until its hook stood level with the folded gate. The heeler paced him outside the fence, although the open road lay behind her.

Cole clipped the insulated rescue line to the boom's material hook as a tag line and led its free end around a sound fence post. Using the bucket-control pendant from dry gravel, he guided the hook over the gate and under the crossarm's high steel brace.

The tail lay beside him; he could pull it to keep the hook from swinging toward Norris while the boom took the timber's weight. Cole operated the pendant until the crossarm rose an inch above Norris's ankle. Norris shouted.

“Mitch, can you get that ankle clear?” Cole asked.

“His boot's wedged under the steel brace,” Hale said.

“Cut through the laces and leave it, because he's coming out barefoot.”

Hale slipped her folding knife beneath the laces. Runoff climbed the concrete stairs while Cole maintained pressure on the pendant rocker. One creature left the transformer. Rain scattered across its copper armor and evaporated. The heeler barked toward the approaching creature.

“I've got it, and you're staying clear of the equipment.”

Her ears flattened. She braced against the gravel with her forelegs. Electricity reached its tail. She barked three times in quick succession.

Cole released the pendant's rocker and backed onto dry gravel, keeping his gloved hand away from the truck chassis as he yelled, “Freeze! Nothing metal!”

The discharge struck the runoff. Electricity crossed the substation yard at ground level. It climbed the steel handrail, jumped to the crossarm brace, and raced along the rain-soaked rescue line. Insulation blackened against the fence. The boom's material hook flashed before the control pendant snapped blue against his fingers.

The rocker went dead. Norris's fingers stopped two inches from the handrail while the copper armor faded to brown. Cole lowered the ruined pendant beside the entrance. Its cable continued across dry gravel toward the truck.

Once the electricity faded, Cole turned toward the heeler. “That warning counted, and I'm listening for the next one.”

She approached the washout. After sniffing the mud, she retreated uphill until she reached a ballast ridge above the runoff. Narrow footing. Her route led toward the control-house side gate, and Cole followed her nose because his pendant had just proved what that water carried.

The chain had no padlock. Cole stopped the engine, then collected the undamaged tail of his rescue line from the gravel. Vapor rose above the runoff. That ballast offered a route to Norris rather than a promise of protection, and Norris was bleeding while Cole stood outside.

He unfastened the chain and entered with his first-aid equipment. The heeler waited until he held the gate open and stepped clear of it. She came through.

The discharged creature turned toward their entrance. The second continued feeding. Ceramic teeth hammered the conductor beneath the transformer. Cole followed the ballast. He reached the stairs above the runoff, then climbed alongside Hale with his medical pouch.

“Pendant's dead,” he said. “The hydraulic boom is holding, and we move before it develops a sense of humor.”

“That's what you're calling good news?”

“It's the portion least on fire.”

Hale had held pressure through Norris's sleeve. Cole replaced her palm with a dressing from his first-aid pouch, then checked his patient's fingers for warmth and movement. Norris flexed them. Cole shifted to the trapped ankle because that pressure dressing could hold until they reached the truck. He cut through the leather boot.

“Move your toes for me, Mitch.”

Norris did. “Tell my ankle that, because it still hurts like hell.”

“Keep moving them, and tell me if that changes before we get you to somebody with an ambulance.”

“Start with moving the damn pole, because the ambulance can wait until my ankle's out from under it.”

The ankle's alignment gave Cole no obvious fracture to work around. It remained trapped. He would assess it again after extraction, when Norris could show him where it hurt.

The boom had lifted the steel brace enough to admit Cole's wrench. “When I pry, bring him toward the control-house wall so his injured arm stays clear of that railing.”

“And who's getting you away from the railing?”

“I'm the one with the wrench, and I'm keeping it.”

He wedged his spud wrench beneath the steel brace. The crossarm resisted. Cole forced it upward while Hale hauled on Norris's belt, and Norris braced his uninjured hand against the concrete to help them. His bare foot cleared. Then the boom settled.

Cole caught Norris before his shoulder struck the concrete. Hale maintained her grip while they shifted him onto the upper landing, where he could support himself against the control-house wall as Cole returned the wrench to his belt loop.

Norris reached for his boot. The creature below them opened its jaws, and he left the boot. The heeler's warning cut through the creature's approach along the ballast.

Six articulated legs crossed the dry ballast in a rapid sequence. Its mouth opened sideways. White teeth clapped together with the flat knock of ceramic tools. Three people crowded the landing. The control-house door had buckled against its frame. Behind them, the crossarm descended another inch with a creak from the hydraulic boom.

Cole pointed to the outside gate. “Hale, bring Norris along the ballast behind the dog, and stop wherever she stops.”

“You planning on following your own orders?”

“I'm dealing with the feeder before it reconnects.”

The heeler advanced ten feet before turning back to check them. Hale supported Norris. When they reached her, she repeated the advance along the ballast.

The creature reached the stairs. It had abandoned the conductor when Cole and the heeler entered. Easy aggro. It needed copper to recharge, and the flooded concrete bordered its approach along the ballast. Six legs against his two. Cole waited until the creature committed to the narrow footing before collecting his remaining rescue line.

He wrapped the undamaged tail of his rescue line around the control-house doorpost. Ceramic teeth closed over the insulation when he snapped the line across its approach. Its teeth bit halfway through the outer jacket, jerking the line against his gloves.

He hauled against its momentum. The line dragged its head toward the doorpost while its body drove forward, carrying the creature's front legs off the ballast into the flooded gravel.

When those legs landed, its remaining charge discharged into the flooded gravel. The creature convulsed. Cole released the line before current reached the wet section near his hands. Steam covered the stairs. Its stored charge was dumping into the runoff, and it thrashed while Cole backed away. The jacket split. Where the line touched the fence, it blistered and fused.

His grip tightened on empty air because that line had passed inspection two months earlier, and now its ruined insulation could kill the next person who trusted it. Beyond the steam, the second creature came out from under the pad.

Cole retreated along the ballast. Hale and Norris cleared the entrance before he secured the chain. The first creature recovered. It attacked the mesh. Ceramic teeth severed a strand of galvanized wire. Mesh sagged around its jaws. Cole needed that fence intact until he isolated Bellweather's north feeder.

Lives first. Then the system.

He settled Norris in the utility truck's passenger footwell with his injured arm elevated. Hale climbed beside him and kept pressure on the dressing. The heeler waited in the road, facing the creatures.

Cole glanced from the road to the dog. “Still coming?”

She sat on the dead bucket pendant.

“Fair.”

Cole restarted the mechanical diesel and engaged the hardwired PTO. At the rear controls, he lowered the boom an inch. The crossarm settled against the concrete, clear of the handrail. His ruined rescue line slackened. A creature rammed the fence. The pendant cable trembled against his boots. Cole brought the material hook back over the gate, lowering it within reach. When he unclipped the undamaged end, the line's fused insulation remained attached to the mesh.

Hale thumped the passenger window. The second creature had left the transformer pad and was following the first toward the gate. If Cole pulled the boom clear and drove, that damaged fence would be all that stood between two hungry copper eaters and a road lined with utility poles.

He sent the bare hook beneath the crossarm's steel brace, lifted the timber, and swung it toward the washout beside the side gate. The engine strained. The rear controls gave him a wide sweep while he judged clearance from the shoulder. Fine corrections took the pendant. If the brace slipped, the timber could tear the fence open. Cole kept the hook low until it cleared the steps.

When the crossarm swung, both creatures followed it away from the gate.

He lowered the crossarm into the gap, where wet timber struck gravel and wedged between the fence posts, blocking their only dry exit while he worked the disconnect. A temporary barrier. He needed it to hold until those blades opened.

He used the boom's material hook to catch the north feeder's manual disconnect rope. The angle was ugly. The first pull slipped. With another pull, the switch arm shifted. On the third, the blades opened above the yard with a crack that traveled through the structure.

The damaged conductor darkened. A heavy blow struck the concrete beneath the transformer. Both visible creatures abandoned the fence for the isolated conductor. Their ceramic teeth clicked. The crossarm blocked their escape along the ballast, but that severed strand of mesh hung loose.

“When we get a signal, call this yard hot,” Cole told Hale. “No one comes through that gate without a line crew.”

Hale kept pressure on Norris's dressing. “Bellweather hot. Gate closed. Now find me a radio.”

The writing returned.


FOUNDING OATH COMPLETE

Confinement ended.
Two workers removed from lethal conditions.
Bellweather north feed isolated.
Companion action materially contributed.



Another line drove itself across his vision.


JURISDICTION CANDIDATE RECOGNIZED

BLACKRIDGE COUNTY: COUNTY ZERO



County Zero. Blackridge County against one truck and a broken pendant. Cole checked the workers in his cab before the next receipt arrived.


COLE MERCER

Class recognized: Warden — Tier I
XP: 0 → 80 / 100
HP: 132/132 | MP: 0/47 → 12/47 (Authority)

Emergency Command: 38 → 41 — Skilled
First Aid: 31 → 33 — Trained
Warden Sense: 0 → 4 — Initiate

Technique unlocked: Three-Beat Order



Three-Beat Order. Whatever it did, the System had waited until after the rescue to improve his command ability. Caldwell still needed help, and he could use that improvement before anybody else got trapped.

The next notification belonged to the dog.


JUNE

Class recognized: County Scout — Tier I
XP: 0 → 40 / 100
Bond: 20 / 100
HP: 119/119 | MP: 0/0 | Stamina: 129/129

Scent Work: 48 → 50 — Skilled
Threat Warning: 33 → 35 — Trained



“June,” Cole said.

The heeler lifted her head. The white scrape on her tag caught the strange light from the sky but gave him no letters. She kept looking at him after he said it, so he tried the name again. Her ears rose. At the edge of his vision, two full sheets opened.

COLE MERCER
Age: 29
Class: Warden — Tier I
Level: 1
XP: 80 / 100
Titles: None

HP: 132/132
Stamina: 118 / 118
MP: 12/47 (Authority)
Authority Locked: 0
Authority Pending: 0
Unspent Attribute Points: 0

Strength:   11
Agility:    10
Endurance:  12
Perception: 12
Intellect:  11
Will:       11

Electrical Systems:    48 — Skilled
Climbing & Rigging:    44 — Skilled
Emergency Command:     41 — Skilled
Fireground Operations: 36 — Trained
Driving:               34 — Trained
First Aid:             33 — Trained
Heavy Tools:           29 — Trained
Rifle:                 24 — Trained
Warden Sense:           4 — Initiate

Class Functions:
- Founding Oath — completed
- Jurisdiction Sense I
- Concern Mark I

Techniques:
- Three-Beat Order


JUNE
Species: Red Heeler / Australian Cattle Dog mix
Sex: Female
Age: 4
Class: County Scout — Tier I
Level: 1
XP: 40 / 100
Bond: 20 / 100

HP: 119/119
MP: 0/0
Stamina: 129 / 129
Unspent Attribute Points: 0

Strength:    7
Agility:    15
Endurance:  11
Perception: 17
Intellect:   6
Will:       13

Scent Work:     50 — Skilled
Herding:        37 — Trained
Threat Warning: 35 — Trained
Tracking:       28 — Trained
Quiet Movement: 24 — Trained

Traits:
- Working Cattle Dog
- Alert Line I
- Chosen Companion


Cole dismissed the sheets and checked his patients. Norris's pressure dressing remained bloody. Whatever those full health bars meant, Cole still needed to get him to a doctor. Norris remained pale but responsive. The pressure dressing held. Hale had found the truck's handheld radio and was turning its knobs with the deliberate anger of somebody trying to punish electronics into service.

Neither radio answered. Cole used the rear levers to settle the hydraulic boom into its cradle, then retracted the outriggers. Both pads cleared the gravel before he disengaged the PTO. With the truck ready to move, he climbed into the driver's seat and reset its battery isolation switch.

As Cole worked, June inspected the cab, rejected the passenger seat, and folded herself onto the floorboard beside Norris's uninjured boot. She watched his reaching hand until he set it on his own knee. Then she moved one shoulder against his shin.

The dash stayed black, but the radio's isolated auxiliary circuit lit. Static filled the cab, chopped by a carrier too weak to hold. Hale caught Cole's sleeve.

“That's the emergency band.”

He turned up the volume, and a voice broke through from the Caldwell Water Tower repeater, each phrase scraped nearly clean by interference.

“—Caldwell Water—thirty-one people at the fairgrounds—no dispatch—”

The carrier dropped. Caldwell Water Tower stood black on the ridge above the fairgrounds. Cole's bucket pendant was ruined, and his rescue line hung fused inside Bellweather's fence. Norris needed a doctor. The truck had limited fuel.

Cole put the truck in gear and turned uphill. Hale lowered the silent handheld. The truck's carrier caught again.

“Something's climbing the tower.”
Chapter 2: Three Orders, One Repeater

At 6:05 p.m., Cole turned onto the Caldwell Water Tower access road and found three people trying to fix one problem in six different directions.

The first had the emergency cabinet open and was working the transfer switch as if repetition might shame it into cooperating. The climber held fast. His coax hung over one shoulder halfway up the tower ladder. The third walked backward. His arms waved at Cole while his heels sank into wet gravel.

Above them, the white water tank rose on four steel legs. The beacon was dark. Pale, ruler-straight lines divided the sky behind it. A hog-sized copper eater climbed the east leg beneath the man on the ladder.

Cole stopped the utility truck on the high crown of the road, its faded UTILITY 11 lettering bright against the mud streaking the door below it. “Stay off the low gravel,” he called through the open window. “And quit resetting that switch.”

The person at the cabinet—a gray-haired woman in a county radio vest—took her hand off it. “We already tried leaving it alone.”

“Did leaving it alone make smoke?”

“No.”

“Then it was winning.”

Cole set the brake. The mechanical fuel needle had dropped below its last reliable reading of 48.5 gallons during the climb, and it would keep dropping if he used the truck to power this site. The fairgrounds waited for a reply.

June left the cab first. She hit the gravel, swept her nose toward the tower, and moved uphill along the dry edge. Cole followed because she had found his footing at Bellweather.

The tower compound had been built on a shelf cut into the ridge. Runoff crossed the lower half in silver threads before dropping toward the fairgrounds, where exhibition barns and the grandstand roof showed through the trees. The upper approach was coarse crushed stone over bedrock. The lower apron was concrete, wet, and tied to the same grounding network as four hundred tons of water and steel. Cole would have preferred a diagram, a second qualified lineworker, and weather that had not developed straight edges. He had June refusing the apron and a cabinet trying to cook itself. Those would have to serve.

Norris leaned toward the windshield until Hale's hand tightened on his shoulder. He settled back. Her other hand shook whenever she stopped moving. Both stayed seated while Cole sized up the tower crew. Norris's pressure dressing remained dry on the outside, but his pale face, bare left foot and injured arm kept Cole from assigning him tower work.

“Radio and patient,” Cole told Hale. “If his fingers go cold, yell before you decide to be polite.”

“I have never made that mistake,” Hale said.

Rourke, county communications, stood at the cabinet in her radio vest. Pike clung to the tower ladder with the water-maintenance coax while Devlin, a fair-board volunteer, tried his useless handheld again. Devlin shouted for Pike to come down. Pike had stopped listening because he was watching the creature beneath his boots. Cole stepped between Rourke and the switch.

“Thirty-one at the fairgrounds,” Rourke said. “Last contact was seventeen minutes ago. The repeater dropped, the backup bank started heating, and then those plated animals came out of the drainage cut.”

“Who knows the cabinet?”

“I do.”

“Who knows the tower?”

Pike lifted one hand from the ladder.

“Come down until we have a plan.”

Pike looked below him. The plated creature had reached the first horizontal brace, and copper light traveled along its ridged back whenever its ceramic teeth touched steel. “That presents a sequencing problem,” Pike said.

June barked once toward the east leg, and the creature climbed another rung.

Cole checked the shoulder under the truck before engaging the hardwired PTO. He lowered the outriggers onto firm upper stone. Their feet held. At the rear controls, he raised the bucket beside Pike while keeping it clear of the tower. Pike transferred into it. Cole lowered him with the coax, then killed the hydraulics as Devlin and Rourke converged on them. All three began talking at once.

“One at a time,” Cole said. “Rourke, what happened after the grid failed?”

“Backup took the load, and I got one transmission through. Then the controller started chattering and the auxiliary fuse opened.”

“So you reset it.”

“And lost the second fuse.” She pointed at the cabinet. “The bank started heating after that. We have one replacement left.”

Pike shifted the coax on his shoulder. “Main antenna line is bonded through that damaged protector. The spare terminates at the service deck. I can move the jumper.”

Devlin lifted his handheld before Cole could ask. “And I can hear the fairgrounds if somebody makes this work.”

Cole checked the cabinet without touching it. The steel door trembled with a low, irregular hum. The smell was hot insulation and battery electrolyte. A label inside the door showed a mains feed, a forty-eight-volt battery bank, an auxiliary charger inlet, and separate fused branches for the repeater and controller. One fuse remained. Rourke set its cardboard sleeve on the concrete pad. The controller terminal carried a black crescent above a blister in its lead's insulating sleeve. Rourke's account fit. The repeater had worked before the controller fault heated the bank. Resetting would feed the same fault again. “What does the spare antenna line bypass?” he asked.

Pike pointed from the ground. “Main lightning arrestor and the upper jumper. Second port inside the hut, so we leave the damaged line out.”

“Tested before today?”

“Monthly. Last test was Tuesday.”

Tuesday's test gave Cole a second path worth checking before he trusted it with the county's last voice. He could load the workers into their vehicle and take everyone downhill, but the bank would keep heating while thirty-one people waited for a reply. Cole looked at the tower crew. “I can evacuate you now. Or I can take responsibility for restoring two-way contact before that battery bank runs away. If we stay, you follow assignments and stop freelancing.”

Rourke glanced at the fairgrounds beyond the western ridge. “Restore it.”

Pike nodded. Devlin swallowed before doing the same, and Cole accepted after all three agreed.


STANDARD OBLIGATION OFFERED — CALDWELL REPEATER

Beneficiaries: Three Caldwell tower workers; thirty-one people sheltering at the fairgrounds
Required result: Restore and verify two-way emergency-repeater contact
Deadline: Before the Caldwell backup battery bank enters thermal breach
Grade: Standard
Authority stake: 3
Failure: Stake forfeited; Authority Capacity Scar 3 until a Standard-or-higher obligation is completed
Evidence required: Confirmed transmission and reply through the Caldwell repeater

OBLIGATION ACCEPTED

HP: 132/132 | MP: 12/47 → 9/47 (Authority)
Authority Locked: 0 → 3



Pressure returned behind Cole's eyes when the accepted communications target registered as breached. Warden Sense pulled toward the hot cabinet beside him and the east leg across the apron. The pressure named no failed part, so he went back to the soot, the labels, and Rourke's account. Rourke had supplied the fairgrounds count. Cole could see their roofs downhill, but the System had given him no view inside. A bad electrician could die with a perfect bearing. Pike was closest to the climbing creatures and the only worker who had to leave the ground, so Cole focused on him while standing twelve meters away.


CONCERN MARK I

Target: Pike
Range: 12 / 30 meters
Duration: 15:00
HP: 132/132 | MP: 9/47 → 7/47 (Authority)



A second awareness settled behind Cole's ribs. Pike stood north-northeast, twelve meters away. The warning stayed dull. The mark held his bearing and distance while Cole watched the man and the tower. Cole pointed at each worker in turn. “Rourke: isolate. Open the mains and battery disconnects, show me both flags, and keep them open until I release you.”

“Isolate,” she said. “Both flags visible. No reset.”

“Pike: climb. Move the antenna jumper to the spare line on my call, then descend into the bucket.”

“Climb. Spare line, then bucket.”

“Devlin: cover. Watch all four tower legs, keep people on the high approach, and call any movement before it reaches Pike. Once I park the bucket, you own the marked emergency-lower lever.”

Devlin looked at the plated thing gripping the east brace. “Cover. Legs and approach.”

Rourke stayed by the disconnect while Devlin watched the tower legs. Pike checked his fall arrest. They had repeated their jobs aloud, and Cole could check each part from the cabinet. He took the energized work himself.

Rourke opened the mains. A red OPEN flag dropped behind its window. The battery handle fought her. She used both hands before the second flag appeared, and the cabinet's hum faded without vanishing. “Both open,” she said.

Both flags matched. Cole put on his insulated gloves and used his meter before trusting the labels. The mains side was dead. The battery side still carried forty-nine volts. A dark track ran from the failed surge protector toward the cabinet bond. The backup bank was bleeding through it into the tower frame.

Cole traced the conductors one terminal at a time because the labels described yesterday's cabinet, checking the repeater branch for a short before trusting it with truck power. That branch was clear. The controller branch was shorted. If he kept that controller isolated, the last fuse could carry repeater power from the truck's auxiliary charger while Rourke keyed a separate maintenance radio for the test. The grid stayed dead. The spare line could carry a voice while the controller stayed isolated. Rourke would have to key every transmission herself, and the county would hear her.

“Hale,” Cole called. “Radio case. Bring one charged battery to the road edge. Stay on the high gravel.”

Hale passed the battery to Devlin without leaving Norris. Four charged spares became three. Rourke locked it into the maintenance handset, then left the radio off until the circuit was ready.

Cole ran the tower's auxiliary cord to the utility truck's isolated service outlet. The diesel settled into a loaded growl when he brought the service circuit online. Fuel became heat, rotation, and a narrow electrical path the failed county grid could not touch.

June paced the compound perimeter. She sniffed the low drainage cut, rejected it, and returned uphill. Her ears moved before her head did. One bark. South leg.

Devlin turned. “Movement south!”

A second plated creature pulled itself from beneath the gravel lip. Its six legs found the grounded steel. Copper brightened across its back. The first stayed on the east brace while both climbed toward the damaged bond carrying the last of the bank's leakage.

Devlin called each movement as Cole had ordered. “East at the second cross brace. South one leaving the leg—no, circling back.” His voice rose until he glanced at Cole, then he pointed at the south leg and started again. “Both climbing.”

June ranged no farther than the dry crown. Her gaze moved from the south creature to Pike and back to Cole. She stopped beside Cole's boot and looked up the ladder again. “Pike,” Cole said. “Climb.”

Pike clipped his fall arrest to the tower cable and went up the inside ladder. Cole re-engaged the PTO at the rear controls, raised the empty bucket beside the service deck, and left it as Pike's exit. With the pendant destroyed, Devlin would have to lower him from the ground. Cole put his hand on the marked emergency-lower lever and had Devlin point out the bucket's clear path before returning to the cabinet.

Rourke held the isolation point. Devlin watched the legs. Cole opened the controller branch, tagged it with a strip torn from the dead fuse sleeve, and tested the repeater branch again. The isolated repeater branch showed no continuity to ground. After confirming it was still de-energized, he seated the last intact tower fuse. The ceramic body clicked into place. The repeater stayed dark because he had not yet closed its supply path.

“At the deck,” Pike called.

Cole checked the mark. Pike was above and east, twenty-six meters away. No change. “Move the jumper.”

Pike unthreaded the main coax from the blackened protector. Below him, the first creature stopped climbing. Its dorsal plates flashed, and June barked three times.

Devlin flinched backward. His boot skidded off the high crown toward the dark strip of wet gravel beside the tower. The south-leg creature turned its wedge-shaped head toward him.

June crossed in front of Devlin, hit his shin with one shoulder, and drove him uphill. He tried to step around her. She cut him off again, low and relentless, until his back met the truck's rear tire on the dry side. Then she held position. Devlin stayed on the dry side because she blocked the slope. Her readout flickered beside Cole's sight.


JUNE — EXERTION
Uphill herding: −6 Stamina
HP: 119/119 | MP: 0/0 | Stamina: 129/129 → 123/129



She had spent herself on the man who owned the lower lever. Cole needed him listening now so she could watch the creatures.

“I am covered,” Devlin said, breathless.

The mark's danger warning sharpened while Pike's bearing held. Pike was in immediate danger. Cole pressed against the open cabinet door, trying to see Pike, but it blocked the service deck. The mark kept its bearing above and east while its danger warning sharpened. It could not tell him where to send the man. Devlin's last report put the creature on the east leg, and June's urgent barks gave Cole no time to wait for a better view. “Pike, right side of the deck. Now.”

Pike moved. Ceramic teeth closed through the rung where his boot had been.

Devlin found his voice. “Creature on the east deck! Pike's clear right!”

Cole wedged his shoulder against the open cabinet door. Both hands stayed free for the circuit while hot battery cases ticked beside his ear.


COLE — EXERTION
Sustained brace: −2 Stamina
HP: 132/132 | MP: 7/47 (Authority) | Stamina: 118/118 → 116/118



Pike dragged the spare coax across the deck while the creature followed the energized main line. Its plates brightened with each step. He missed the spare connector once before trying again. “No rush,” Cole called. “Except the actual rush.”

Pike's laugh escaped as the connector caught, and he tightened it before reaching for the wrench on his harness. “Spare line seated.”

“Leave the failed line disconnected. Bucket and down.”

Pike stepped into the bucket. Devlin moved to the rear controls without leaving the safe gravel, eyes alternating between Pike and the tower legs. Cole had shown him only one function.

“Emergency lower,” Devlin said. He held the lever until the bucket descended below the service deck.

The east-deck creature bit the abandoned main coax, and white-blue light spread across its plates. Cole kept his hands away from the supply switch while the charge found the damaged bond and poured down the tower leg. Feeding that fault again would put Pike and Devlin back in its path with the bucket between them. When the frame carried the charge into the south creature, both lost their grip.

One struck the brace before spinning into the drainage cut and vanishing in steam. The other fell from the service deck, hit the gravel on all six legs, and plowed downhill after it. Both lived, scrambling downhill as the light drained out of their plates. Cole watched them disappear below the shelf before allowing Devlin to release the lever.

Pike reached the ground with seven minutes left on the mark.

“Climb complete,” he said.

“Cover complete,” Devlin added as June looked up at him. “She did the hard part,” he admitted.

Cole closed the isolated auxiliary charger input, waited for the truck engine to take the load, then closed only the repeater branch. The last fuse held. Fans spun inside the cabinet. An amber controller lamp stayed dark, safely isolated. The repeater power lamp went red, amber, then green.

Rourke switched on the maintenance radio with its newly committed battery. “Caldwell repeater, Caldwell repeater, radio check. Fairgrounds shelter, acknowledge.”

Static answered. Cole watched the fuse through the clear guard. No flash. No heat bloom against the back of his glove. The tower frame stayed dark.

Rourke transmitted again. “Fairgrounds shelter, this is Caldwell. Thirty-one reported. Confirm count and condition.”

A carrier opened, and the reply came thin but intelligible.

“Caldwell, fairgrounds. We read you. Count is thirty-one. Two injured, both stable. Water for tonight. No power. Confirm you read.”

Rourke closed her eyes for one second. “Fairgrounds, Caldwell reads thirty-one, two stable injuries, water tonight, no power. Maintain a listening watch. We will send movement instructions.”

“Copy, Caldwell.”

The fairgrounds target changed in Cole's Jurisdiction Sense when Rourke received their reply. Connected. The thirty-one people still needed power and help, but now they could call for both.


STANDARD OBLIGATION COMPLETE — CALDWELL REPEATER

Two-way emergency communications restored.
Thirty-one fairgrounds survivors confirmed.
Three tower workers removed from immediate electrical danger.
Evidence accepted.

Authority stake released: 7 → 10
Authority Locked: 3 → 0
Standard award: +7 Authority
HP: 132/132 | MP: 10/47 → 17/47 (Authority)



The next notification gave him a level and three unspent attribute points. Strength offered ten more pounds on a safe lift. Cole wanted them; the county would put weight in his hands again. But a bigger lift would not show him which road or wire would fail next.

Endurance offered five more maximum HP and four Stamina. Perception would sharpen his hazard checks. Will added two Authority capacity on top of the level's own five. The new space would stay empty until he earned Authority to fill it. He spent one point on each and let Strength wait. The choice locked.


COLE MERCER — LEVEL INCREASE

XP: 80 + 60 = 140
Level 1 threshold paid: −100 XP
Level: 1 → 2
XP carried: 40 / 200

Attribute points gained: +3
Endurance: 12 → 13
Perception: 12 → 13
Will: 11 → 12
Unspent Attribute Points: 0

HP: 132/132 → 137/137 | MP: 17/47 → 17/54 (Authority)
Stamina: 116 / 118 → 120 / 122
Authority Capacity: 47 → 54

Electrical Systems: 48 → 50 — Skilled
Emergency Command: 41 → 42 — Skilled
Warden Sense: 4 → 7 — Initiate

Authority Locked: 0
Authority Pending: 0



Cole flexed his aching fingers after dismissing the level panel. The ache stayed. He had seventeen Authority to use, even with seven new points of capacity waiting to be filled. June's sheet opened beside his.


JUNE — LEVEL INCREASE

XP: 40 + 70 = 110
Level 1 threshold paid: −100 XP
Level: 1 → 2
XP carried: 10 / 200

Attribute points gained: +3
Endurance: 11 → 12
Perception: 17 → 18
Will: 13 → 14
Unspent Attribute Points: 0

HP: 119/119 → 124/124 | MP: 0/0
Stamina: 123 / 129 → 127 / 133
Herding: 37 → 40 — Skilled
Bond: 20 → 25

Technique unlocked: Pressure Turn
Bond function unlocked: Shared Bearing
Within 100 meters, bonded partners know each other's direction. No condition or thought is conveyed.



June scratched her ear. She resumed watching the drainage cut before Devlin stepped toward her. He stopped on the dry stone she had fought to keep him on. Cole dismissed her panel before she turned to inspect that boot again. They could test Shared Bearing once everyone was off this hill.

“Your truck can't go,” Rourke said. “It's our supply.”

Cole looked back at the battery branch. Since he had cut the faulty controller out, the bank had stopped ticking. The heat no longer climbed through the cabinet, but that was no reason to trust it with the county's last voice. “We test the bank on the repeater branch alone,” he said. “No controller. No automatic transfer. If it heats again, shut it down and use the handset.”

Rourke left her maintenance battery in the handset while Cole checked the isolated branch. Then she made the supply change on his call. The fans slowed before recovering, and the fuse held. Cole disconnected the truck's auxiliary cord and watched the meter through repeated transmissions. The bank held under load without renewed heating. The blackened controller lead stayed out of service. Rourke kept calling the fairgrounds as the evening passed seven o'clock. Devlin grinned when their replies came back with the truck cord coiled at Cole's feet.

The bank would still run down. Rourke agreed to watch it rather than promise power she could not replace, and wrote the switch positions on the cabinet door: mains open, controller isolated, manual battery feed to repeater only, truck inlet disconnected. Pike added the spare-line check. Devlin marked the dry approach after June moved far enough from his boot to permit concentration. If the fuse opened again, nobody would reset it.

Rourke owned the switch. When the carrier opened again, she answered without looking at Cole.

“Caldwell, identify the utility unit at your site.”

The voice was male, controlled, and skeptical enough to be useful. Rourke handed Cole the radio.

“Utility Eleven,” Cole said. “Cole Mercer. Bellweather north feed isolated, two plated animals inside, fence damaged. No one enters without a line crew. Caldwell repeater restored on its isolated battery branch. Failed controller stays out of service. Who is this?”

“Sheriff Luis Ortega, Blackridge County. Who witnessed your Bellweather isolation?”

Cole glanced at Hale and Norris. “Tessa Hale and Mitch Norris. Both present. Norris is injured and stable.”

“Copy the witnesses and sequence. I have a school bus blocking Morrow Creek Cut. Passengers still aboard. The inside lane is washed out. Viable approach is the uphill shoulder from the west end to the bus's rear axle. Do not take the downhill edge.”

Cole looked west. Dusk filled each draw between the ridges. “How many on the bus?”

“Unknown. Driver reports voices. I am not calling that a count.”

Cole checked his rearview mirror. Hale held the dressing. Norris's bare foot rested above the floor mat while he watched her. There would be more hurt people at the Cut, and Cole had no spare rescue line. “I'm moving to the Cut,” Cole said. “Then the fairgrounds before dawn.”

“My marked patrol SUV is moving to join the rescue convoy. I will meet you on the west approach. Leave the repeater open and preserve whatever physical evidence you can.”

“Understood.” Cole returned the radio to Rourke. Pike had the tower sequence. Rourke had the isolated circuit. Devlin had the watch and, now, an attentive supervisor with red fur. Cole opened the truck door and waited while June looked back at Devlin. She sniffed the volunteer's offered hand, then climbed into the cab.

Cole stowed the bucket, raised the outriggers, and disengaged the PTO before starting downhill. At 7:24 p.m., Utility Eleven left Caldwell with 46.5 gallons of diesel, three charged radio batteries, no rescue line, and one functioning county voice behind it.

Ahead, a school bus lay crosswise in Morrow Creek Cut, holding voices nobody had counted yet.
Chapter 3: The Cut Road

At 8:10 p.m., the school bus had three wheels on the road and gravity owned the fourth.

Its nose hung over the washed-out lane of Morrow Creek Cut. The rear axle stayed on pavement while the uphill tire settled beside a cracked seam. Six feet remained against the rock face. The creek had the rest.

Sheriff Luis Ortega had parked his marked SUV on the west approach, aiming its headlights across the bus so Cole could see the washout. Translucent plates moved among the far pines, splitting the beams into pale bars.

June stood on Utility Eleven's running board before Cole stopped moving. Her nose worked once toward the bus, once toward the drainage shelf below it, and then fixed east. “She's tracking below us,” Cole said.

“The driver reports one passenger went out before the second slide,” Luis said. “That is also my concern.”

One of the shapes crossed between two pines, catching both headlight beams and throwing them apart until the glare gave Cole three badly aligned bodies to watch. “Glassbacks,” Luis said. “North road crew's name. Direct light shows the plates and lies about where the animal is. Give one open pavement and it moves faster than it can turn.”

“That last part tested?”

“One deputy's door and twenty yards of guardrail say yes.”

Luis was shorter than Cole had expected from his radio voice. Silver showed at his temples above a tan uniform and body armor. His rifle stayed locked in the SUV rack while his right hand rested clear of his holster. Cole could work with that.

Cole set the brake. “Ortega?”

“Mercer. Witnesses?”

Cole opened the passenger door. Tessa Hale climbed down first, exhausted but steady. Norris kept his dressed left forearm elevated while Hale got down. His bare left foot stayed tucked away from the step. “Hale and Norris,” Cole said. “Bellweather isolation and Caldwell restoration.”

Luis looked at Norris's dressing, then at the empty space where his boot should have been. “Can he walk as far as the SUV?”

“He can complain from a seated position,” Hale said. “Anything heavier is a poor investment.”

Norris lifted his good hand. “I can also complain lying down.”

“Useful redundancy,” Luis said. He opened his SUV's rear door. “Both of you transfer while Hale keeps casualty care. Nobody assigns Norris a rope, a hill, or an aspiration.”

Hale helped Norris across the high shoulder. Luis waited until both were inside before turning back to Cole. “I need the sequence before we shift any weight,” he said.

“What happened or what we do?”

“What happened first. Plans built on guesses are just better-dressed guesses.”

The driver gripped the frame. A folded paper roll stuck out of her shirt pocket while she leaned through the rear emergency door. “When the road dropped under the front axle, I steered uphill,” she called. “I moved everybody to the rear, but one passenger went out the front door before the second slide. The one in the orange rain shell. I heard him below us, then lost him.”

“Have you reconciled the people still aboard?” Luis asked.

“Against the roll, yes. I will not call the outside man dead because I stopped hearing him.”

Luis nodded once. “Evidence worth using.”

Cole walked the high side without touching the bus. An old rockfall cable followed the rock face. Each steel anchor plate carried a stamped load rating. As headlight glare crossed the nearest plate, a thin fracture stayed clear around its edge. Perception at thirteen caught the fracture before he trusted the plate. The next two sat in clean stone. The truck's hydraulic winch could reach them through its recovery block. The truck would hold tension while the rock took the side load.

The rear brakes held, and the bus could reverse once its front wheels regained pavement, so Cole needed the truck to stop its body rotating downhill while the driver worked it back onto the road.

He checked the rating. Loose grit scraped away as he knelt beside the second anchor and compared its stamped limit with the block and cable. The fractured plate stayed unloaded. If he cleared the narrow lane first, the bus would remain loaded against one sinking tire while people and equipment moved beneath it. That spared the truck and asked gravity for patience. Gravity had not taken an oath.

“We secure and unload the bus first,” Cole said. “Then I pull it onto the high lane. The truck takes damage before a person does.”

Luis studied the clean anchors, the truck, and the pavement seam beside the uphill tire. “What proves the recovery is complete?”

“The driver's roll reconciles every living occupant. The missing man reaches stable pavement. The bus crosses west of the failed section under its own wheels, and one vehicle can pass the Cut.”

“Deadline?”

Cole pointed at the seam. Loose stone had begun trickling into it beneath the tire. “Before that tread crosses that crack.” The offer appeared.


STANDARD OBLIGATION OFFERED — MORROW CREEK CUT

Beneficiaries: Every living occupant of the stranded bus; responders committed to their extraction
Required result: Locate the unaccounted passenger, transfer every living occupant to stable ground, recover the bus, and open one vehicle route through Morrow Creek Cut
Deadline: Before the uphill rear tire crosses the pavement seam
Grade: Standard
Authority stake: 3
HP: 137/137 | MP: 17/54 (Authority)
Failure: Stake forfeited; Authority Capacity Scar 3 until a Standard-or-higher obligation is completed
Evidence required: Driver-roll reconciliation, physical recovery of the unaccounted passenger, and verified vehicle passage through the Cut



Cole accepted.


OBLIGATION ACCEPTED

HP: 137/137
MP: 17/54 → 14/54 (Authority)
Authority Locked: 0 → 3



Within twenty meters, Warden Sense recognized the accepted target as breached, and the unmet protection pulled toward the bus and down the eastern drainage shelf. Cole checked that pull against the driver's report. The sense could send him toward the missing man, but it gave him no weight for the bus and no load rating for an anchor.

Cole pointed at Luis. “West sector. Keep the evacuation against the rock and call every Glassback that leaves the trees until the driver says the roll reconciles.”

He pointed at the driver. “Interior. Once I load the anchor, move one bench at a time to the rear door. You're finished when you're last off and your roll is clean.”

He pointed through the SUV's open rear door. “Hale, casualty care. Keep Norris seated and call any change in his fingers or dressing until the convoy reaches medical help.”

June had already reached the bus's front quarter on the high side. She sniffed the door seam, then backed clear and followed the wall east. At a gap between the bus nose and the washout, she stopped. June barked downstream.

The patrol headlights caught a scrap of orange twenty-eight meters away. A human hand moved beneath it. “Driver,” Cole called. “Orange shell?”

“That's him.”

The tire held. Cole's winch cable could secure the bus or give the passenger a handhold. The line he had lost at Bellweather would have let him do both. He checked the seam before choosing the passenger. “Watch that rear tire,” he told the driver. “Give me every movement while I get him out.” Cole held the orange shell in view while he fixed the man in his attention.


CONCERN MARK I

Target: Unaccounted bus passenger
Range: 28 / 30 meters
Duration: 15:00
HP: 137/137
MP: 14/54 → 12/54 (Authority)



The mark put the passenger below and east, twenty-eight meters away, in worsening danger. When gravel fell past the orange shell, the man pulled an arm across his head. Cole could see what the warning meant. June found a deer-width shelf along the rock and looked back. “Find him,” Cole said. “Bring him west.”

She went.

The bus blocked Cole's view after ten meters, but Shared Bearing kept June's direction. It moved east before cutting sharply down. Cole compared it with the bus roofline until he had a place to lower the cable. Her bearing gave him a direction while her route stayed hidden. Marking June would replace his warning about the passenger. Shared Bearing kept both directions for the two Authority he had spent.

Cole engaged Utility Eleven's PTO, put the hydraulic winch into free spool and carried its steel hook to the bus nose. Luis paid out cable while Cole fed the unloaded end around the high side, then down toward June's unseen bearing. The hook struck rock once. Cole shifted it east and lowered again.

One bark answered from below. He locked the winch brake so the cable would pay out no farther. The truck held the upper end while the loose hook rested on the shelf, letting the man draw the cable tight as a handhold while he crawled along the rock. It could not catch a fall. June still had to find a route he could follow.

Cole called June's bearing to Luis. As the patrol headlights struck a Glassback plate above the shelf, three white bars spread across the ground. The creature had crouched nearly invisible on the road edge. Cole edged along the rock until a gap beneath the bus nose let him see June. “East edge,” Luis called. “One Glassback above the dog and two more watching from the trees.”

June stayed against the wall where broken shale denied the creature a straight approach. Her bearing lined up with the passenger's, but Cole waited for movement beneath the orange shell before trusting that she had reached him. She barked once.

The passenger rose. Blood ran from his gray hair into the collar of his rain shell as he pushed up on one elbow and shifted his legs beneath him. June backed three steps west, waited for him, and backed again. The Glassback dropped onto the shelf and accelerated across open dirt, light crossing its fused dorsal plates while the passenger twisted toward the creek with his back against the rock.

The mark changed from worsening to immediate. “Stay with the wall!” Cole yelled. He could not see the passenger's route well enough to give him more. “Keep the cable in your hand and follow June!”

June waited for him. Once he looked at her, she turned west and moved at the fastest pace his hands and knees could match. He kept one hand on the winch cable while crawling with the other. When the Glassback tried to turn on broken shale, two feet slipped and its shoulder struck the wall. June took the distance while the creature struggled against the wall.

The creature recovered behind her. June's ears flattened when its body scraped stone, but she kept the man's slow pace
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