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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: County Zero Answers.

    
  
    
      Previously in Warden

      Blackridge’s neighbors have kept their own controls while opening quarry, rail and relief routes. Mills Crossing’s bound residents were offered release. The Surveyor Prime is destroyed, but its captured schedule shows the dependencies the coming Assessment intends to strike. Cole and Mara have chosen each other exclusively. Their dinner did not heal the crew or restore its depleted pools. The team still has to get home.

    
  Chapter 57 — First Assessment

Cole's collar stuck to the scrape on his neck when he leaned from his braked chair toward the motorcar's fuel gauge. Nine gallons. Home would cost six. Mara hooked a knuckle beneath the collar and freed the cloth before he could pull it loose himself. Her other hand held the camera Lita had lent them. A smear of dried blood stayed on the cotton.

“You'll enjoy a clean shirt someday,” Mara said.

“I've heard they exist.”

“I've dated men with fewer ambitions.”

Cole straightened against the chair too quickly. She steadied him by the coat, then gave him the small, pleased look that made admitting pain harder than bearing it. June leaned from her dolly deck between their boots and pushed her head into the same space. Mara scratched June. “Yes. You'll get a clean shirt too.” The dog shoved harder. Jonas secured his bent inspection bar under its inspection hold. The explosive kit, recovered cable and field phones stayed apart from it. Lita checked the six seats and packed chairs while Cole opened their four remaining meal packs.

Six adults shared them. Breakfast left Cole with an empty wrapper and an interest in seconds. June ate one of her three rations; two measured liters used for drinking and washing left two carried liters. Their food was gone. Jonas’s separate six liters stayed in his locked Hollis cupboard. Cole’s Stamina remained three, while Mara’s and June’s stayed at zero. Their helpers took the chairs, dog deck and heavy gear onto the car.

Lita confirmed the midnight watch and two early generator fills through the ordinary operator. Ada admitted this one motorcar to the inspected return route; her public rail block stayed closed. At five-fifty, Jonas started the engine. The wrecked primary body lay deep in the closed highway bore. Their outward spur ran outside it. Cole took the car seat nearest his helper, where he could watch the approach shrink behind them while treating every halt as a fresh track check. June faced forward. That was the better direction.

The 9.3 miles back to Pike took four hours and fifteen minutes. Jonas stopped for changed ballast twice. At the first halt, Cole made one six-foot joint inspection with his helper’s support, spending one Stamina and leaving two. At the second, they checked five feet of shifted packing beside the parked car. That brief supported movement spent another point, leaving one. Cole returned to his seat before Jonas moved; Mara and June stayed supported while their helpers checked the loaded route. At ten-five, Ada stood beside Pike’s receiving deck.

“Alive,” she said. “Late.”

“Your preferred combination?” Cole asked.

“My preferred combination includes returning the equipment.”

Ada checked the unused four charges and four detonators. Cal heard their return report over the phone, and Lita locked the kit in its named store. Lita racked the full 240-meter main cable beside the separate 200-meter phone pair. Jonas kept the bent bar under inspection. Lita renewed the camera loan. Elin’s rope, straps and connectors still belonged to Elin. Ben took back his empty meal tin, checked its rim and gave Cole a look.

“You found the bottom.”

“It was closer than advertised.”

Lita’s operator report confirmed all eight owners’ six-o’clock fills. Owner reserves stayed unknown. Jo waited beside the points with the eastbound block orders, because Ada’s return block ended here; she checked the motorcar’s service card and six gallons on its gauge. Cole offered a shortcut, but she kept the inspection.

“You’ve been away,” she said. “The track hasn’t.”

Lita and Jonas stayed at Pike. Jo boarded with Cole, Mara, the same two willing helpers and June; five adults filled five of the six seats. Their empty rack had room for the two chairs and dog dolly, with Mara’s case secured beside her. They left at ten-thirty-five after Jo’s brake check. Nine-point-six miles of inspected rail separated Pike from Blackridge. Jo kept the block calls on the car’s existing radio; Cole’s infected handset stayed isolated, with its battery still removed.

Blackridge’s yard opened ahead at twelve-twenty. Jo shut the engine down with three gallons left. Its ticking faded beneath the seat while the helpers unloaded the chairs. Della met them. She asked Mara. “Can he walk?”

“Briefly. He likes to leave that part out.”

“That’s his usual setting.”

Della confirmed the noon watch reliefs. The next quarry and bunkhouse fills were due at sixteen, Grange at twenty-seventeen and eight seconds, and the other five at twenty-one. Each owner still owed a separate report; county and train reserves stayed untouched. Della handed Cole the Day Thirty-two stores count. Her crew had drawn 188 person-days from the county food store while he was on the rail.


Settlement food: 1,272 − 188 = 1,084 person-days / 5.7 days



Five days of food remained after the decimal stopped flattering him. Cole folded the count inside the captured target sheets. Twenty-two attacks sat in that stack, dated and ranked. Twenty-nine days remained before the Assessment, with thirteen on the secondary challenge. He pulled out the medical refrigeration row, leaving the intake sheet he had read at Hollis beside it. Della gave the four county travelers their lunch portions from the morning’s already counted issue. Private food stayed gone. The helpers rolled Cole, Mara and June toward the clinic before anyone went home.

The clinic’s old treatment generator stood behind its mesh fence. A covered walkway led past the treatment wing to the county stores corridor, where the bulk cold room opened through a separate door. Their helpers kept the chairs and dog deck clear of the patient entrance. Ivy met them. “I expected you tomorrow.”

“I expected fewer lists.”

“You brought more?”

“Twenty-two.”

She took the medical sheet and stopped halfway down it while Cole watched her thumb tighten. Inside the stores hall, twenty-one sealed county medicine cases sat under Naomi’s care. One opened county case remained at Pike; two stayed with Doctor Pike at Mills. The Free-Line’s forty-eight sealed cases were still at Pike under its own keeper.

Ivy showed Cole the bulk room’s separate county service feeder and its equipment record. The old eighteen-kilowatt treatment set kept its shed plan. Cole checked both feeds on the local instruments; the treatment generator could hold its load while the cold-room feed failed. Ivy held the clinic’s temperature log against the cold-room window. “Four degrees Celsius. Both physical thermometers agree.”

The compressor thrummed beyond the wall at twelve-forty while Ivy checked her own watch. Ivy’s last load test put its power draw at twelve kilowatts. Cole checked that entry against the equipment plate, then watched the meter repeat it during the next cycle. The county had one proved cold site here. Naomi brought her board. “The sealed count tells you what hasn't been opened,” she said. “It tells me very little about what can take heat. I use the contents list.”

“Which entries lose us the most time?”

“These.” She tapped the entries. “And their limits differ. You keep the machinery working. I decide what moves.”

Cole passed the sheet. She read it, carried the board to the nurses' station, and put the paper beside her own temperature log.

“Then I'd like the machinery working before the attack.”

The compressor stopped at one-oh-four, after Naomi had compared the target sheet with her contents list. Its cycle had ended. Cole held his place until the temperature controller called for another start, while Ivy watched the ordinary meter and Naomi kept the cold-room door shut against the warm corridor. The contactor clicked. The motor hummed against its mounts, then fell silent before the meter could settle into a reading. June lifted her head beneath the window from her dog deck.

A pale line hung between the compressor casing and the room, which made Cole look toward June before he touched a cover or let the enemy choose his test. It was thinner than fishing line, with the same white point Cole had seen on the Assessor rods at Hollis. The display stayed green.

4°C.

Ivy read the hanging thermometer through the glass. “Five point two.” The compressor had stopped making cold while the room kept making promises. Cole put the captured sheet flat on the nearest shelf, keeping its medical row beside the physical readings.

“Naomi. Here.”

She returned from the patient hall with the second thermometer's recent check. Ivy had tested it against an ice-water reference that morning; it agreed with the hanging instrument inside their marked tolerance. Naomi read both through the closed window. “Five point four. Nobody opens this door for a better look.” June sniffed toward the lower casing from her deck. Her nose turned upward along the pale line, and she barked before it brightened. Cole asked her helper to hold that bearing in view.

Cole's Warden Sense traced the white supply through the breaker and disconnect. It reached the motor. The new line crossed the space between that motor and the cold it was meant to make.


[Medical Refrigeration]
Supply: AVAILABLE
Stored medicine: SAFE
Action needed: NONE



Cole checked both feeds from his braked chair while Ivy called the meter readings. The cold-room feeder held voltage with current at zero, while the old treatment generator kept its local load and the treatment wing stayed lit. A stopped motor could have an ordinary cause. The pale mark gave him a suspect, but the parts still needed testing.

“Ivy, isolate the compressor.”

She opened the disconnect and secured it against a restart. Cole tested each marked point before they took off the cover, keeping his injured shoulder against the chair while Ivy secured the local controls and his helper held the brake. Her shielded probes and meter came from the clinic’s tool kit; he left Jonas's borrowed equipment packed in the car. The windings matched the maintenance readings. The control path held. No scorched smell came from the windings. The housing had cooled without a hot terminal or a tripped breaker.

Ivy replaced the cover. Only then could they attempt another start. “Ready for one attempt.” Naomi cleared the hall. Mara had her helper place her chair where the borrowed camera could frame the meter and switch. Her own hands kept the camera steady. Cole stayed outside the equipment's reach. Ivy released the control. When the contactor pulled in, the compressor took current and shivered against its mounts. June barked.

The white point jabbed through the pale line. The current needle dropped to zero while the supply needle held, leaving Cole with a physical failure he could compare against the live treatment wing instead of accepting its false counterpart. Ivy opened the disconnect. Mara checked her image. “Got it.” Warden Sense had left him a useless warning board. The ordinary instruments had caught the attack moving.


Medical refrigeration input in use: 12 kW → 0 kW
Working county cold sites: 1 → 0



Naomi covered the false wall display with her allocation board long enough to read the thermometer without it beside the glass. “Five point eight.” Inspection offered three fault nodes for one Authority. Cole kept the point because his meter had already tested the source, switching gear, and compressor. June had pointed beyond those parts, where power was supposed to become cold.

Ivy pointed. “Different breaker. Different cable. Same unit.”

“Prove the rating first.”

She brought its duty plate and the clinic's transfer instructions. The spare path could carry the twelve-kilowatt input under its duty rating, which gave them another real test while leaving the old treatment generator and Naomi’s patients outside the bargain. Its interlock kept the feeds apart; it offered another source path, not extra generation. Mara moved the camera while Ivy prepared the transfer. “Any chance this one works?”

“Enough to test,” Cole said.

“An inspiring speech. I'll save it for the wedding toast.”

He glanced at her. She held steady. “Somebody's wedding. Concentrate.” Cole returned to the meter with a smile he couldn't put away fast enough. Ivy made the isolated transfer. The motor drew current from the other path for half a second. June warned. The same white point struck. The same needle fell. When Cole compared the two tests, both copper routes had led to the same failure. A second generator would let him repeat the mistake with more equipment. The System offered one.


[Cold Storage Correction]
Proposed source: TREATMENT CORE
Move load priority to refrigeration?
Patient cost: ACCEPTABLE



A patient alarm sounded from the inner hall. Naomi went through the door because the reading required her attention. She returned after a nurse answered the alarm; the monitor had worked throughout the compressor test. Cole examined the cold-room supply once more. Its voltage had held through both attacks. Taking load from the separate working treatment service would leave a patient without equipment while the same compressor still failed.

“Ivy, hold the transfer open. Keep treatment as it is.”

The prompt flashed red.

WARDEN REFUSAL.

Naomi came beside him. “Who priced the patient?”

“The prompt left that field out.”

“I'm filling it with a name.”

She wrote the patient’s name on her allocation board, then put it against her chest before the pale line could reach the paper. Cole dismissed the proposed transfer. His Warden display painted the treatment wing black for one second. Through the window, its lights stayed on. Cole kept his attention on the treatment room instead of the pane in his sight. Naomi called the nurses' station. A voice answered at once. She asked for the actual equipment state, then ended the call before the System could supply a second opinion.

June’s helper rolled her deck beneath the wall display at Cole’s request. The pale line forked above her head. One strand reached toward the cold room. The other followed Naomi's board. Mara raised the camera. “Hold it away from you.” Naomi extended the board. The strand followed the allocation board. Naomi set the board on the shelf. The strand stayed over the written allocation list. Cole kept his coat clear of the live enclosure and waited while his helper angled the chair into the strand's path. But the line bent around him. Its point met the allocation list.


Put medical allocation under [County Warden]?
Cold-storage conflict: RESOLVED
Clinical decision: OPTIONAL



Cole swiped the offer shut. Naomi picked up her board. “You can court one woman without adopting every patient.”

“I was hoping to keep the jobs separate.”

Mara lowered the camera just enough to give him a look. “One of them pays better.” The line snapped toward Cole’s chest. Naomi held her board clear while his helper swung the chair aside. Cole closed the claim prompt without spending Authority on another diagnostic; the strand’s physical movement had already shown them its target. It struck the painted evacuation arrow behind him. White letters spread over it.

REFUSAL CAUSES LOSS.

Naomi put herself between the arrow and the patient door. “Then it can spell my name correctly.” Cole kept the treatment feeder out of the bargain. The temperature kept climbing. Refusing the trap had saved a working service; it had supplied no cold. He needed a second way to keep the enemy from turning that loss into a stolen decision.

“Ivy, your log.”

She unclipped the paper from its board. Thirty blank leaves had been in the clinic's pad before the alarm; she used two for copies, leaving twenty-eight. The original held physical readings and times while Mara photographed it beside the thermometer window. The same card stayed inside the camera for the next reading.

Naomi took one paper copy for her working choices while Ivy kept the original beside the equipment log. Mara’s helper carried her chair and separate case across the corridor, away from both. She kept the light copy in her own hands. June followed the pale strand with her nose from the deck as it stretched between the records. It reached Naomi's copy first.

SAFE appeared above the paper.

The ink stayed. In Cole’s view, though, the label over the paper had changed. Mara leaned from her padded chair beside June because the divided line hung above the dog’s reach. “Show me the next one.” June turned her nose toward Ivy’s shelf and barked before the mark struck. Her helper held the deck clear while Ivy covered the original with her existing instrument tray. The word SAFE appeared over the tray in Cole’s pane. He reported it aloud, and Ivy lifted the cover. Her written six-point-two reading remained on the paper beneath.

“It's covering the answer,” she said.

“Keep writing,” Cole told her.

Mara moved her copy into the open evidence case. The mark followed the copy across the floor, pulling away from Naomi’s board. It could hunt a record, but each move gave June another visible target and Ivy another interval to record.

Three people kept separate answers alive while June warned where the next mark would land. Mara photographed the tray and uncovered original, recording Cole’s spoken label claim separately. Her camera could show the ordinary paper and thermometer, while his private pane stayed his report. She closed the case over her separate copy.

Mara directed her helper to move the closed case past the evacuation arrow. The pale strand stretched after it. From her deck, June warned toward the next patch of tile before the white point reached it. Cole held his arm across the route. “Wait.” Her helper paused. The point stopped over the case. Cole waved the helper on. June gave one bark, and the point followed.

Mara had her helper set the case beside him. “You want me to kite the filing cabinet?”

“Keep it off the original.”

“That sounds worse when you explain it.”

“I can explain less.”

“A promising direction.”

Her helper moved the case toward the far shelf at her direction while Ivy raised the tray. The original lay clear for eight seconds before the strand returned. Ivy wrote the next temperature during that interval and kept her own watch beside the paper. Cole asked the helper to repeat the case move. The strand passed over his sleeve without trying to bind him. Its target stayed the record. While Ivy kept measuring, the enemy spent attacks on the answer it wanted to erase.

That offered them a narrow opening. It could threaten several records in turn, and it could split toward the room, so nothing in the test promised a permanent safe place. June warned from her deck toward a strand reaching down from the shelf. Mara stopped her helper’s case move before the point struck the floating label Cole reported above her copy.

“Good catch,” Mara said.

June’s helper rolled her deck back beside Ivy’s shelf, where the thermometer required another reading. Cole moved his arm clear of the route and gave the dog room. June kept her nose on the real point among three glowing labels. Ivy wrote another number. Naomi compared it with her contents list and crossed out a proposed transfer she'd penciled beneath the first one. A warm archive cabinet would only spend their transport time without stopping the temperature rise.

Cole put the discarded route beside the hospital mark. Losing an option made the map useful; it also left them farther from enough cold.


'DING!' [Electrical Systems] — paired feeder tests exposed selective failure. Mastery: 75 → 77
'DING!' [Threat Warning] — warned before repeated false-safe strikes. Mastery: 76 → 78
'DING!' [Evidence Preservation] — kept independent physical records through hostile relabeling. Mastery: 72 → 74



June’s helper rolled her back to the window before Cole could praise her. The thermometer had moved again. Naomi wrote six point four. Cole used the clinic’s existing radio to reach Della through the county operator.

“Need cold equipment. Actual temperatures. Nobody sends medicine yet.”

“The concession freezers?”

“Food still in them?”

“Yes.”

“Keep it there. Measure the space and temperature. Let Naomi choose.”

Della went to check. Cole called Ada next. She answered from Pike, where he had left her earlier that morning.

“One reefer outlet,” she said. “Still an outlet. It hasn't grown a car.”

“Lita's freight bodies?”

“Three insulated shells. She's checking the refrigeration unit with the complete casing. You get a result when there's a result.”

He asked Orla at Mills about cold storage. May stayed at the Mills medical yard with her ordinary cuffs. Orla reported an archive cabinet at nine degrees. Naomi shook her head when Cole repeated the temperature.

“Too warm for the tight-limit stock. Leave it with its owner.”

Cole drew separate places on the back of the target sheet. He kept the wires between them blank. Ivy stood over his shoulder. “Two feeders didn't help here.”

“Because they ended at the same compressor.”

“Two sites could fail the same way.”

“Yes. We need separate equipment, separate custody, and a way to keep one failure from naming the others.”

“We’re missing the equipment and the protection.”

“I've been counting.”

She pointed to the hospital symbol on the captured sheet. St. Verran Regional sat beyond a road almost forty miles long. The Prime had named it as replacement stock, with Surveyor marks and a Glassback funnel along the approach. An enemy's supply map could lead them to medicine. It could also put their vehicle inside a kill lane. Cole left both possibilities on the paper. Naomi reached for the sheet. “I'll ask for the hospital's contents list when you have one. You don't bring me a truck full of warm labels.”

“What can we do right now?”

“Keep the door closed while I check each temperature limit. Find measured cold space. Bring me travel times before offering a transfer.”

She took her board into the patient hall. Her working copy stayed with her. Ivy retained the source log, and Mara's evidence copy stayed in its case. The reward sounded while he sat beside the silent compressor.


'DING!' [Selective Failure Exposed] — treatment kept powered and medical choices preserved. Cole earned 170 XP
Cole XP: 360 + 170 = 530 / 1,600
June XP: 460 + 90 = 550 / 1,200
Mara XP: 280 + 50 = 330 / 700



Cole still had to turn that diagnosis into protection before Naomi’s temperature limits made each recovered case unusable. Mara packed the camera. “We killed the thing that wrote this list.”

“The list traveled faster than we did.”

“Next time we kill the mail.”

He laughed, then pressed his collar away from the scrape. She caught the movement and opened his coat enough to inspect it. “You're going to let Naomi look at that.”

“When she has a minute.”

“I'm making the appointment.”

June rested on her deck beneath the cold-room window. The false display still held at four degrees. Ivy read the physical thermometer aloud. “Seven. Two-oh-eight.”

Naomi returned with one marked entry on her board. “This one leaves first. Show me a cold room.”
Chapter 58 — Seven Degrees

Seven degrees. Cole’s System offered a warehouse at 14:08. Cole’s one Stamina point remained; Mara and June still had none. Their helpers held the chairs and dog deck clear of the passage. Cole could see steel shelves through the blue doorway. The cases gleamed. A man in a spotless coat waved him past their floor-to-ceiling shelves. June sniffed the wall from her deck and sneezed. Her helper rolled her clear.

“Poor references,” Mara said.

Cole shut the prompt. The warehouse vanished, leaving a peeling notice about handwashing. Naomi pressed one finger against her allocation board. “These cases move first. These stay on clinical hold even if we move them into cold. Their histories differ, so stop offering me one answer for everything.”

The labels lied. Naomi’s pencil divided usable stock from groups that had spent their tolerance, because a fresh refrigerator could only preserve their condition now; it could not recover the lost hours. Ivy checked the sealed door. Both ordinary thermometers still read seven. She kept the time.

“If that slope holds, we have hours,” Naomi said. “It may not hold.”

Cole called both sites. Ruth and Lita checked their equipment while he listened through the clinic radio.

“Empty equipment,” he said. “Tell me what it does before we put medicine inside.”

Lita took a breath.

“I have a dead controller and a good compressor. Orrin wants to insult whoever wired it.”

“Let him test it first.”

“He can do both.”

Ruth’s concession walk-in stood empty behind her service building. Food stayed in freezers. Ivy asked her to keep the walk-in empty for their test. The door opened onto the yard, clear of the crowd and the livestock pavilion. Cole marked both sites on Naomi's board because their distances would govern every transfer: nine-point-six rail miles to Pike, a short walk to the fairgrounds. He left the line between them blank. Naomi read the distances, then crossed out his first loading order. “Closest first.”

“Pike has more space.”

“Distance also takes space. In my clock.”

Mara lifted the board from his hands. “We’ll give her clock a destination.”

*

Naomi opened the stores’ rear service gate after Ivy checked the level path. The gate saved distance. Its 125-meter service path reached the concession yard, apart from Ruth’s longer foot route. Five minutes sufficed. The helpers rolled both chairs and June’s deck. The clinic pair stayed with Naomi’s stock. The fairgrounds walk-in smelled of scrubbed paint and old onions. The outer door faced the yard. The service hatch lay behind the compressor; the food-freezer panel stood across the room. Cole pointed Ruth's helpers away from that panel.

“Leave the food where it is.”

Ivy isolated the unit. She opened the hatch. The card guided motor, controller and coil checks. From his braked chair, Cole checked the separate supply and its measured headroom. Cole tested both demands. With Electrical Systems seventy-seven, he checked the motor’s start before its running draw. Three kilowatts of electrical input would fit without taking power from food, water, or treatment. He wrote input. The meters measured demand, not medicine’s preservation. Ruth leaned over his shoulder. “You've made the simple number longer.”

“It was doing two jobs badly.”

“Like you.”

Mara laughed while Cole pretended to study the breaker. At Pike, Orrin reported over the radio. The reefer's original diagram matched its surviving controls. Its failed automatic controller could stay isolated while a trained operator used the existing manual sequence. The receiving-yard auxiliary set carried four kilowatts of protected load. Its plate allowed ten continuous and the tested starting demand. Five more would put it at nine, with the reefer's start inside its separate surge rating. Lita read those figures back herself. “That isn't the bunkhouse generator,” she added. “You don't get its last two kilowatts by wishing.”

“I've had a disappointing day for wishes.”

“You should take up wiring.”

Cole kept Orrin's physical readings in their own column while Lita retained the receiving-yard set, its fuel supply, and the operator responsible for it. Three o’clock brought figures. Lita logged 100 gallons at 0.5 gallons per hour under this load. Cole put the running rate beneath the tank reading and marked the next gauge check.

Ivy replaced the fairgrounds cover and cleared the yard. Ruth shut the walk-in door from outside while Cole stayed at the instruments. Her two checked thermometers belonged to the concession store; the clinic's pair stayed with Naomi's stock. At Pike, Orrin had two separate probes from the rail maintenance kit. The contactor pulled in, and current climbed before settling inside the tested operating band. Ivy’s strip stirred. She’d hung it inside the window, where cold air flowed while the housing trembled.

June cocked one ear and barked from her deck. Cole warned Ruth. She held clear before the white point appeared. Blue frost covered the latch, hinges and walls. Ruth's hand stopped inches from the handle. Under the display, the actual door remained brown. Ivy read the first physical thermometer through the glass. The checked second instrument agreed within its marked tolerance. “Seven point six. Falling.”

The System showed minus eighteen. Ruth looked from one number to the other. “If I open it to rescue the stock that isn't in there yet, I warm the room.”

Cole kept his hand away from the latch. “That seems to be the build.”

“Ugly build.”

“Very high engagement.”

The radio crackled. Orrin's voice came through fast. “Pike unit has started. Five-kilowatt draw. Physical temperature eleven point eight. Display says internal fire.”

He asked Orrin to check its air.

“No smoke at the vents,” Orrin reported. “No burning smell. Housing within the marked test band. Both physical probes agree.”

Lita cut in. “My crew is outside the body. Orrin retains the stop.”

“Keep the physical abort conditions,” Cole said. “Report each change. Don't borrow our ice.”

Ruth shifted sideways. She found real glass beneath the frost’s edge. Seven point two. The System offered Cole a combined view.


[Cold Network Consolidation]
Accept centralized control for 12% efficiency?
Independent site aborts: REMOVED
Combined temperature: 6.0°C



Pike was above eight. A mean of two readings couldn’t put its cases inside Ruth’s colder room. Cole declined. The white point struck the doorframe. Both columns in his display turned red. He kept the paper in his hand while the false warning covered its two honest columns.

*

June lifted her head before the physical temperature changed and leaned from her deck toward the lower door seam, pulling back when the leak reached her muzzle. Her whiskers looked white. But real air moved her fur beneath the projected frost. Ivy read the current meter. “Load rising.”

Cole’s helper positioned his chair beside June’s deck. The gasket leaked. Its warm air stopped the falling temperature while the compressor took more load. A warning pane flashed above his hand.

OPEN DOOR TO RELEASE ICE PRESSURE.

The empty room gave him space to investigate without risking stock. Once Naomi started loading, a failed test would become a clinical loss. Ruth reached for the handle again. Cole held up his hand because opening it now would spend the cold they'd made, and leave Ivy working beside a unit that might restart.

“Give her the stop first.”

Ruth withdrew her hand. The paper strip moved while she waited for Ivy’s stop. June held the seam. She nosed the leak beneath projected ice. The display offered another clean answer.

DEFROST CYCLE REQUIRED.

Ivy checked her physical control. “It isn't in defrost.”

“Does its own control ask for it?”

“No.”

“Then we spend the minute on the gasket.”

“Ordinary fault,” he said. “Ivy, stop this unit.”

Ruth held the door shut while Ivy isolated the compressor. The sudden quiet left the food freezers humming across the yard. When Ruth swung the walk-in open, the projected frost shattered across her sleeve. Her skin stayed dry. The corner had rolled. Ivy reseated it before another empty-room start. The draft had stopped. June sniffed the closed door’s repaired seam. Her tail moved once.

“You get the service call,” Cole told her.

June pressed her muzzle against his boot from the deck.

“Payment dispute,” Mara said.

Ruth showed Mara the two ten-liter portable cans she had reserved for her crew. Twenty liters, separate from county tanks. Ruth filled the bowl. Mara counted its water while Ivy restarted. The current settled inside its proved band, and the physical temperature resumed falling. Cole kept separate columns. While the average hid failures, he recorded the local stop, gasket repair and restart. At Pike, Orrin found a loose fan latch during his local inspection. He stopped the reefer under Lita's clearance, seated it, and repeated his test. Cole heard the restart over the radio.

The System painted a flame across Ruth's coat. Ruth brushed her sleeve. A speck of real paint fell before she read the thermometer. “Your fire has no taste,” she told it.

“What does fire taste like?” Mara asked.

“Work I have to redo.”

June followed the air. Her helper held the deck beside the seam while Cole kept his arm clear and moved his leg out of her way.

At four-ten, both sites began their acceptance hold. Ruth read five point nine and six point zero through the fairgrounds window. Orrin reported six point one and six point two at Pike. Each pair agreed inside its checked tolerance and met Naomi's limits for the selected case groups. Cole asked for the readings separately through the next half hour.

At four-twenty, Mara began the movement record on three blank leaves Naomi’s aide had brought from the clinic. Its twenty-eight-sheet pad now held twenty-five. She kept the master and sent the two receiving copies back along the service path with her helper, who returned before loading. Ivy’s earlier original and its two copies remained separate. At four-thirty-five, Naomi reported eight sealed county cases ready for Pike. Thirteen would take the service cart after Ruth’s store passed its hold.

Their two insulated crates held four reusable cold packs each under the clinic's existing packing record. Ruth had kept those eight packs frozen in her working food freezer, separate from the failed clinic room. Naomi checked the arrangement and the stock-specific limits before releasing them for a journey of no more than two hours. Mara wrote six-thirty-five on her master sheet. The aide marked that time on both lids, and Jo read it back over the radio before she took the packed crates along the checked ninety-meter path to the motorcar.

“That isn't a decoration,” she told Jo.

Jo read from the motorcar’s card over the radio. With her aboard, one hundred sixty pounds remained available for cargo. The eight cases, both crates and all eight packs weighed one hundred twenty-four on the stores scale.

“Neither is my load limit,” she said.

The car still held three gallons. The nine-point-six-mile trip would take one hour and forty-five minutes and spend those three. Cole wrote Jo’s reported gauge beside the return line on Mara’s sheet. Jo would reach Pike with a cold load and an empty tank, though every unfinished job on Cole's board required another trip.

“Stay there until there's a proved return,” he said.

“Lita’s aware,” Jo said. “The crates are secured. Try telling a rail crew not to invent fuel.”

Mara separated the lists. The named receivers kept the county’s cases. The train’s forty-eight sealed cases kept their own list and checks. Sharing a cold room would not merge their stocks. The false average changed whenever he looked at it, while the two physical columns held their separate readings. Both sites stayed in their written bands for that half hour. Naomi checked what each site could hold, and how cold it stayed, before approving two stores for her chosen case groups. Stock on hold stayed on hold.


'DING!' [Limited Cold Restored]
Medical refrigeration electrical input: 0 + 8 = 8 kW
Accepted working cold sites: 0 + 2 = 2



Five at Pike. Three here. They had taken a twelve-kilowatt failure and replaced it with two smaller machines that could fail separately. When Naomi entered the two capacities on her allocation board, the blank space beneath them showed what the smaller answer still left out. She had her aide move the noncritical supplies she selected to an ambient cabinet, making room for the case groups whose limits required those smaller cold stores. Cole's command progress landed while Ruth retained her own stop control.


[Emergency Command] Mastery: 84 → 86
[Scent Work] Mastery: 83 → 85



June accepted the sound with more interest than she'd shown the warehouse. Ruth brought her a bowl.

*

Naomi released the rail load at four-forty after both stores completed their holds. Jo reported her departure from Blackridge’s yard. Naomi’s two stores aides had agreed to handle the loads before she released them: one took the local cart, and the other helped Jo with the rail crates. The clinic’s cart weighed seventy pounds empty, with a six-hundred-pound gross plate. At four-forty, its thirteen sealed cases left the clinic through the checked service gate. Mara’s receiving record stopped at the walk-in threshold.

Its front wheel struck the fairgrounds walk-in’s raised lip while Naomi’s stores aide pushed from behind. The strapped cases leaned toward the door. Cole grabbed the handle from his braked chair while his helper took the front wheel’s weight. That brief braced catch spent his last Stamina point. The bar stayed in his hands only until the helper had the load; his shoulder burned against the padding. Mara held up her palm from her chair. “Stop pushing.”

The stores aide stopped. Thirteen sealed cases weighed one hundred sixty-nine pounds; the crate and blankets made one hundred ninety-three. With the seventy-pound cart, the gross load was two hundred sixty-three, inside its six-hundred-pound plate. The raised lip still kept the wheels from obeying the number. Mara checked the strap angle while the helper held the wheel. She pointed toward the lower corner. “Back six inches. Hold there.”

The men eased the cart back. At her signal, they turned it until one wheel could pass the lip before the other. The cases stayed level. Cole released the handle. His arm settled against the padded rest. All three of them were out of Stamina now.

“Capacity isn't steering,” Mara said.

“I'll add it to my list of disappointing numbers.”

“Add your arms. They aren't new.”

She crossed out straight approach. A receiver needed the door held clear and one person at the front wheel, where the loose lip had tried to spend their margin. Her helper held the paper steady while she wrote. Naomi had chosen thirteen county cases for the fairgrounds. Ivy entered Naomi's radioed loading reading at four-forty, then her own receiving reading at four-forty-five. Five minutes on the checked service path included that short stop. Each case kept its earlier temperature history and any clinical hold.

The helpers kept Cole, Mara and June at the fairgrounds. He could reach the local door. For Pike, he had Jo's travel reports and Lita's receipt. At five, Naomi came through the service gate to sign the local receiving sheet. Mara pointed at Cole’s collar. “He kept your appointment.”

“Under protest,” Cole said.

Naomi checked the scrape and washed its dried blood with water from Ruth’s portable can. Her clinic tray held twelve clean pads; she used one beneath the collar, leaving eleven. His shoulder still caught when she asked him to lift his arm, so she had him stop. “Keep the weight with your helpers.”

The radio went quiet between blocks. His helper positioned the chair at the walk-in window again, while Jo’s cargo remained beyond his hands. Mara caught his wrist on the third pass. “Want a job?”

“Yes.”

“Hold my pencil.”

“That feels like a demotion.”

“You were stealing the oxygen from my route.”

He held it while she finished the receipt columns. Her shoulder rested against his for one breath, warm through his coat. Then she took the pencil and went back to work. At six-twenty-five, Jo called from Pike. The cases had spent one hour and fifty minutes in their packing.

“Arrived. Three gallons spent. Tank empty. Lita has the crates.”

Their physical receipt temperatures remained inside Naomi's written limits. Orrin's store held its separate readings during loading and the following check. All twenty-one sealed county cases had moved: thirteen here, eight at Pike. None had been opened or discarded during the transfer. The tighter-limit material that Naomi had held remained under her review. Mara closed the second route.


[Recovery Operations] Mastery: 84 → 86
Two bounded transfers completed with independent receipts.



The System offered to merge the receiving records. Mara put the pencil behind her ear. “It's trying to count my carts as medicine now.”

Cole laughed. His arms shook when he let go of the radio. She noticed. This time she didn't ask him to take another job. She asked his helper to brake his chair beside the bench.

*

The food train had no engine. Nine partner-owned handcarts left Pike at six-thirty, with two walkers assigned to each. Six carts carried twenty-three cartons each, and three carried twenty-two. A ninety-pound cart with the largest load weighed just under four hundred ninety-six pounds, below its six-hundred-pound gross plate. They used the proved rail-side route, with checks at the damaged sections.

Pike, Mills, and the Free-Line had staged their gifts separately under local manifests. Sixty-eight eight-kilogram ration cartons from each donor made two hundred four. Orla had confirmed the Mills consignment by radio; May remained at the Mills medical yard with her ordinary cuffs. The boxes came from their owners’ new gifts, while the county’s old bins held only its earlier count. The walkers reached Blackridge six hours later. An iron rim clattered against the livestock pavilion’s door before the first cart appeared, followed by a curse from the walker at its handle. Ruth lit the receiving lanes.

Della didn't let the new stacks enter her food total on sight. Cole wanted the larger number because five-point-seven days had followed him through every call about the failed cold room. He had his helper position his chair beside the receiving table while the walkers unloaded the first cart. Mara stopped a helper before he set one damaged carton beside the clean stack. Its bottom smelled of cleaner because a broken bottle had leaked against the damaged carton.

June sniffed it from her deck and pulled her nose away. Her bark stopped the next cart until its walkers held it clear of the receiving lane. Della moved the carton to the hold side. Ruth checked its neighbors. The System counted them anyway.

PARTNER CONTRIBUTION: 2,040 PERSON-DAYS.

“That includes dinner in soap,” Ruth said.

They checked each lot against its own list. Eight Pike cartons failed the receiving checks. Mills lost four; the Free-Line lost four. They kept all sixteen aside with donor tags. Sixty, sixty-four, and sixty-four entered the county's count. Della used the existing ration table. Each good box fed one person for ten days. One hundred eighty-eight cartons bought ten full settlement-days. Pike asked for a counted receipt while keeping the right to refuse the next request. Orla let Blackridge choose who ate. Lita wanted her empty racks and carts returned.

Cole accepted the food and the conditions. The System supplied a tithe form. He laid the three ordinary receipts over it until Della could read her own total without the glowing word.


Partner food received: 1,084 + 1,880 = 2,964 person-days



Della added no names to the county roll. Ruth showed Mara her twelve reserved dog meals before feeding June one that night. June’s two carried rations stayed packed. She gave her a second at breakfast, leaving ten. Cole and Mara ate from the county’s day issue. June’s bowls, their cups and the wound wash used four liters from Ruth’s twenty-liter cans, leaving sixteen. Their two carried liters stayed capped. She'd carried it for her crew rather than drawing from the county tanks. Mara made him finish his share while he waited for Pike's next temperature report.

By six, Lita’s yard-set fuel log showed fifteen hours at half a gallon an hour. One hundred minus seven-and-a-half left ninety-two-point-five. Before Della closed Day Thirty-three’s food issue, she read back the midnight watch change and each owner’s fuel report. The quarry and bunkhouse had filled at 16:00 yesterday and 02:00 this morning; the six others had filled at 20:00, before Grange’s limit. All eight reported their six-o’clock fills. Their stock totals stayed unknown, and county and train tanks stayed untouched.

Della counted the new food issue once.


Daily food: 2,964 − 188 = 2,776 person-days / 14.7 days



Twenty-eight days remained before the Assessment, with twelve on the secondary challenge. The next watch relief was noon. The next quarry and bunkhouse fills were due at 16:00. Grange’s fuel deadline was 20:17:08, the other five at 21:00, if their owners skipped the next fill. Cole compared that clock with Naomi’s cold-space columns. The reward arrived after both sites reported their morning checks.


'DING!' [Independent Cold Chain] — stock preserved through separate stores and verified transfers.
Cole XP: 530 + 180 = 710 / 1,600
June XP: 550 + 100 = 650 / 1,200
Mara XP: 330 + 50 = 380 / 700



Mara turned his collar away from the scrape. Naomi’s clean pad kept the cloth off it; his old shoulder still tightened beneath her hand. “You're going to sleep,” she said.

“After her morning report.”

“That woman needs medicine. You need a bed.”

“Same route?”

“Don't get ambitious.”

He leaned into her hand for a moment before she let the collar fall. June slept on her padded deck beneath their bench, with one paw resting on his boot. Naomi arrived at six-twenty carrying her list of held cases and the empty spaces they represented. “Two working stores,” Cole said.

“Two ways to preserve what we can still use.”

She spread the captured hospital sheet beside her own needs. Every other regional source on the Assessor's map had faded gray. St. Verran remained white. That was the enemy's claim, not a verified contents list. Almost forty miles of marked highway lay between the county and its loading bay. The Glassback funnel narrowed across the last approach. Cole traced the throat with one finger. “We drive straight through that, we feed it a truck.”

Mara studied the map beside him.

“Then stop shopping for a truck,” she said. “Show me the build.”
Chapter 59 — The Hospital Road

The hospital road offered speed. It wanted both vehicles. Cole traced the approach. Forty miles of highway narrowed into the captured map’s marked funnel, where wrecks enclosed the last approach. Straight lanes. A Glassback could charge between the stakes until the convoy became breakfast.

Mara leaned over his shoulder. “You're staring at the menu.”

“Looking for the vegetarian option.”

June nosed the map from her padded deck. Cole lifted it clear of her muzzle. She'd eaten; she still had no Stamina. Neither did he or Mara. Their two helpers held the chairs beside the receiving bench.

Naomi put Ivy's recovery list beside the hospital mark. “People first. Then medicine we can identify and preserve. An intact seal won't tell you how warm a case became.”

“Can you reach their staff?”

“The last radio call failed. Find out who can answer.”

Cole put the map down. His arms trembled because the load at Hollis followed him into every simpler job. Mara pointed at his chair before he could choose another job.

“Seven hours,” she said.

“The equipment—”

“Ivy can read a plate. Ruth can find a truck. You can lie down.”

Naomi returned to replace the pad that had slipped beneath his collar, where the edge of yesterday’s scrape still caught the cloth whenever he turned. Cole opened his first-aid pouch. Mateo had put the last sealed Utility dressing in its inner pocket before their cart left Pike. Naomi opened it after cleaning the wound with a quarter liter from Ruth’s sixteen-liter portable reserve, leaving fifteen-point-seven-five in her cans. Her clinic tray still held eleven pads. The raw stripe burned beneath the new dressing.

Mara steadied his collar. Her hair brushed him. She leaned close, dark cropped strands between his cheek and the map.

“I prefer you conscious when I steal your afternoon.”

“You've booked it?”

“Several. Your availability is terrible.”

His cheeks warmed. She kissed his cheek. Then she blocked the map with his own patience for damaged equipment. His helper rolled him to the shelter cot, where Cole slept seven hours because Ruth’s relief crew took the watch. He woke at one-twenty with his Stamina still at zero. Mara's bar and June's had stayed there too.

*

The fairgrounds relief flatbed waited beside Ruth’s service shed after he woke, its plate matching the loan card she carried. Utility Eleven stayed put. Pike still had its damaged winch and two-point-four gallons. The flatbed's hitch held a current inspection tag. Ruth handed Cole its keys. The same two helpers would go with them. Ruth knew both helpers as drivers from watching them handle these vehicles on ordinary relief work. One helper would take each set of controls over the long road. The corners were theirs. Padded seats and power assistance let Cole and Mara use the light controls; their helpers would take over when either needed to stop. Cole tested the light steering and service brake before accepting that arrangement. His shoulder caught when he reached farther. He stopped.

“Bring it back with the tailgate still attached.”

“Can I improve the dent?”

“You may leave it alone.”

Ruth fetched Mara’s van from its Blackridge parking place, 250 meters along the service approach. It stood alongside the flatbed when Ivy began the first tank readings. Nobody had recorded its earlier gauge. Ivy read the diesel plates before Della opened the reserve. They read both gauges. Half a gallon remained in the flatbed, seven-tenths in the van. Both needed fuel before anyone could argue about the road.

Ivy and Ruth had fetched two refrigeration assemblies from the county repair rack. The helpers worked. Cole checked the connections from his chair that afternoon. Ivy stopped him. He waited. The fixed unit stood behind his cab, while Mara's cassette slid into a cradle behind the van's bulkhead. Each had a generator. Its isolated fuel connection fed from that vehicle’s tank, supplying the factory diesel generator’s four kilowatts of continuous power. Ivy held its stop. Eight kilowatts of starting capacity covered the two-kilowatt compressor; she could kill it from outside. They cooled both empty bays on shore power and isolated the modules afterward, because a loaded medical test would have to justify the fuel they spent.

The flatbed allowed two thousand pounds. Its cassette and mounts used four hundred pounds of that allowance. The van allowed eighteen hundred; its assembly used three hundred. Cole checked each axle limit separately. They weighed the load. All four adults, June, the assemblies and tools counted with the two empty chairs and dog deck. Their fifty-four pounds still counted. Both fit. Hospital stock would need a new check against each vehicle’s payload and axle limits. Mara measured the door. A load could fit on the scale and jam at the entrance.

June ate another reserved ration at supper, leaving Ruth nine. The county fed them. Its already counted issue covered supper; Cole and Mara resumed work afterward. Della closed Day Thirty-four's issue before departure.


Settlement food: 2,776 − 188 = 2,588 person-days / 13.7 days
Assessment: 27 days
Secondary challenge: 11 days



Their four field meals, including both helpers, came from that same issue. June’s breakfast left eight reserved dog portions. Ruth packed one for the trip and kept seven. Mara filled the bottles. Four field liters left eleven-point-seven-five after yesterday’s wound care. Their two older carried liters stayed capped beneath Cole's passenger seat. Six traveled with them; four belonged to the new field issue.

Lita’s radio report gave Pike eighty-point-five gallons after another twenty-four hours at half a gallon an hour, because the cold store kept consuming fuel while they slept. Cole marked the check beside his route. Della dipped the county reserve at five hundred gallons. Twenty went into each vehicle.


County diesel reserve: 500 − 40 = 460 gallons



The flatbed now held twenty-point-five; Mara's van held twenty-point-seven. Cole protected their return. He wrote the stop limits beside each gauge.

Mara’s helper laid a four-meter rated county chain behind his cab. Twenty meters of paired wire went beside it. Ruth supplied eight witness-cloth strips and ten blank route leaves from the yard stores. “Your truck, chain, wire,” Cole said. “Back where they belong.”

“And the tailgate,” Ruth said.

“I've become very attached to it.”

Before eight, Della confirmed the owners’ fills: quarry and bunkhouse at four yesterday and two this morning, the others at eight yesterday, all eight at six today. Owner reserves and current gauges stayed unknown. County and rail fuel remained separate. Yesterday’s noon and midnight watch changes were complete; today’s noon relief was still ahead.

At eight, Cole's helper eased the flatbed through the gate. June lay on the padded passenger floorboard beside Cole. The van followed. Mara’s helper drove; she kept Ivy’s list and the decision to turn back. Each helper had an approved cabin seat for the controls; the empty chairs and dog deck traveled secured with the cargo.

*

The first twelve miles offered ordinary damage. A slumped culvert narrowed the highway; storm branches scraped the flatbed's side. Cole called a stop before a washed shoulder. His helper walked. The truck stayed on sound asphalt. They changed seats only after he reported both wheel lines. He steadied Cole’s transfer. Then he put his own hands back on the long road’s controls. Beyond the county line, every abandoned car faced the open asphalt.

Sedans packed the drainage ditch. A box truck blocked a side street, and a minibus leaned against the median. Red stakes stood between them, directing traffic east along two clean lanes. The concrete headwall divided the ditch. The cut followed poles, and its crossing could give Cole room to turn from the stakes. Gravel had washed into one crossing twenty yards behind the nearest stake. Both helpers stopped before the stakes and steadied the seated transfers, then Cole took the flatbed’s assisted controls and Mara took the van’s. Cole braked before the open lanes while Mara stopped thirty yards back, offset toward the surviving shoulder.


[Hospital Relief Corridor]
Time saved: 22 minutes
Return: GUARANTEED
Recommended speed: HIGH



June's helper lowered her onto the padded deck beside the headwall. Cole stayed in the braked cab. Her nose turned toward the sedan opposite the concrete, where a translucent ridge lifted above its shattered rear window. One Glassback breathed against the asphalt. Another unfolded beneath the overturned pickup. A third shifted beside the box truck. June's bark sent Cole's eyes to the pale armor in its shadow.

“At least three,” Cole told Mara. “More ground than we can see.”

A Glassback's straight charge could catch their vehicles. Broken corners had cost the creatures speed before. The System wanted their convoy to supply the straight line. The maintenance cut forced a turn.

Mara studied the root-rutted track. “My van would like a word.”

“She can tell me after we get home.”

“She'll use several.”

Mara's helper checked the crossing from the headwall's sheltered side. The probe dropped. Four feet of air waited beneath that first green patch. He called the depth. Farther along the swale, real gravel supported his probe. Cole marked both probed wheel lines on his paper. Their visible roots and concrete gave June's helper shelter beside the crossing.

The van carried less axle weight. Mara went first, keeping room to reverse until all four wheels cleared the lip. Her helper returned to his cabin seat. Her elbows stayed padded. She tested the assisted wheel before June’s helper moved the deck clear. June sampled the wind leaking past the headwall. Her nose stayed aimed at the real breathing creature while the stake's arrow slid toward the open lane. A scrape came from behind the flatbed. The third Glassback had left the box truck.

“Mara, across. Keep the headwall between it and June.”

Mara lowered the van into the swale at walking speed. Its rear tire pressed toward the concrete, and she corrected before the loose gravel could carry it sideways. The van climbed onto roots and stopped clear. Her helper watched the rear corner while she held the brake. The Glassback charged down the shoulder toward Cole's cab. Cole sounded the horn. The powered wheel took the slow turn he had already chosen. The nose cleared concrete. Behind it, the helper held June’s deck at the headwall.

The predator committed to the sound. Its front claws scattered gravel where the truck had turned. Its armor swung wide. The creature slammed into the abandoned utility trailer below the crossing. A plate split against the trailer’s steel edge, and blood poured
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