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        The Dog at Bone Orchard
      

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

      
        	Weird-western progression fantasy

        	1883 West Texas

        	Oath-magic with hard limits

        	A vampire bounty hunter

        	Biscuit, a blue-heeler companion

        	Sword-and-rifle tactics

        	Brutal action and dark humor
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      Reading Order

      Warden of County Zero

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

      
        	A County Goes Dark

        	No Unclaimed Ground

        	A County That Stands

        	County Zero Answers

        	First Raid Clear

        	Keep the Old World

        	One Road Ours

        	Home, With the Lights On

      

      Next in the story: Keep the Old World.

    
  
    
      Previously in Warden

      Cole’s crews have opened aid routes beyond their county without taking ownership of the communities along them. The Blank Mile and the cold convoy tested that promise. The Siren Engine is destroyed, Cole’s Warden class is restored, and three communities still control their own protection. The burned regional route remains lost. Beyond the dead engine, a red road has answered from County One.

    
  Chapter 129: The Road Keeps Your Level

The road to County One knew Cole’s level before it knew his name. Red gravel spread west from the dead Siren Engine, crossing the county line in a strip ten feet wide. A white boundary stone waited three miles away beneath the answering marker.

“Stay off the red,” Cole said. His empty rifle rested on the receiver table, with its sling clipped back onto both swivels. The bent hooked bar remained trapped in the engine wreck. Through the scope, Cole could see it jammed between bronze ribs.

“Four breathing,” Luis reported. His two watch adults checked the rescued people behind the SUV’s engine block. The original cold patient stayed on the clinic van’s secured rear bench, under both blankets, with the third helper and clinic worker beside them.

“North’s own circuit reads forty-one,” the other Warden said. “River and quarry report the same. All three disconnects stay open to their operators.” The peer kept the discarded meters clear of the ordinary radios. The burned trunk lines carried no current from those circuits.

At 17:42, Petra and the clinic courier started their vehicles for the blacktop test. Mara rode beside the courier as a supported spotter, her left arm bound. The patient’s care stayed aboard. Both drivers kept the new red gravel outside their route.

Cole waited at the receiver. June’s carrier held the original coat beside him, keeping her dressed paw off the grit. Cole’s torn coat hung from the rail above June’s separate bedding.

“Your coat has retired,” Luis said. He checked the road through ordinary binoculars before returning to the four rescued adults. Cole stayed braced against the table, with his sound hand on the rifle grip. Its chamber held nothing.

“Not before its replacement arrives.”

“Bad season for promotions.” Luis kept the casualty gap open while both vehicles completed their three-mile loop. They returned at 17:54, and both drivers compared their tank readings with the original paper marks before shutting down, twelve minutes after the loop began.

“One gallon each,” Petra said. The clinic courier confirmed the second gallon while retaining the van’s key. Neither called the fuel test a repair. Petra’s headrest and rear window frame stayed damaged, and the clinic worker kept watching the same patient.


EXPEDITION FUEL — BLACKTOP TEST
Verified Clinic Seven + Road Four gasoline: 13.34 - 2.00 = 11.34 GALLONS
Clinic Seven: 5.895 - 1.000 = 4.895 GALLONS
Road Four: 7.445 - 1.000 = 6.445 GALLONS
Relief One diesel outside: 4.98 GALLONS — UNAVAILABLE



At the van, the courier opened a paper packet on Mara’s supported seat. Four cartridges lay inside. She cleared her pistol beside them. Two more.

“Those fit mine,” she said.

“They’re yours if you want them.”

“All four?”

He tipped the packet empty. “All four.”

She checked them against her own and counted six into the original magazine. The courier steadied the weapon while she worked with her sound hand. She left the chamber empty, keeping the pistol and magazine together as he folded the empty packet back into his pocket.

Cole opened the earned standard after the reports arrived. North, river and quarry named their surviving local circuits over the radio. Each operator checked forty-one on their own meter and accepted a standard link through that circuit, with its own disconnect still open to them. Cole bound those three physical circuits in place of the burned trunks. The old trunks stayed disconnected.


RECIPROCAL DEFENSE STANDARD I
Linked communities: 3 / 3
Verified independent local loads: 41 / 41 / 41 AMPS
Burned sacrificial trunks restored: 0
Independent exits: 3 / 3 OPEN
Shared threat: NONE IDENTIFIED
Defense bonus: +0
Claim / command / territory / enrollment gained: 0



Six feet from the table, the road brightened. Its next panel assigned the county roll and the four rescued adults to Cole's approach.


COUNTY ONE PARTY APPROACH
Highest linked level: 27
Party level assigned: 27
Members detected: 192
Entry balance: FAIR
Begin encounter: STEP FORWARD



“It counted our whole county,” Luis said. “And those four people.” He looked at the rescued adults before checking the marker again. The four stayed behind cover. The road had copied the county roll and put the four on its own list.

“One hundred eighty-eight plus four,” Mara said. The courier guided her from the van to the receiver after parking. Her bound arm barely cleared the doorway beside the courier. “Its arithmetic is better than its manners.”

Cole closed the offer. “It copied a level. It does not get people with it.” Petra leaned against her damaged pickup door while June’s nose rose from the carried coat. Her ears turned west before she gave one sharp bark.

“Can it reach us without a step?” Petra asked. Red gravel rose in a wave beyond the county line. As the hump sped beneath the gravel toward the receiver, stones struck the engine’s bells hard enough to ring.

The road gave the buried attacker a full matching sheet. Cole watched its direction through the empty rifle’s scope while his helper bore the weapon’s weight. Gravel flew as the hidden body closed the distance, keeping its joints below the road where Cole could not aim.


PARTY-MATCHED ENCOUNTER — CABLE HOUND
Level: 27
Match source: HIGHEST LINKED LEVEL
People assigned by road: 192 — NOT ACCEPTED
Retreat charge offered: 1 DEFENSE PER MEMBER
Distance: 240 YARDS AND CLOSING



“Hard cover,” Luis called. He and his watch adults kept all four rescued people behind the engine block. The clinic courier held the van still, its patient secured inside. June’s carrier drew the coat behind the table.

“Tell the three operators,” Cole said. “Shared threat. Use only their own surviving circuits. Keep their exits.” The peer keyed all three ordinary channels. North answered forty-one, river followed, and quarry took one extra second before confirming the same current.


RECIPROCAL SHARED THREAT — ACTIVE
Equal verified local loads: 3
Independent exits: 3
County Zero base Defense: 84
Shared-threat bonus: +6
Effective Defense: 84 + 6 = 90
Ends on unequal load or closed exit



Red braces appeared along the broken concrete, stopping short of becoming solid. Cole could read a bright approach channel where the hump neared the barrier. The trace lit its approach, although the broken blocks still had to stop the real body from reaching the casualty lane.

“Pretty lines,” Petra said. “My barrier remains broken.” At 17:55, she started the pickup again and took the brake. Cole pointed toward usable concrete. His helper braced the rifle.

“Use the ugly part.” The hound reached a hundred yards. June turned her muzzle toward the ditch, where water moved beneath the red gravel’s western edge. Her carrier lowered her. The dressed paw stayed clear.

A second June appeared on the red route. It had perfect fur, four clean paws, and Level 19 above its back. The copy passed. It left no prints. Real June turned her nose toward the water instead.

“It missed the water,” Cole said. He followed the seep beneath the gravel, where water crossed an old tire rut and moved east. June’s carrier held her close enough to sniff it. Her nose stayed aimed there when the false dog passed again.

Mara set her pistol beside the receiver. Its chamber was still empty; the six cartridges they'd counted remained in her original magazine. The courier braced the weapon against the van's engine block. Her left arm stayed bound while the courier steadied the barrel. Cole’s helper remained beside the table.

“Six live shots,” she said. Cole's rifle still held zero. “Your job is to make them count.” She seated the magazine and closed the action with her sound hand while the courier bore the weight.

“It reads my best attack.”

“Then your rifle stays empty,” Mara said. “If you fire, it learns the delay from your trigger to its armor. Give it the same aim without the bullet.” The courier moved her supported barrel beside his sight line, close enough to share the angle.

Cole checked the separation. His helper held his shoulder while the receiver carried the rifle. Mara waited against the engine block. Two empty Stamina bars. A working scope and six cartridges between them. He could offer an accurate threat without delivering it; she could deliver the attack it had already dodged.

“Let it.” Mara looked from his empty rifle to the red hump while the clinic courier opened the van’s equipment compartment. A steel stretcher frame. The courier offered it beside Cole’s coat.

“One terrible idea,” the courier said.

“How terrible?” Cole asked.

“It requires your coat.” Cole nodded, and his helper wrapped the torn coat around the stretcher frame. The original dog coat stayed beneath June. Neither blanket left the cold patient inside the van.

“Your coat is already torn,” Mara said. The peer pushed the bait frame halfway onto the red gravel while Petra held the brake. Cole aimed at that edge. Matching stance. Unloaded rifle.


PARTY MEMBER DETECTED BY ROAD
Identity shown: COLE MERCER
Level: 27
Health shown: 233 / 233
Position: ROAD EDGE
Actual person at position: NONE — COAT AND FRAME



The hound pivoted. First the sheet, then the body. Gravel erupted. Six cable legs extended around a bronze rib cage.

Its head was a white county marker split into jaws. Red numbers crossed its hide as the jaws struck the bait and Petra drove the broken barrier block sideways across the route, keeping the casualty gap open.

Mara fired once at the exposed bronze rib while the courier bore her firearm's weight. Mara’s sound forefinger worked the trigger. The rib chipped. Five cartridges remained. The hound snapped toward Cole’s rifle.

“Keep me behind the table,” he told his helper. His helper shifted him before the cable swept across his place beside the table and struck the steel leg. Steel shrieked. One table leg folded. Its top caught against the van.

“Your coat has died bravely,” Mara said. The peer hauled the ruined stretcher frame clear with Cole’s torn coat still caught around it. The hound’s bronze ribs scraped concrete, and the thin red approach channel stayed visible beside Petra’s tire.

“It will be remembered as insulation.” Cole lowered the empty muzzle toward a glowing joint, but the red 27 on the hound’s side flickered before the light moved away from his sights. June barked once toward the water as her carrier held the coat beside it.

At 17:58, Della called on Ada’s radio. “Pike has shut down for a gallon from the receiving tank. One eighty-one in receiving, ten in the old allocation. County total one ninety-one.” The engine stayed off. Its fuel intake remained open.

“Report the restart,” Cole said. He watched the visible joint through his scope while Mara followed his angle with her supported firearm. She fired her second shot. The glow moved before the bullet could reach the bronze.

“Four rounds,” Mara said. The hound’s rear cable tightened where the light had moved. Cole had not fired. It had dodged his aim. His copied sheet showed Rifle forty-three and Perception twenty-six.

“It follows this aim,” he said. The hound sprang sideways as Petra pushed the block into its old position. Concrete caught empty air. It landed beside the folded table and dragged one loose cable across the water’s muddy edge.

“Table stays,” Cole said. The broken foot lay across the real seep, where its weight made a ripple travel east that would vanish if anyone shifted the table clear of the water. His helper kept him behind its supported corner while June’s nose followed the moving water.

“Give it a bad attack,” Mara said. Petra pulled her original wheel chock from the pickup’s bed. She threw it across the hound’s front legs, and a red copy formed beneath one of those legs before the real chock landed.

The copy held nothing. The leg passed through it, dropping farther than the hound’s copied stance allowed. Bronze scraped the road. The level label flickered as Quarry broke through the radio.

“Forty,” the operator said. “Exit open. Transformer oil temperature climbing.” The peer repeated the reading to north and river while Cole kept his hand off the bright prompt that offered to correct the quarry’s equipment for them.


RECIPROCAL DEFENSE STANDARD — BROKEN
North: 41 AMPS / EXIT OPEN
River: 41 AMPS / EXIT OPEN
Quarry: 40 AMPS / EXIT OPEN
Effective Defense: 90 → 84
Local correction compelled: NO



The red braces vanished. It charged Petra’s truck. Concrete rolled. The left fender crumpled. Marker jaws closed around its wheel well while Petra kept the brake down against the strain.

“My local condition says busy,” she said. Cole watched the wheel through his scope while the peer kept the three channels separate. Quarry's operator kept watching the oil temperature. Cole left the correction prompt closed.

“Can forty hold?” Cole asked.

“Forty holds. Forty-one does not.”

“Stay forty.”

“North can match,” its operator said. “I can shed the extra amp here. Quarry keeps its oil below the limit.” The peer asked river for its own answer while Petra’s fender creaked beneath the jaws. A copper tooth had begun peeling its outer edge.

“River can match,” came the reply. “Our disconnect stays open. Nobody touches Quarry’s.” Cole watched the physical tooth while the reports arrived separately. The lower equal reading would restore the warning trace. It would leave Petra holding the same broken concrete against the same bronze jaws.

The peer repeated both offers before north and river each shed one amp on their own circuits.

“North forty. Exit open.”

“River forty. Exit open.”

“Quarry forty. Exit open.” The braces returned around the broken barrier and the pickup wheel. Petra could read the hound’s route again. She turned her wheel against its jaws, drove six inches, then stopped before the casualty gap narrowed.


RECIPROCAL DEFENSE STANDARD — RESTORED
Equal verified local loads: 40 / 40 / 40 AMPS
Independent exits: 3 / 3 OPEN
Effective Defense: 84 + 6 = 90



At 18:00, Della confirmed Pike’s intake closed. The original tank had accepted one gallon before its operator restarted the engine. Cole repeated the report while Petra held one cable leg between her tire and the concrete block.

Mara put her third shot through that trapped leg. Three rounds remained. The glowing fault jumped again, but Cole watched the red number instead: the two changed first, then the seven, and the joint’s light moved after both.

He followed three jumps.

“The number changes before the armor,” Cole told Mara. “Two, then seven. Aim at the destination when the two goes.” His helper held the scope level while the cable scraped across the table. Mara adjusted her barrel against the courier’s shoulder and waited for the next flicker.

The preview repeated. Cole kept the empty rifle aimed at the exposed weakness until the two changed. He moved his sights toward the next joint. The false sheet had copied his accuracy, but the hound still needed time to move its actual armor.

Fourth jump. He aimed ahead and gave Mara the timing. Her fourth bullet struck bronze as the red light entered it. The hound’s left side collapsed.

“It previews the patch notes,” Cole said. The jaws tore free of Petra’s fender and snapped at the air while a burst of black cable caught his rifle sling. His helper released the weapon onto the table instead of letting the pull reach his shoulder.

“That joke needs work,” Mara said. The courier kept her muzzle clear while Cole’s rifle slid toward the folded leg. The hound pulled it tight. Cole stayed braced clear of it.

“Survival first.”

“Convenient.” Cole’s helper guided the loose cable beyond his sling around the folded steel foot before the monster could draw it tight, then ducked clear of the loaded loop. The concrete beneath Petra’s rear tire held the monster’s other end.

“Reverse one foot,” Cole said.

“Barrier moves with me.”

“That is the idea.” Petra reversed. Concrete scraped the road, drawing the hound’s rear legs back while the folded table held its front cable. Its central bundle lifted. Tension rose where two physical stops held it.

Three imitations appeared. One faced Cole, one crouched toward June, and the middle body sprang toward Mara. All three wore Level 27. June’s carrier held her coat beside the ditch while her nose turned toward one ripple traveling east.

June barked at the middle. The left duplicate leaped. Red projection passed through the rifle. The right one snapped through the coat’s empty edge while the dog stayed supported clear of the gravel. Only the central body had displaced the water beneath it.

Mara fired low for her fifth shot. Her bullet shattered the folded foot’s pin while the hound pulled against it; the broken stop released its front cable, letting the central feed rise from the mud. The courier kept her behind the engine block.

“Last cartridge,” she said. Cole followed the exposed cable through the scope while the false duplicates displayed bright red lines. Mud. Rust. Grass tangled around the actual feed.

“That one,” he said. Mara’s sixth shot broke the physical feed. Her firearm went empty. The hound’s level peeled away before its marker jaws struck the road. The legs recoiled. Once they slackened, loose loops fell across the road.

“Wait,” Luis called. He counted the four rescued adults before anyone approached the marker skull. Its white face still displayed 27, blinking twice as Petra leaned out of her pickup to watch the number change into a blank entry beneath her eyes.

“It cannot find your level,” Cole said.

“I left it in my other truck.” The jaws opened. Petra kicked the loose marker beneath the concrete block with her boot. It stopped there while Mara kept her empty firearm pointed clear of the casualty lane.

Two strands remained tight around the barrier. A bronze rib held Petra’s fender under spring load. Cole could see both connections, but his returned Sense gave him no hidden charge reading or repair diagram. He kept everyone off the stretched cable.

“One at a time,” he said. Petra set the brake while the watch adult took her original wire cutters. The healthy adult braced their handle against concrete, kept clear of the recoil path and cut the first loaded strand.

The adult braced the cutters again, cut the second strand and ducked as it snapped into the ditch, freeing the pickup from the bronze rib’s spring load. The pickup rose on its suspension, leaving a six-inch crease in the fender. Petra checked the tire and steering link herself. The tire turned, and the link stayed straight through that check.

“Truck holds,” she said. “Barrier is worse.” Luis moved the casualty lane ten feet east while his two adults carried the four rescued people, one at a time, behind the clinic van’s engine block. The original patient stayed secured inside, with their care unchanged.

“Receiver table too,” Cole said. His helper returned the empty rifle. Petra handed down her yellow paint. The helper marked the folded leg while the courier set the damaged stretcher aside for inspection.

“Table had a short career,” Petra said. The barrier had shifted eighteen inches across the fight. No red brace had added real steel to it. June’s carrier held her coat beside Cole again as the false dog broke apart over the undisturbed seep.

“Inspection complete,” Mara said. June lowered her muzzle toward Cole’s glove. He loosened the glove. Her carrier laid it on the coat. June rested her head there with the dressed paw still clear.

“She has found a defect.”

“Management.” Mara’s fingers brushed his wrist. The courier supported her injured side. The three community operators called their own lines clear, each holding forty with its own disconnect open. The standard released its bonus.


RECIPROCAL SHARED THREAT — ENDED
Effective Defense: 90 → 84
Base Defense lost: 0
Local exits closed: 0
Communities claimed: 0



At 18:05, Petra shut the pickup off. “Another tenth of a gallon,” she reported. The blacktop test’s gallon had not covered this fight. The courier’s clinic van had stayed off since the loop returned, and Luis’s SUV had never restarted.


PARTY-MATCHED CABLE HOUND — DEFEATED
Match Level: 27
Cole XP: 600 + 220 = 820 / 2,700
Settlement Defense: 84
Mara’s loaded firearm rounds: 6 - 6 = 0
Cole’s loaded rifle rounds: 0 — NO SHOTS FIRED



June’s panel opened above the local water. Her nose rose from the glove while the carrier kept the coat beneath her body.


JUNE — COUNTY SCOUT
XP: 1,880 + 160 = 2,040
Level 19 threshold paid: 1,900
Carry: 140 / 2,000 | Level: 19 + 1 = 20
Attribute points: 3
Agility: 26 + 1 = 27
Perception: 34 + 1 = 35
Will: 28 + 1 = 29
Stamina maximum: 194 + 3 = 197
Current Stamina: 0 + 3 = 3 — MAXIMUM INCREASE ONLY
Deficit: 194 — UNCHANGED
Paw wound: ACTIVE | Sprint: BLOCKED



Three evolution choices appeared. Pursuit Hound showed speed behind a marked threat. Ward Dog showed stronger defense inside a claimed anchor. Free Trail Scout showed one physical path that a remote System copy could not reproduce while its real marks or scent remained.

Cole opened each option where June could see its road image. The first showed a running red target, the second showed the fairgrounds fence, and the third followed the seep away from him as easily as toward him.

June touched the third panel with her nose. The choice closed beneath that touch while Mara watched from her supported place beside the receiver.


CLASS EVOLUTION ACCEPTED
June: COUNTY SCOUT → FREE TRAIL SCOUT
Level 20 feature: FREE TRAIL I
Active free trails: 0 / 1
Remote copy fidelity: 0%
Command / compulsion / teleportation / hidden identity: 0
Paw injury: ACTIVE | Sprint: BLOCKED



Her carrier lowered the coat beside the mud. June nosed toward the real seep, and the helper supported her chest while keeping her dressed right-front paw clear. She chose one short sound-paw placement into the wet ground. One Stamina paid it.

“Two remain,” Cole said. June placed a sound paw again as the helper held her weight. Then she took a third short placement, leaving three physical marks across eighteen inches of mud. Her current Stamina reached zero, and the helper lifted her back onto the coat.

A narrow blue line followed the marks. It stopped at the mud. The red road tried to put a second line beside it. That copy broke into static while June rested on her original coat, her injury unchanged.


FREE TRAIL I — ACTIVE
June’s voluntary physical trail: 0 + 1 = 1 / 1
Remote copy fidelity: 0%
Stamina: 3 - 3 = 0 / 197
Paw injury and sprint block: UNCHANGED



“Level twenty,” Mara said. “She is too advanced for your management.” Her sound hand stayed low beside the coat. June leaned her muzzle against the offered wrist before turning toward Cole, with no helper making her stay.

“That happened around level three.” Cole touched her head as the new road opened along its edge. At 18:10, seventeen pulses traveled through her eighteen-inch blue trail. Each disturbed the water beside a real print. The beats reached the receiver separately.

Cole stayed braced within his boundary, watching the water beside the three prints. Warden Sense caught the trail's condition as the separate beats arrived beneath one white bar. The blue line ended at the mud, but the beats kept coming.


COUNTY ONE — SHARED LIFE / RECEIVED
Displayed units: 1
Received heartbeat channels through local Free Trail: 17
Shared Health: 170 / 170
Separate exits: 0
Answer: HELP



The bar lost four points.


166 / 170



Seventeen beats stuttered in the water. June lifted her head from the glove. HELP flashed again beneath the falling bar.
Chapter 130: Seventeen Hearts, One Bar

The road took one point every thirty seconds. Cole watched seventeen beats disturb June’s eighteen-inch trail while one white bar shortened above the receiver ditch. The first new tick dropped the received Health bar from one hundred sixty-six to one hundred sixty-five.


COUNTY ONE — SHARED LIFE / RECEIVED
Received heartbeat channels: 17
Shared Health: 166 / 170 → 165 / 170
Passive drain: 1 PER 30 SECONDS
Stable protected unit available: YES



He opened the detail. A clean green button filled the panel, offering a complete bar while the smaller lines below it replaced seventeen separate choices with his own name. Mara read those lines from her supported place beside the van.


STABLE PROTECTED UNIT
Merge all detected lives: PERMANENT
Shared Health restored: 170 / 170
Separate refusal after stabilization: NO
Responsible Warden: COLE MERCER
County One status: OWNED



“It has learned urgency,” she said. Cole closed the offer before the next tick. Luis knelt beside the four rescued adults behind the clinic’s engine block. His two watch adults kept them clear of the casualty lane.

“It already knew sales.” Cole’s helper held him against the marked table while the original courier checked the van. The old cold patient remained secured on its rear bench, with both blankets and the same two people caring for them.

“I can hold the receiver,” Luis said. “The casualty line too. I cannot send the clinic west and move these four if they turn.” All four breathed. Different patches. Different communities. None gave him more than pain and a refused name.

“Then they stay,” Mara said. “Call Ivy. Tell her we need transport here.” The courier opened the van’s original securing points while Cole’s helper guided him aboard. June’s carrier followed with her coat. The third helper and clinic worker stayed beside the old patient.

“Your sister will object,” Luis said. Mara settled against the secured seat on her sound side. The courier checked an original belt for each of the seven seated adults, his own included, then checked the separate rear patient restraint before closing the door. The new rescued adults stayed with Luis, rather than becoming cargo by default.

“Ivy objects while driving.” Mara glanced at Cole’s wrapped palm as his helper settled beside him. The wrap caught a seat edge when he lifted the empty rifle clear. Fresh blood appeared. Same reopened cut. His fingers stopped moving.

“Idiot,” she said. The seat supported his unloaded rifle across both knees while his helper kept the muzzle clear. The courier brought the van’s field bottle from its compartment. Half a liter, measured against the marks. Mara took one clean dressing from Cole’s pouch.

“The medical term has improved.” Cole’s helper held the old dressing clear while Mara measured twenty milliliters over the fresh blood. Her bound arm stayed against her body while she set the dressing with her sound fingers. The helper kept pressure on the reopened cut.

“You climb another moving tower with that hand, and I break the other one,” she said. “Then you match.” Her fingertips checked the dressing after the helper secured it. The new pad covered the open cut. His Health held, but the wound still pulled beneath it.

“That may affect rigging.” Cole kept the injured hand against his chest while Petra opened her pickup’s gasoline intake. She drew its own transfer hose and one red can from the bed, measured two gallons into the can, then closed the pickup’s tank.

“Then be clever.” Mara checked the dressing before she watched Petra pass the red fuel can to the courier. Road Four had held six point three four five gallons. The two gallons came from that tank. The transfer hose returned to Petra, with no spare gasoline following it.


FIRST-AID POUCH
Clean dressings: 2 - 1 = 1
Cole’s left-palm cut: REOPENED / CLEANED / REDRESSED
Healing or clearance: 0



“Return the can,” Petra said. The courier held the filler flap clear as he poured the can’s contents into the clinic van, with Mara watching from her seat. The empty can passed. Cole watched. No gasoline burned during the transfer.

“You care about the can?” Mara asked. Petra took her position beside the damaged pickup, leaving it off. The other Warden kept the three ordinary radio channels at the receiver. Their surviving circuits held forty amps each, with all three operators keeping their own disconnects open.

“I know what was in it.” Petra pointed to the actual tank marks. The clinic van had gained exactly what the pickup lost. Cole checked both numbers before the courier retained the empty can beside Mara’s seat.


EXPEDITION FUEL — TRANSFER
Road Four: 6.345 - 2.000 = 4.345 GALLONS
Clinic Seven: 4.895 + 2.000 = 6.895 GALLONS
Gasoline conserved across both tanks: 11.24 GALLONS
Fuel burned by transfer: 0
Empty red can: 1 — PETRA’S



At 18:11:30, the courier started the clinic van. Ninety seconds had cost three shared points, leaving one hundred sixty-three. Cole left Luis, Petra and the peer at the receiver. The four new casualties remained under their watch; the original patient’s care traveled with the van.

Past the line. Still asphalt. Behind it, June’s first blue marks remained in the receiver mud. The road tried to balance the three names riding west, placing a bright twenty-seven beside each of them before Mara closed its largest button.


COUNTY ONE ENTRY OFFER
Cole Mercer: LEVEL 27
Mara Bell: LEVEL 12
June: LEVEL 20
Proposed balance: SET ALL MEMBERS TO 27
Shared Health after balance: ADD TO COUNTY ONE
Accepted shared members: 0



“My twelve is mine,” Mara said. Her sound hand withdrew from the panel while the courier kept the tires on the old asphalt. June lay in her original coat beside Cole, supported by her carrier. His ruined coat remained at the receiver with the damaged stretcher.

“I was going to say that.” Cole opened the gray detail beneath the rejected offer. Three assigned slots. Still glowing. The road had kept its proposal alive after losing the button. Their actual levels held when Mara closed the offer.

“You were going to read the gray text first.” Mara held the empty can between her knees as the first false guardrail rose beside the van. Cole looked through its red bars toward grass rooted in a cracked shoulder.

“Also mine.” The courier slowed for the broken asphalt. Cole pointed toward the real shoulder, where old tire marks continued past a wooden fence post. Red rails. Across real marks. It left the grass underneath undisturbed.

The first toll demanded four gallons for that shoulder. Its detail promised an improved route image while sending the actual fuel into County One’s reserve. No new shoulder. An image. Cole rejected it, keeping their remaining gasoline in its real tank.

“Image,” Mara said. The courier stopped beside the fence post and steadied her elbow while she tapped the projected rail with Petra’s empty can, which passed through the red bars before striking wood. A dent remained in its side.

“Fence is real.” Cole watched the post through the window. June lifted her muzzle toward it. Her carrier offered the coat’s corner beside her nose, then touched that corner to the post where her real body had passed.

“My can is dented.” Mara brought it back inside while the blue line extended along June’s actual passage. The false rail copied the fence post. The copy broke. Blue fragments. Cole watched the original blue mark remain on real wood.

“Petra will invoice the road.” The carrier waited for June’s next turn of the nose before choosing another contact. When she turned back toward Cole, the helper stopped. One path. Her carried body and its scent marked it, with no injured paw walking.

White letters covered the windshield at the second toll. Mara tried the wipers. Nothing. Their rubber crossed the offer while the van remained stopped. A brief spray of washer fluid broke the image into bright beads, revealing the actual asphalt beyond it.


PARTY RECOVERY OFFER
Mara Bell Recovery: 6 / 17
Convert to route condition: 6 MILES
Personal stop during conversion: SUSPENDED



“I need the six,” she said. The courier followed the exposed shoulder when the image cleared. Mara rejected the conversion. Her Recovery stayed hers while the road’s promised miles collapsed across the windshield without repairing a single crack.

“Keep it.” Cole watched June’s ears turn toward a rusted mailbox base. The courier stopped beside it as the green paw of a third offer formed over her coat, followed by a bright line that classified the injured dog as equipment.

“I was informing the road.” Mara kept her hand clear of June’s dressed paw. The offer promised perfect condition after the change. June raised her head and showed it her teeth. Cole rejected the classification before its green line could close.


COMPANION MAINTENANCE — REJECTED
Proposed classification: WARDEN ASSET
Condition repair accepted: 0
Paw injury: ACTIVE
Sprint: BLOCKED



“She is going to remember that,” Mara said. June nosed toward the mailbox. Her carrier followed that choice with another coat-corner touch against its rusted base. The same blue trail continued through her real passage, while the copied dog ran over a dry ditch.

“So will I.” Cole compared the ditch with the new centerline beneath the van. The painted line turned toward a steep hill. The real fence posts continued straight. June’s nose followed the grass between them, and her carrier kept that physical side marked.

The steering wheel pulled left. The courier grabbed the wheel with both hands while Cole’s helper kept him clear of the moving console and Mara watched the fence with her injured arm held against her side. The van leaned against its right suspension.

“Fence posts continue straight,” she said. Cole followed the old tire marks through the grass. Their direction agreed with June’s actual scent contacts. He pointed ahead with his sound hand while the courier held the tires against the road’s pull.

“Road wants left.” Cole kept his injured palm off the wheel. The courier’s shoulders took the force as the false centerline sharpened beneath the hood. June’s carrier held her clear of the floor’s loose equipment, waiting on her turned muzzle.

“Fence has been here longer.” Mara’s sound hand came to rest beside Cole’s knee while the courier fought the steering pressure, keeping clear of his wrapped palm. He looked down for one beat. Her fingers stayed there while the courier followed the actual tire marks and the steering pull broke against the turn.

“Eyes on the road,” she said. The projected centerline snapped beneath them. The van settled on its springs. Cole looked ahead again as her hand withdrew, leaving his knee warm through the cloth. June’s blue trail kept its separate color.

“Both problems were in the same place.” Mara gave one low laugh. Ahead, a false road climbed the hill, another crossed a ditch without a culvert, and a third ran through young pine while June’s nose turned toward weeds beside the real shoulder.

The courier followed the weeds at her next chosen mark. Old asphalt emerged beneath the front tire. The three false branches folded behind the van while the original route kept its cracks, its grass and the same wet ditch.

“Level twenty suits her,” Mara said. June’s carrier held the coat beneath her body. Its touched corner carried her scent onto the chosen contacts. The trail had followed her actual passage for a mile. Her Stamina remained zero, and her dressed paw had taken no step.

At 18:16:30, the courier stopped at a rusted signal box and shut the engine off. Five minutes west had burned a tenth of a gallon by their actual tank marks. The shared bar reached one hundred fifty-three while road light outlined seventeen white figures beneath the asphalt.

One limped. One used a cane. Another held a square case against their chest. Different heights and strides crossed the same white line below the road. June barked toward the signal box, where one black cable entered and seventeen white sheaths emerged.

A gray detail paused the passive drain while the old lever remained unmoved. Cole read it before approaching the box. The bar held at one hundred fifty-three. Direct damage still applied. A careless test could hit all seventeen channels together.

The cabinet stood across a five-foot ditch. Clear water ran beneath it toward a corrugated culvert thirty feet upstream. The road offered a clean white bridge. The courier dropped the van kit’s plain wrench onto that deck, and it struck water below the projected surface.

“Old pipe,” Mara said. Cole’s helper guided him along the near bank while the courier brought the van’s six-foot roof ladder. Rust marked the culvert. Water still passed through its lower third. Cole kept his judgment on those visible facts.

They set the ladder above it, bearing six inches of each rail on concrete at both ends before Mara chose the first crossing with the courier beside her. He took her weight at the elbow while she kept one boot over the supported rail.

“Your hand?” she asked. Cole’s helper checked the ladder’s bearing while he kept his wrapped palm against his chest. Mara reached the far bank and waited for the others. The courier returned for Cole, leaving the ladder on its real supports.

“One rail. Low load.” Cole’s helper took him across while the courier steadied the near end. June's carrier followed with her original coat while the courier steadied the ladder. June nosed toward the cabinet, and her carrier touched the scent-bearing coat corner to each real rung along her passage. The courier crossed last with the electrical kit and the short transfer strap. They followed the far bank thirty feet downstream to the cabinet, with one helper supporting Cole and the courier supporting Mara.

“That was a question about whether it works.” Mara watched Cole’s supported arrival. The white bridge tried to copy the new blue marks. Its line appeared beneath the false deck, upside down over the water. Nothing real had crossed there.

“Also low load.” Cole stayed braced beside his helper at the cabinet. June’s carrier brought her chosen scent contact to its concrete base. One continuous physical trail reached the far bank, with all three Stamina bars still empty.

“Poor fidelity,” Mara said. Cole opened Inspection when they stood within two meters of the cabinet at 18:18. Its cost left him forty-four Authority. Four fault lights appeared around the actual housing, fewer than his five-node limit. None named a person behind a wire.


INSPECTION — FIRST CUTOFF CABINET
Authority: 45 - 1 = 44
Locked Authority: 12 — UNCHANGED
Effective capacity: 241
Fault nodes observed: 4 / 5
Range: WITHIN 2 METERS
Activation: 18:18:00 | Ends: 18:19:00
Next eligible: 18:28:00



“Zero percent,” he said. The white bridge’s marks disappeared while he examined the housing. The paid lights showed stressed attachments and the shaft’s contact with a ceramic ring. They supplied no wire identity. After sixty seconds, they went dark.


COUNTY ONE FIRST CUTOFF
Pulse channels through cutoff: 17
Displayed units: 1
Open switch: -17 HEALTH
Close switch: STABILIZE AS ONE
Individual pulse test: UNAVAILABLE
Passive drain: PAUSED WHILE LEVER REMAINS UNMOVED
Direct damage: STILL ACTIVE



“It says individual testing is unavailable,” Mara said. The courier opened the van's electrical kit after the fault lights died. Its ohmmeter had two original leads. Both probes were intact. Two socket handles and their matching sockets lay beside the black tape roll.

“It also drew seventeen wires.” Cole’s helper clipped one meter lead to the steel case and touched the other against a white sheath. No useful reading appeared. Cole directed the second probe toward bare asphalt, leaving every wire connected.

June’s blue scent line crossed the white shadow path at the cabinet base. A tall figure stepped through it, and the trail darkened for half a second. The first white sheath pulsed at the same instant. A shorter figure followed, changing the next sheath.

“Mara, call the order,” Cole said. She watched the actual crossings while his helper kept the probes steady. June remained supported in her coat. Her nose turned toward the pulsing base each time the blue line changed shade.

“Tall. Short. Cane. Square case. Limp.” Mara continued through twelve more shapes, matching each separate crossing to a white sheath while the courier tore seventeen narrow tape marks from the original roll. Cole called the next sheath only when its shadow crossed the blue line, matching each tape mark to one observed pulse.

They reached seventeen before a single figure repeated. The bar still held at one hundred fifty-three. Then a maintenance pulse struck the case. All seventeen wires jumped, and the tall shadow dropped onto one knee below the asphalt.

The cane user's shadow fell against the next figure while the thin stick slid across the white line beneath their feet. Two shared points vanished. Cole told his helper to remove the lead from the case. The road had used that contact, so both metal tips stayed clear while the workers set the meter aside.

“No more electrical contact,” he said. Mara traced the white sheaths with her eyes. Their pulses remained separate beneath the common display. The cabinet’s old lever sat halfway between faded ROAD WORK and ROAD CLEAR marks.

“Then leave the lever,” she said. Cole followed its shaft into the case. The seventeen white wires passed through a ceramic ring around that shaft. Switch contacts empty. Sheaths outside. Any lever movement tightened the ring against all seventeen at once.

“And move the ring.” Cole pointed toward its four mounting bolts. The two upper heads were clean replacement metal. Rust and old highway paint covered the lower pair. His helper set a socket on the first clean upper head while the courier watched the bar.

The helper loosened it. One point fell away. One hundred fifty. Cole called a stop before the bolt left its seat, and the helper returned it finger-tight. Mara looked toward the lower pair, keeping her bound arm clear of the cabinet.

“Old attachment first,” she said. The helper cracked the lower right bolt free. The bar held. The courier took the second socket handle to the lower left while Cole watched the actual ring and Mara called their stop as the ceramic edge tilted away from the shaft.

The lower bolts came out together. The ring pivoted on its two modern upper bolts, easing its contact with the shaft. Seventeen wires loosened. Below the asphalt, the marked figures raised their heads one at a time.

The System painted the old bolt holes red. An offer supplied automatic labor at one shared point per second. Cole closed it while the healthy workers held their tools clear. The ring still hung from the modern pair, with its weight bearing on the shaft.

“Expensive help,” Mara said. June nosed toward the cabinet’s concrete base. Her carrier followed that choice with the same coat corner. Blue scent marked an old steel mounting foot where the real concrete held it below the cabinet.

Cole pointed to that foot. The courier uncoiled the short transfer strap he had carried with the kit, the same one returned after the Siren rescue. Its measured two and a half meters reached around the foot, through the cabinet and beneath the ring.

“Take its weight before the bolts,” Cole said. The courier pulled the ratchet while Cole’s helper held the ring clear of the white sheaths. Mara watched the shaft’s gap, calling a stop when the ceramic rested on the ordinary webbing.

First clean bolt out. No loss. The bar trembled. It held at one hundred fifty. The second bolt followed while the strap bore the ring’s weight, and the lever shaft moved inside the suspended opening without squeezing any white sheath.

“Road clear,” Mara said. The courier moved the old handle to its faded mark. Seventeen figures took one separate step west, crossing June's real scent line. Cole watched the next half-minute on his watch while the workers kept their tools off the shaft. The bar stayed at one hundred fifty.

The courier lashed the handle with the same strap's free tail. Both legacy bolts and both modern bolts stayed inside the cabinet, where Mara watched him label the removed pairs. The white figures kept walking below the asphalt.

The third helper and clinic worker kept both old blankets around the patient. They stayed at their secured bench while the field crew crossed the ditch. June rested on her original coat while Cole called the last physical mark from his supported place.


SEVENTEEN PHYSICAL PULSES — VERIFIED
Shared display units: 1
Separate received pulse channels: 17
Cole XP: 820 + 260 = 1,080 / 2,700
June XP: 140 + 120 = 260 / 2,000
County One claimed: 0



The three assigned entry slots broke apart. The road removed its proposed twenty-sevens from Mara and June while their actual levels stayed twelve and twenty. Cole kept his own twenty-seven. No person’s Health entered the shared bar after the rejection.


ENTRY OFFER — INVALIDATED
Proposed shared member slots: 3 - 3 = 0
Accepted shared members: 0 — UNCHANGED
Cole / Mara / June: INDEPENDENT
Shared County One Health added: 0



The road gave them seven seconds of quiet. Then the cutoff lid slammed onto a disconnected meter lead lying across its rim as the black cable tightened. Cole's helper pulled the lead away from him. The probe tip snapped inside the lid, leaving one original lead damaged.

White asphalt rose. Six feet of wall stood across the van's eastbound tire marks, blocking its original approach. They followed the far bank back to the culvert with Cole and Mara supported. The courier steadied the far bearing while Cole's helper took Mara across. Mara waited there. The helper went back for Cole. June's carrier followed with her original coat. The courier crossed last. They returned along the near bank and boarded through the same van door, leaving the ladder on its bearings and the strap holding the ring at the cutoff.

June's carrier held her dressed paw clear while the courier took the field bottle from beside his seat. Ten milliliters went into its cup for June. She drank, gaining no Stamina or wound repair.

“Try the side ditch,” Mara said. At 18:23:30, the courier started the van and eased one foot toward the grass. Red gravel filled that opening before its front tire arrived. He braked while the rear patient restraint held.

“Retreat?” she asked. Cole watched the six-foot wall beyond the rear window. It cast a real shadow across their old tire marks. The courier stopped beneath it instead of putting the bumper through an untested image.

“Closed.” Cole’s helper kept his wrapped hand clear of the seat edge. The old cold patient remained on the secured bench. June lay supported beneath her carrier’s hand, with her head turned toward the white mile opening west.

“Good. I disliked the easy version.” Mara checked her empty firearm, then the can’s dent. The courier shut the engine off at 18:24:30. Another hundredth of a gallon had burned during that final minute. They had gained no return road.

Seventeen shadows stopped walking as the road changed. All turned west. One hundred fifty shared points remained as a white bulge traveled toward them from half a mile away, pushing the road upward like a spine beneath skin.


COUNTY ONE — ROAD BODY
Health: 150 / 170
Armor: 17 SEGMENTS
Heartbeat channels: 17
Proposed party members: 0
First segment: ACTIVE



Cole looked from his empty rifle to the snapped probe. Mara’s firearm was empty. Neither weapon held a loaded round. June's trail had matched seventeen shadows to the separate sheaths. Nobody had come out of the road. The moving spine reached two hundred yards, carrying the white figures toward the van.
Chapter 131: The Boss Bar Under the Road

The barrel opened toward Cole while a twenty-foot ridge of white concrete rolled toward the clinic van. The culvert lay north, the cutoff cabinet across the ditch to the east. Behind the van, a six-foot wall blocked their return.

Seventeen shadows moved beneath the ridge. The tall figure mounted its crest before the cane user, their silhouettes tilting as the armored segment rose. One red bar hung over them all.


COUNTY ONE — ROAD BODY
Shared health: 150 / 170
Armor segments: 17 / 17
Active segment: 1
Distance: 180 YARDS
Strongest direct attack copied: RIFLE 43



“Below the windows,” Mara said. “Take June to the front wheel. Cole, ditch side.” Her right hand caught his sleeve before his volunteer moved him. “Leave the gun slung. I have enough patients.”

Cole's volunteer hauled him into the depression before the imitation rifle fired. The round penetrated the closed driver's door, crossed the deserted cab, and shattered a high side window. Glass sprayed above the original rear bench, where the clinic worker shielded the cold adult's face beneath both blankets while the third volunteer steadied the same patient's body.

“Patient clear,” the worker called. The third helper kept both blankets tucked around that same adult. June's carrier crouched behind the engine block with the dog in her coat, while the courier took cover beside his front wheel. Eight humans. Clear of the bullet's passage.

“It's copied your rifle,” Mara said. The courier guided her beside June, keeping her bound left arm against her ribs. “Can you please develop an interest in knitting?”

“My rifle is empty.” Cole touched the sling with his sound fingers. Both visible firearms had emptied at the western receiver. The imitation barrel followed his empty rifle through the clinic van anyway, as if ammunition belonged to lesser men.

“It copied your last rifle attack,” Mara said. “You can still aim an empty gun.” She glanced around the wheel as the imitation barrel rotated toward her. “And apparently it can still be a prick.”


COUNTY ONE — COPIED ATTACK LIBRARY
Rifle: 43
Threat Control: 74
Free Trail: I
Strongest direct attack in copied library: RIFLE
Replace copied attack: DEMONSTRATE STRONGER ATTACK



“Threat Control is higher,” Cole said. The preview kept Threat Control gray beside the red Rifle line, because the higher number still supplied no direct damage. His previous shots had taught the copy what to make.

“Then don't demonstrate a worse one,” Mara said. The barrel dipped as the cane user's shadow reached the crest. Five seconds later, the same footfall came again. Cole counted three full cycles before he thumbed Ada's ordinary radio, keeping the barrel in view.

“Other Warden, I need the three local operators. Their surviving circuits, not the lines we burned. Can each make a one-amp drop for one second? Ask what repeat interval stays below its heat stop.”

North answered through the channel. “I can lose one amp for one second every four, then I need three back at forty.” River could repeat every five. Quarry needed three, provided its oil stayed below the red mark. Each operator kept a separate disconnect within reach.

“Your switches,” Cole said. “If your reading changes, stop.” The next shot struck below the van's jack point and spread white concrete around the rear axle, trapping both wheels while the engine stayed off. The keys stayed with the courier.

“Now it's doing wheel clamps,” Mara said. The courier crouched beside his locker. He opened it from the sheltered side. A tire iron, jack, two chocks, and one full spare sat inside the locker, where he placed the iron beside Cole's healthy volunteer before reaching for his keys.

Cole pointed beneath the axle. “Lean there. Let go when I say.” His volunteer shoved the iron into it while Cole kept both forearms supported on the bank. A white copy grew beside the real tool and drove the other way.

“Off.” The volunteer released the lever. The copy pushed. One second before it stopped. Stone cracked. The rear axle stayed still. Cole watched the edge instead of opening another scan. Inspection had expired at eighteen nineteen.

“Again,” Mara said. “It works overtime.” The volunteer braced the iron a second time and released on Cole's word. A fragment broke loose as the imitation tool widened the crack. A narrow gap. One finger beneath the tire.

“Reverse for the next one,” Cole told the courier. At eighteen twenty-six, the owner started his van. On the third release he eased backward as the copied iron struck, and the axle broke free. He stopped after six inches, before the rear wheel reached the ditch.

“Off,” Mara said. He killed the engine at eighteen twenty-six twenty. The owner reported actual fuel consumption: five thousandths of a gallon. The van had six point seven eight gallons left, with no refill and no new road out. His helper returned the iron to its original locker.

June barked north. Her carrier turned the original coat toward the culvert, holding her dressed paw clear while her other feet rested against the cloth. She stayed carried. Her Stamina bar read zero.

“Show me,” Cole said. June's nose tipped north. Her carrier offered the culvert approach before advancing; she drew back from the first patch and leaned toward a tuft of grass instead. He followed that choice while keeping her injured foot supported.

The coat corner touched grass, then stone beside the culvert. Blue marks connected the grass and stone along her one existing scent path. The imitation route appeared underwater, continuing through the patch June had rejected.

“It missed her bend,” Mara said. She watched the armored ridge while June's carrier returned to the sheltered wheel. “It can steal her class name. Can't steal a nose that's already decided you're full of shit.”

Water rose. Ahead of the advancing armored ridge. June barked toward the rising culvert water. Cole could see the rise through a gap below the van, without a fault display or a hidden map. Water climbed ahead of the armored segment, spilling over the culvert lip before the white ridge arrived.

The other Warden relayed forty from each of the three local circuits. Every exit stayed open. Each operator named the road body and accepted the brief Standard link through their own surviving circuit before its equal-load light came on.

“Can it armor the van?” Mara asked. The shield stayed gray beneath the illuminated timing indicator. The van sat a mile outside his county, beyond the base's cover. No armored doors. No protection beyond County Zero. The three surviving circuits supplied a visible timing reference.

“Only a clock here,” he said. “No stronger steel.” He activated the radio while the imitation rifle tracked his original weapon. “One test each. Your safe moment. Call when you're back at forty.”

North dropped first. Thirty-nine. The shared light died, then returned with forty while the first segment twitched left. River dropped next. Right twitch. Quarry checked its oil before testing, and the armored ridge lifted.

A white joint showed for half a second beneath the ridge, between June's bend and the straight imitation route. Every unequal reading extinguished the indicator. The joint still twitched. Cole watched the white gap open while the shield stayed gray.


MOVING JOINT EXPOSED
Rifle solution: AVAILABLE
Projected armor damage: 1 SEGMENT
Shared-life spill: 12 HEALTH



“No,” Cole said. He closed the shot preview with one sound finger. Twelve points through the seventeen channels they had just mapped. He had no round to fire, but the copied rifle did. It was already turning toward the exposed joint.

The barrel turned east and fired under its own spine. White projectiles
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