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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: Home, With the Lights On.

    
  
    
      Previously in Warden

      The patch core fell without forcing Cole’s allies into approved builds. A cross-version signal opened a harder rescue: preserving a legacy settlement the System meant to delete. Its people kept their own root and a lasting route. Bounded Compatibility can translate visible states without rewriting them. The group’s injuries and locked Authority remain real. A version 1.4.1 distress message now points inside County Zero and claims to know Cole’s complete sheet.

    
  Chapter 185: The Raid Already Happened

Cole could not lift his wounded leg over the basket’s rim.

“Leave it,” Mara said. She lifted her fingertip from the bridge frame. The independent root stayed lit beneath Calvin’s original contact and Iona’s hand. Her helpers kept her arm against its support while Cole’s two carriers lifted his hips and thigh together. One climbed into the basket beside him. They fastened its straps.

At ten fifty, the ground leader took the load. Four new lines ran over the fixed pier beams, outside the ruined approaches. The living lane stayed empty. Cole’s basket cleared the rail, then swung toward a broken plate.

“Hold.” The crank stopped below. A worker on the landing held the guide away from the sharp corner until the basket steadied. Cole’s fingers tightened against his old dressing. They could do nothing for the rope.

Mara waited in the second basket with one helper.

“Look at me,” she said. He kept his eyes on her while the winches lowered them. Her injured arm stayed bound. The gap widened above their heads.

On the gravel, the rescuers locked both catches before taking the patients’ weight. Cole’s other carrier and Mara’s second helper came next. June followed in her carrier’s arms beside the first machinery worker, her paw held clear. The last two machinery workers reached the ground at eleven two. Ten adults and June were down. Twenty-three adults remained at the gate; the separate mast watcher stayed above the lost approach.

“Leave the rig,” Cole told the leader. “Iona still needs you.”

The two winch operators stayed. The two drivers opened their vans, and the patient helpers settled Cole and Mara on padded rear benches with their injured limbs supported. Three healthy bridge workers boarded with them. At eleven five, both owners pulled away.

At the plant, the first driver called seven-point-four gallons, down from seven-point-eight. The second read eight-point-two, from eight-point-six. Their gasoline stayed in their own tanks. Both rescue baskets and all four lines had stayed with the crew at the gate.

Eleven seventeen. The original carriers took Cole through the plant door. He watched both vans turn back toward the rig before the wall hid them.

The water works had already lost a fight that would not begin for another five minutes. Cole watched his own pale body float beneath the control gallery, with his jacket caught on the lower rail. His shirt stayed between his back and a carrier's arm.

“Put me beside the desk,” he said. His carriers settled him. The brass control desk stood beside his supported thigh. “I've seen enough of that position.”

Mara's helpers brought her alongside. “Excellent. Your first sensible request today.” Her injured arm stayed supported. Her good hand reached for the desk. June's carrier stopped. Her wrapped paw stayed clear of the wet concrete.

Cyan threads fell into black water. They made no ripples. Beyond them stood the physical lower catwalk, a dry stair against its western wall, and a narrow curb behind the pressure tanks. A chain hung above a sealed bypass door.

The three healthy bridge workers took the machinery positions. Cole’s two carriers, Mara’s two helpers and June’s carrier stayed with their patients. Cole had left the Null Party, Alden and the first recovered woman on the gate’s existing landing. West Relay remained its own town.

The control desk held a laminated hydraulic diagram beneath cloudy plastic. Chalk arrows covered the dead electric gauges, but the north clearwell still had a mechanical sight glass. Mara traced the outlet. A plant radio crackled beside her while she followed it toward the lower gallery.

“Control, Lower Two.” A man's voice strained through rushing water. “Three on the dry stair. Lena went back for the bypass key. Door sealed between us. There's a man in the spill tunnel. He's wearing your coat.”

“I'm upstairs,” Cole said. He left his right hand open on his support while the radio carried his voice. He'd left his coat at the receiver. The cyan body beneath the rail matched the foreman's description, but its unsupported shoulders kept moving. Neither had earned his trust.

At eleven eighteen, he tried Warden Sense. Pain pressed behind his eyes, but the ability never opened. At eleven eighteen and two, a gray field covered its control, then spread across Partitioned Ward and Brace. No Authority left his pool.


VERSION 1.4.1 — OUTCOME PREFETCH

Recorded result: COMPLETE DEFENDER WIPE

Recorded survivors: 0 | Forecast horizon: 05:00

Known defender build: COLE MERCER — LEVEL 34 — COMPLETE SHEET

Predicted responses reserved: Warden Sense, Partitioned Ward, Brace.

Hostile locks remaining: 04:58

The raid has already happened. Please conform to the recorded result.



“It's locked buttons I haven't used,” Cole said. His actual Ward and Brace clocks had been ready before the gray fields arrived. “That's the forecast sitting over them. I didn't cast anything.”

“How complete is complete?” Mara asked. She kept watching the actual lower stair while the cyan body beneath it rolled onto its face. “Because its report has you drowning, and you're currently being annoying up here.”

“I can confirm the second part.” He checked his own zero Stamina against the false body, which had begun climbing without a limp. The complete-sheet label was the instance's claim. Its copies would have to show him what they could do.

June growled from her carrier's arms. The radio spoke again. June's ears turned toward the sealed door below. Her nose reached west. She withdrew before her carrier could take a step.

“She's found another reason to dislike you,” Mara said. “You're making her wait.”

A brighter offer covered the gray controls. It showed a full Stamina bar, an empty wound list, and a new class beneath Cole's name. His actual Stamina bar remained empty beside the offered respecialization, with no change to the reserve he had emptied on the bridge. The torn dressing against his palm stayed dark.


EMERGENCY BUILD CORRECTION

Immediate Stamina charge: +218

Emergency respecialization: 1

Suggested configuration: FORECAST BREAKER

Accept one unlimited future demand.

Terms assigned after survival.



“No,” Cole said. The offer brightened as though he had missed its best feature. He closed it before the new class could replace his visible sheet. “You can keep the part where you explain it afterward.”

“It offered a miracle with the invoice folded underneath?” Mara asked. Her good fingertip followed the old diagram's blue line to sluice four. “Then it wasn't a miracle. It was a variable-rate loan.”

The radio snapped. A blow rang through its speaker, followed by the foreman's breathing. “Water's over the bottom step. We have maybe four minutes. Lena hasn't answered.”

Cole looked at the manual wheel beside the north clearwell. Its wet spokes shone beneath the cyan rain, and a red mechanical interlock rested above the pedestal where the laminated drawing showed the wheel's two operating positions. The original hydraulic diagram joined the wheel and interlock while that same connection remained blank inside the forecast.

“Mara, you have the pressure call,” he said. “Use the crew's facts. I won't pick it and hand it back to you.” He indicated the diagram. His injured hand stayed clear of the control shaft.

“Lower Two, which gate still moves by hand?” Mara asked. She pressed the plant radio's switch with one finger while her helper held its weight. “And tell me where the released water goes. Both answers.”

“North clearwell, manual sluice four. Its remote motor has been dead for years. The manual gate feeds the spill tunnel and discharges into the settling basin.” The foreman coughed. “Twenty seconds of reversed pressure clears the emergency stairwell. Longer flooding can drag us off its bottom landing.”

Mara checked the diagram against the physical outlets. “We'll feather it at one hundred gallons. When the pressure reverses, take the emergency stair. Don't wait there for Lena.”

“We're not leaving her.” The man's voice sharpened beneath the static. “She's still in the bypass room.”

“And three people drowning outside it won't open her door,” Mara said. Her eyes stayed on the clearwell's sight glass. “Move when the flow turns. We'll keep working on her.”

“Her room opens into the same channel,” the foreman said. “If you put a hundred gallons through that door, she gets the water first.”

Mara stopped her finger. Cole watched the red outlet line cross the bypass room on the diagram, where a penciled correction sent it beneath the stair instead of through the doorway. Two routes. Different heights. One wrong arrow could drown the person they were trying to reach.

“Read me the discharge pipe beside the emergency stairwell,” she said. Her helper brought the radio closer while she held her place on the cloudy plastic. “The actual pipe. Does it enter the room or pass underneath?”

“Underneath.” The foreman's answer came between breaths. “That drawing shows the original dividing wall. We shifted the partition before the remote motor failed.”

“Then the correction is real.” Mara checked the outlet against the worker's sight line before she moved her finger again, because a surviving paper diagram could still carry an old mistake. “Open the bypass release first. We turn the flow after that.”

Cole kept the brighter route closed because its perfect blue line went through the room while Mara checked a penciled arrow against the foreman's actual view. He could have selected the clean line with one finger. She had made him wait for an answer.

Cole watched her mark the existing glass beside its float. The plant's hundred-gallon interval lay between two engraved lines, independent of the dead motor gauge, so Mara could check the falling water against a mark the forecast had never supplied. She set the starting mark at the actual water level, because the old total painted on the desk could not count what the county had used since it was written.

Two healthy workers took the wheel. A third tested the curb. June's carrier waited behind him. Her chest and hips stayed supported against his forearms while the worker tested the maintenance curb. The injured paw never reached toward that narrow strip of concrete.

“Let her stop you,” Cole said to the carrier. He indicated June's head, not a path through the tanks. “If she pulls away, stop.”

June sniffed the western stair. The carrier waited at the original landing while her nose tested the air. She turned toward the space behind the tanks and held her nose there until he brought her closer. At the first joint she withdrew, so he halted before his boot crossed it.

The curb worker examined the concrete joint before he put his weight against its near lip. Stepping over the broken middle, he showed the carrier the sound far edge. June reached toward that edge, then held her head forward as her carrier followed the tested footing with his forearms keeping her chest and hips above the broken joint.

“Stop there,” the third worker said to June's carrier. A tank support narrowed the curb. His boot passed it, but the carrier's shoulder clipped the upright when he tried the same step with June against his chest.

June pulled her head back. They stopped. The worker moved ahead alone, checked the next foothold, then helped the carrier turn sideways without putting her down. Her wrapped paw stayed above his arm. The cyan route kept running through the steel support as though the man carrying her had no width.

“Take your time,” Mara said. She watched the mechanical clearwell float while the carrier crossed the narrow maintenance opening. “I haven't opened it yet.”

Cole kept his mouth shut. The bright route arrow wanted the western stair, directly over the floating jacket. June's actual carrier moved behind a tank instead. He could still see her raised paw above the man's forearm.

At eleven twenty, the shared boundary lit against Cole's right fingers. Bounded Compatibility offered one visible comparison between the plant's actual controls and the instance's declared fields. Six Authority, with no Stamina substitute. He accepted that single inspection.


BOUNDED COMPATIBILITY I

Authority: 59 − 6 = 53/298 | Locked: 112

Active future raid instances: 0 + 1 = 1

Boundary inspection: visible shared fields only.

Source rewriting and hidden-value normalization: DISABLED



The cyan map sharpened. The result moved ahead. It stayed five minutes beyond the advancing clock. It compared declared abilities with predicted casts. The mechanical sluice line remained outside that comparison, even when Cole followed it with his finger.

“Found its edge,” he said. Mara glanced toward him without releasing the radio switch. “It can reserve a skill response. It hasn't got a field for which spoke these two men will pull.”

“Then keep your hands where they are,” she said. The workers checked the wheel's footing, with their shoulders clear of the pedestal. “I brought people who can turn that without borrowing your last functioning joint.”


BOUNDED COMPATIBILITY I — MASTERY: 0 + 8 = 8/100

Outcome Prefetch governs declared System capabilities.

Unregistered physical procedures and independent, uncommanded choices fall outside this forecast's declared comparison.



A cyan figure climbed from the spill tunnel. It wore Cole's outline without a face, carrying a cyan copy of his line hook. Another figure took his Ward stance beneath the stairs. A low four-legged counter crouched on the bright western route.

“There's the complete sheet,” Cole said. The hook copy reacted. Its arm rose when Cole looked toward his belt. He left the actual hook there. “Or enough of it to be a problem.”

At eleven twenty and ten, a five-second strip showed him reaching for Brace. June followed his arrow. That predicted frame ended with water filling the dry stair. His carriers kept him seated while the wheel workers changed their grip.

“Interlock clear,” Mara said. She indicated the red arm with her sound fingertip, and the nearer worker lifted it before both men leaned into the wheel. Their first pull shifted its rim less than an inch. Rust cracked against the pedestal.

They reversed it half an inch, then pulled together again. Cole watched the ordinary spokes move instead of reaching for the gray Brace control. The first predicted frame lost its match before five seconds passed, while June's carrier remained behind the tanks and the two wheel workers reversed the same unregistered iron rim.

“Two turns,” Mara said. The wheel groaned through the first while she watched the physical float. “Then hold for my mark. We keep the same water moving, not an open clearwell behind it.”

The curb worker reached the chain above the bypass door. June's carrier stopped beside him, with her body supported against his chest. She sniffed toward the chain, then past it to a thin gap beneath the door's upper hinge.

The worker pulled. The old release lifted six inches of steel against its runners, and black water shoved through the opening. He held the chain clear of its broken guide while the carrier kept June out of the spray, because the opening had begun throwing water against the pressure tank.

At eleven twenty and twenty, the second wheel turn opened the sluice. The clearwell's float descended between Mara's marks, and a white surge struck the spill tunnel backward. Three people started climbing the dry stair as the flow reversed beneath them.

“Now,” Mara said into the plant radio. Her voice stayed low enough for Cole to hear the foreman answer. “Up past the baffle. Keep moving.”

The Ward-stance counter planted its feet. Water struck underneath. Its head hit the ceiling, and its raised arms tore into cyan threads. The four-legged copy jumped for the marked ledge while June stayed behind the pressure tank. The surge swallowed it.

The hook copy flipped over the lower rail. Its projected hook caught a pipe, and its legs swung clear while the last worker reached the top step. Cole's carriers held his thigh as his body tried to follow the movement.

“Stay,” Mara said to him. The foreman caught the fixed upper rail with both hands. The second worker reached the baffle under her own power, while the third crawled across its final dry yard. “That's yours, not hers.”

The foreman's harness scraped the concrete baffle while he braced against the pressure underneath. Water slapped the step beneath his heels while the second worker reached over his shoulder and caught a fold of his coat. Her boots slid, then stopped against the stair's raised edge while the third worker crawled past them on her elbows.

“Let go of the coat,” the foreman told the woman behind him. “Get yourself over.”

She held on. One arm. Cole watched her hook that elbow over the baffle while the foreman pulled against his fixed rail, because both people had to clear the last tread before Mara could close the surge. He wanted to reach. His carriers held him.

The third worker turned from the dry floor and offered her hands. The foreman caught them after his knee reached the upper landing, and the woman behind him climbed through the space his body had cleared. Three actual people. Three different exits.

“Understood.” Cole unclenched his right hand. June's carrier had not moved toward the false ledge, and Mara had not glanced at the brighter pressure arrow. He watched the real worker's elbow clear the stair before looking back at the float.

“One hundred,” Mara said at eleven twenty and forty. The wheel workers reversed half a turn and seated the interlock. The float stopped at her second mark after twenty seconds of flow. The settling basin took the released water; the clearwell held the rest.


OUTCOME PREFETCH — DIVERGENCE

Recorded defender wipe: FAILED TO CONFORM

Present pump crew recovered: 0 + 3 = 3

Future result reference held: 11:25:40

County stored water: 1,225.678 − 100 = 1,125.678 gallons

Water figures rounded for display. Second clearwell draw: 0

Cole: HP 247/247 | Stamina 0/218 | Authority 53/298 | Locked 112

XP: 3,390 + 5 = 3,395/3,400

June: HP 165/165 | MP 0/0 | Stamina 3/200

XP: 2,090 + 5 = 2,095/2,100 | Bond 100



The surviving copy came beneath the pressure wave. Its hook snapped toward Mara's ankle, using the low angle Cole knew from his own line work. He saw the cable before it tightened. His foot stayed against his carrier's arm.

“Under the rail,” he said. A wheel worker caught the projected line with the interlock's iron arm while the other drove it against the local railing, where the existing stop held the cable below Mara's foot. The cable burned cyan between them. Neither man had borrowed a Warden ability.

The copy climbed. The face assembled. Cole's eyes and mouth appeared, without the tremor in his actual fingers. Whenever the gray forecast named a Strength response, his carriers kept his body and wounded thigh where they were.

“I hate fighting me,” Cole said. The thing's mouth opened with his before the words reached it. “Especially when I have to watch the wheel crew do the useful part.”

“You're less charming from that angle,” Mara said. Her helper kept her injured arm close as the copy dragged the interlock against its stop. “And that is a very low rail to clear.”

June's carrier halted beneath the maintenance pulley. A rotten retaining cord held the pulley's unloaded brake pin. Its loose tail brushed her nose, and she pulled away before looking down at the climbing copy. The carrier waited. The curb worker pointed out the existing bucket above them.

June reached for the rotten loop. Her carrier held her chest and hips as her teeth closed on it, with no chain weight pulling against her jaw because the pulley still bore the bucket. The cord parted. Its unloaded brake pin tipped free, and the plant's canvas bucket dropped onto the echo's head.

It flinched beneath the blow. The two wheel workers drove the iron arm into its stop, pinching the projected cable against the bent rail. Mara indicated the settling-basin drain, and one worker opened it while the other held the trapped hook line.

The same backwash caught the copy by its legs. Its shoulders stretched into cyan ribbons, then tore apart beneath the pipe. Its hook flashed once against the iron arm and vanished. No human body followed those threads into the drain.


Defender response not found.

Registered capability use in counter sequence: NONE

Counter sequence: INVALID



The plant radio hissed. Cole's voice spoke from it, calm beneath the water noise. “You save the three. Then you trade for the fourth. Don't.”

Mara's fingertip stopped above the radio switch. “That sounded like you.” Her helper watched the drain while the wheel worker returned to its interlock. “Much less tired.”

“Good advice?” Cole asked. The transmission repeated its warning with the same deliberate pause before the final word. A future timestamp glowed above its channel, but the voice had supplied no proof of who had made it.

“You usually make that face before ignoring good advice,” Mara said. “Useful warning. Terrible delivery.”

“Say her name,” the foreman told the radio. His wet fingers closed around the rail again while the voice repeated its warning, calm enough to make Cole want to smash the speaker. “You keep saying fourth. Her name is Lena.”

The recording paused while a rising electrical hiss filled the channel beneath its advancing timestamp. The foreman waited with his mouth open, but the next transmission used the same number while its future timestamp advanced above the channel. No name. No answer to the man beside Cole.

“Keep her on your count,” Mara said. Her voice had lost its dry edge. “We've got three here, and we're still working on Lena.”

On the fourth transmission, trade became pay. On the fifth repetition, the recording changed that last word to owe. Cole left the radio beneath its own channel label. He had no reason to let a voice wearing his name choose what happened to Lena.

June's carrier brought her back to the gap above the bypass room after the curb worker checked the footing again. Her nose pointed down through the opening. A scratch sounded below. Its bright hand appeared a beat after the sound.

“Lena?” Mara called. The three rescued workers crowded close enough to hear the radio while keeping clear of Cole's supports, because the foreman was still gripping the rail beside Cole's supported leg. The foreman released it and showed his empty hands. “She had the brass bypass key. She should be there.”

Cole turned the already open comparison toward the room. No second six-Authority inspection fired. Three worker records matched the actual people on the upper landing, each beside a moving body. The fourth row carried the held result's timestamp instead.

At eleven twenty-one and twenty-nine, Lena's outline appeared behind the lifted door. She stood upright. The brass key stayed in her right hand beneath eleven twenty-five and forty. Cole checked that timestamp against the current clock before he spoke.

“She's alive in the displayed result,” he said. The foreman caught the rail with both hands. “That isn't her body on our side. Four minutes and eleven seconds until its shared-state mark.”

Mara studied the actual opening. “Can we bring her through without making her another item on its sheet?” Her hand stayed clear. A brighter rescue offer formed above the radio.

Cole kept the surviving boundary open. He was five XP from Level Thirty-Five, with zero Stamina and one worker still behind the timestamp. June sniffed the real door gap from her carrier's arms. The sound from below came back wrong again.


RESCUE STATE RECONCILIATION

Present pump crew recovered: 3 | Future-held pump crew: 1

Time until shared state: 04:11

Removing future-owned assets may create compensation debt.



At eleven twenty-one and forty, the warning changed. The initial hostile reservations still had a minute and twenty seconds left, covering Cole's highest controls. His real cooldowns had never been used. Beneath the warning, the instance opened another field.


COMPENSATION MARKET OPENING

Recorded loot exceeds earned present loot.

Future-held resident qualifies as recoverable asset.

Accepted future loot debt: 0

Bid window begins in 04:00



A cyan coin formed over the control desk. It struck the brass, balanced on its edge, and whispered Cole's name.
Chapter 186: Cooldown Before Cast

The cyan coin knew Cole's name and nothing useful about plumbing. It rolled across the brass control desk, struck a dead gauge, and whispered an offer through its edge while his carriers kept his wounded thigh beside the desk.

“Bid one consequence. Receive one worker.”

The foreman put an overturned coffee mug over it. The mug started whispering. Mara watched its handle tremble while her helpers held her injured arm clear of the desk, then drew a mustache on the mug with the plant's grease pencil.

“There,” she said. The whisper came through its painted mouth. “Now you look like the kind of man who makes that offer.”

“I don't have a mustache,” Cole said. His good hand stayed open against his carrier's sleeve as the mug repeated his name. “I'd like that entered into whatever record survives us.”

The foreman waited. His soaked coat stuck to his legs beside the rail. Behind him, the other two rescued workers watched the bypass room. Fingernails scraped against the raised bypass door. June answered from her carrier's arms, turning toward the raised door above the dark water.

At eleven twenty-one and fifty-nine, the offer displayed Lena's name. The shared-state mark remained eleven twenty-five and forty. The count shrank. The empty place beside the three actual workers stayed open while the mug kept speaking.


COMPENSATION MARKET — OPEN

Recoverable asset: LENA — PUMP OPERATOR

Present custody: OUTCOME PREFETCH v1.4.1

Minimum bid: ONE FUTURE CONSEQUENCE

Accepted debt: 0

Bid stage begins at shared state: 03:41



“She's a person,” the foreman said. The mug whispered recoverable asset. He put one wet finger against its rim. “Lena Ortiz. You managed the first half. Finish it.”

“Is she hurt?” Mara asked. Her good fingertip stayed on the radio switch while her helper held its weight, because the lower room still answered through that unit. “Tell us what you actually saw.”

“She was standing when the door shut,” the foreman said. He looked at the fixed mark above the room. “I don't get to turn that into a promise.”

Cole kept the surviving comparison beside the room. His one paid boundary inspection still showed visible fields; it had not opened the door or made the foreman's missing worker present. Another offer appeared. It named six more Authority because the same visible comparison was still open beside his finger. He dismissed it.

The gallery gave him four places to look. The brass desk stood against his supported leg. Beyond its end, a narrow curb passed behind the settling tank. A pipe rack crossed the outer wall. Below it, a bypass chain passed through the brickwork beside a low inspection slot.

The slot ended there. Wet bricks blocked its far end. Cole could see them below the drawing from his seat beside the desk. A loose one stuck out beneath the pipe rack, with black grit pressed around its edge. June stretched her nose toward it, then turned toward the higher rack.

Her carrier waited. She drew back, so he moved his own shoulder away from the pipe. Her wrapped paw stayed above his forearm. Dried blood marked the cloth where the cut had bled against it.

Cole opened the visible Warden Sense choice without activating it. At eleven twenty-two and fifteen, a gray strip appeared above the control, reserving the response the forecast expected five seconds ahead. His actual Authority stayed at fifty-three. His eyes stayed on the preview.


FORECAST RESERVATION — WARDEN SENSE

Predicted choice window: 00:05

Actual casts consumed: 0



Ward came next. A second strip covered the Ward control. Brace drew a third before the rigging task appeared across the rack. The last strip covered that task because the forecast had named the pipe-rack climb, while his learned rigging score remained on his actual sheet.

Four projected answers waited beside his controls. Cole closed the menu before any became an actual cast. His Ward and Brace clocks remained ready beneath the hostile fields, while the older reservation from their arrival continued toward eleven twenty-three.

“It sees your buttons,” Mara said. She watched the gray task strip disappear from the pipe rack. “Including the one that gets you up there with a torn leg.”

“It sees which answer I'm looking at.” Cole lifted his right thumb from the control. No Authority moved. “That doesn't tell it which answer I'm taking.”

“Keep disappointing it,” she said. “You're doing fine.”

“Does the gray strip take anything from you?” the nearer carrier asked. Cole checked his pool again because the man's forearm still held the thigh that the forecast expected him to climb on.

“Not from the preview,” Cole said. “Fifty-three still. It wants me to finish the move, so its counter gets a real target.” He closed the rigging preview before its perfect ladder covered the corroded rack, because the offered climb still put his wounded thigh against an unsupported stretch of pipe.

The foreman crouched beside the hydraulic diagram, where water dripped from his coat onto the black mark across the maintenance crawl. His finger stopped. The penciled line ended at a collapsed section beside the inaccessible room.

“Collapsed,” he said. “We used to clear that slot by hand. The chain still passes through it, but nobody fits along the whole crawl anymore.”

“Where's Lena relative to it?” Cole asked. He kept his eyes on the man's finger while the forecast placed a perfect ladder across the black water. No real ladder existed.

“Inside wall, beside the vertical bypass pipe. If she's still holding the key, she's within reach of the maintenance opening.” He pointed. “The brick beside the slot was loose before any of you arrived.”

June turned toward the pipe rack again. Her carrier took one careful step because her nose stayed pointed toward the rack. A cyan dog formed on the opposite edge, holding a bright copy of her injured paw. It blocked the rack before her carrier reached it.

June withdrew her nose. The carrier halted and brought her shoulder away from the upright. The copy reversed toward the control gallery. Nothing splashed. Her carrier checked his next foothold while the copy kept facing the gallery.

She faced the rack again. He waited again. The copy lunged ahead, then snapped back when June turned toward the loose brick below it. Its front legs chose the rack. Its rear legs chose the gallery.

The dog hung sideways. June held her nose toward the inspection slot. Her carrier moved along the tested curb, carrying her beneath the rack while the two named forecast routes kept changing above them.

The copy split. Cyan legs fell while June sneezed against her carrier's wrist above the quiet spill channel. She reached again. The third healthy worker knelt beside the slot to check it.

“That's one choice it missed,” Mara said. Cole watched the carrier keep both forearms under June while the worker tested the masonry. Mara's own helpers stayed beside the desk, with her injured arm supported between them.

“Good dog,” Cole said. June looked back at him before returning her nose to the brick.

“Can I take her closer?” her carrier asked. The curb worker checked his knee position, then the cracked masonry. June drew back, so the carrier waited with her chest supported above his forearm.

“Wait for her,” Cole said. His thumb stayed on his own support because a route selected for June would give the forecast another declared choice. “You keep doing what you just did.”

“She stops, I stop,” the carrier said. He settled his outside boot against the curb while June sniffed the brick again, giving her room to reach or pull away before either arm moved. Cole had named none of those turns. The carrier followed June while the empty control remained beneath Cole's thumb.

At eleven twenty-two and forty-five, Cole opened the same sequence: Warden Sense, Ward, Brace, rigging preview. Each displayed a five-second reservation. The held response count reached eight while his actual cast count remained at zero, because he closed every preview before committing to its action.

The brick shifted. Wet mortar separated beneath the worker's fingers while June's nose followed the opening. She withdrew from an exposed corner. The worker checked that sharp edge before her carrier brought her closer, because the chain lay in abrasive grit beyond it and passed directly toward Lena's room.

“Don't take another brick,” the foreman said. He pointed at the cracked course above the slot. “That course supports the pipe. Remove it and the remaining brickwork comes down.”

The curb worker stopped there. The loose brick stayed beside his knee while he checked beneath the supported course. Cole watched its exposed chain through the inspection gap; the same physical line passed through the wall after the first rescue, where that worker had lifted its end.

Mara checked the bracket. “Can your wrench reach that link?” The foreman took his pipe wrench from beside the diagram, then laid it in a healthy worker's hand. “And can we keep the door from taking the arm attached to it?”

“The bracket's rotten,” he said. “So keep your arms on this side of the rail.”

“Chain first or bracket?” the nearer worker asked. He kept the wrench below the rail because the chain still moved through its own guide when the water shifted beneath it.

“Clear the far end,” Mara said. She watched the curb worker lift his empty hands above the loose brick. “Then take the slack. I need to see where the bad link travels before you lean into it.”

At eleven twenty-three, the old arrival lock ran out. Cole gained no Authority from its departure. The fresh preview strips had expired too. Eight counters stayed queued because he had closed their choices without casting.

He gave it four more visible previews at eleven twenty-three and ten. Twelve responses waited. His actual cast count remained empty because every visible preview had closed before he selected it. Thin coins slid out of the seam and scattered beneath the desk.


FORECAST QUEUE

Responses reserved this encounter: 4 + 4 + 4 = 12

Actual casts consumed: 0

Unclassified physical routes: NOT MODELED



The radio spoke in Cole's voice. “You send June alone. She returns alone.” Its future timestamp advanced above the channel without proving who had spoken. June's carrier knelt beside the slot, keeping his body and boots on the present gallery floor.

“Your alleged future self has missed a whole man,” Mara said. “He's literally holding her.”

Cole watched the carrier lower June toward the opening. His forearms kept her chest and hips above the grit while she sniffed through it. “I'd complain about the quality of the report. The mug seems to handle that department.”

At eleven twenty-three and forty, two minutes remained until the held mark. The two healthy wheel workers had moved to the chain and bracket. The third kept the masonry clear beside June's carrier. None had taken a patient's place or put a tool into an injured hand.

Mara waited for the curb worker's raised hand before indicating the gallery link. She chose the moment herself. The foreman fitted his wrench through the link and handed its weight to the nearer healthy worker, then stepped clear to watch the door.

Cole kept quiet. The menu stayed closed while both workers took the gallery load beside the open comparison. The third shifted the chain's far end clear of the broken guide, following its actual movement through the slot instead of the bright line above it.

The wall scraped. A blue seam followed the chain because its links crossed between their wet bricks and the dry crawl still showing beyond the room's wall. All twelve unused reservations vanished from the control display. Cole kept his hand open while the physical line tightened.


FORECAST QUEUE CLEARED

Unused predicted responses released: 12

New route: UNCLASSIFIED PHYSICAL ACTION

Counter response: NOT RESERVED



The nearer worker pulled against the wrench handle. The other kept the chain from running back through the bracket. Cole's carriers held him six feet away. His supported boot rested beside the desk, clear of the moving chain.

At eleven twenty-four and five, the bracket peeled from the wall. One link bent while another stretched against the bracket's torn edge. Hands came clear. The chain whipped across the floor while the broken bracket stayed on its last bolt beside the rail.

A cyan Cole formed beside the door. It planted its feet and threw Brace beneath the moving chain. Links struck its shins. Its projected stance held while blue fractures spread upward from both impacts, leaving its shins trapped beneath the chain long enough for the foreman to save his wrench.

“Good stance,” Cole told it. His actual Brace remained unused. The nearer worker swung the loose bracket. Its remaining bolt held while the iron end struck the copy's knee. It fell into the channel. Mara kept her supported leg beside the desk.

The coins rose. Future light filled the damaged links before the chain dragged toward the door. The copy climbed. Cyan disks held its severed halves together while its fingers closed around the gallery railing beneath that impossible chain.


MARKET ENFORCEMENT UNIT

Enforcement reserve: TWELVE FORECAST COINS

Borrowed defender capabilities: ACTIVE

Repossession target: UNPAID RESCUE OUTCOME



“We haven't borrowed anything,” the foreman said. He held his wrench against his chest. The copy printed a line hook into its own bright hands. “And you're not keeping that chain. It's already broken.”

The projected hook flew toward the inspection slot. June withdrew her nose. Her carrier brought her back against his chest, clear of the opening, while the third worker ducked below the pipe rack. The hook struck concrete above them and held.

The copy hauled until its line tightened over the gallery railing, bringing the release eye level with the desk while Cole kept his supported boot against his carrier's arm. He pointed with his sound finger while the foreman passed the wrench to the healthy worker beside it, because the loaded eye had moved within reach of the rail.

“The eye,” Cole said. “Turn it into the load. Keep your hands off that line.”

“Which way does the latch open?” the worker asked. His partner set both hands behind the wrench head while the cyan hook dragged against the rail, holding its loaded eye in view.

“Toward the pull,” Cole said. He followed its hinge with his finger because the copy was tightening the line against the same stop he knew from his own hook. “Use what it's giving you.”

The wrench caught. His partner held its head against the loaded eye while he leaned into the handle, because the copy kept tightening the line against their iron jaw. Cole watched its final inch.

At eleven twenty-four and thirty, the hook opened. Twelve coins shot along the released line and struck the enforcement copy. Its chest folded. Cyan limbs broke against the spill rail while the coins tore through them and vanished into the black water below Cole's actual supported body.

The hook remained. Its bright offer stayed closed while the foreman retrieved his actual wrench. Cole watched the broken chain beneath the ruined gallery bracket; neither piece had become serviceable when those future coins vanished into the spill channel.


PREDICTION CHURN

Forecast responses reserved: 0 + 12 = 12

Responses spent against actual casts: 0

Bypass chain: 1 − 1 = 0 serviceable

Gallery bracket: 1 − 1 = 0 serviceable



At eleven twenty-four and forty, the overlap opened along the damaged chain line. Cole saw two versions of the inspection slot: wet grit across the present gallery, dry concrete around Lena's fixed pipe in the future-held room. Her brass key stayed at her belt.

She stood within two feet of the threshold, where June's carrier knelt below the cracked masonry. The seam was within his forearms' reach. His shoulders stayed clear of the cracked masonry outside the opening.

Lena reached toward the opening while June tested its bright edge. June pulled her head back again. The bright edge crossed the space in front of her nose.

“Let her look,” the carrier said. He held her still while Lena loosened her grip on the pipe. Cole could see the man's forearms beneath her chest and hips, reaching across a gap his own shoulders could never enter.

“I'm looking too,” Lena said. Her brass key clicked against the pipe before she brought her free hand beneath June's nose. June sniffed before facing the present gallery, and Lena followed that turn with her eyes.

“The pipe stays put?” Mara asked. Her own helpers kept her at the desk while the carrier checked the width of the opening. Lena struck the fixed steel with her knuckles and showed them the dry bracket behind it.

“Bolted into the room,” she said. “Unlike whatever you did to the chain.” Cole watched her take hold below the bracket because its fixed section could bear her weight against the masonry. Lena lowered her hand while keeping her other arm around the fixed pipe. June's carrier waited.

A perfect cyan June appeared beside her. Its mouth held a pale bypass key. The real brass key stayed at Lena's hip while the actual dog tested the seam with her nose. Cole kept the distinction in view instead of accepting the brighter rescue offer.


EXPEDITED RECOVERY

Assign Lena as raid loot?

Assign Lena as dependent companion?

Assign Lena as County Zero property?



“No,” Lena said. Her eyes moved across her own copy of the offer. The foreman hit the whispering mug with his wrench, splitting it beside the grease-pencil mouth. The coin underneath went flat while she kept her arm around the pipe.

Lena slipped off her yellow rain shell. She passed it beneath her own arms and around the fixed pipe, keeping both hands on the gathered sleeves. The cloth took her weight against that pipe. It never became a line tied to June.

June reached toward the opening again. Her carrier followed that choice, holding her chest and hips as her body passed across the seam. His knees stayed on the present floor. Her wrapped paw touched neither version of the concrete, and no chain pulled against her jaw.

At eleven twenty-four and forty-six, the panel predicted her return in four seconds. It named June and nobody else. Cole could have tried to add a passenger with one bright control. He left his finger against his carrier's sleeve while Lena looked down at the actual dog.

June turned her nose toward home. Her carrier began withdrawing his forearms. Lena moved with them under her own power, pulling against the sleeves until her boots reached the floor beneath the slot. June's wet coat brushed the brick as the gap widened around Lena's shoulder.


Predicted returning entity: JUNE

Predicted passenger: DEPENDENT COMPANION



“I'm the pump operator,” Lena said. She drew one sleeve free of the pipe and planted her hand on the actual lower sill. “She's the route.”

“Lena, the sill,” the foreman said. He showed his open hand beside the present brick, leaving her to choose when to reach it. “You've got it. I'm here.”

Her boot crossed. The label broke. June's carrier brought the dog back against his chest while Lena pulled herself through the widening gap. The foreman and a rescued coworker caught her on the gallery side before her knees could strike the loose brick.

At eleven twenty-four and fifty-four, four pump workers occupied the present gallery. The predicted four seconds had become eight. June's carrier stayed outside. His forearms still bore her chest and hips. The pipe remained in the future room, with Lena's yellow shell gathered in her own wet hands.


INDEPENDENT TIMING REWARD

Independent timing events: 0 + 3 = 3

Bounded Compatibility mastery: 8 + 4 = 12/100

Visible forecast confidence: 100 − 37 = 63%

COLE MERCER — RAID WARDEN

Level: 34 → 35

XP: 3,395 + 100 = 3,495; 3,495 − 3,400 = 95/3,500

HP 247/247 | Stamina 0/218

Authority 53/303 | Locked 112

Unspent attribute points: 0 + 3 = 3

Level 35 perk choice: AVAILABLE — UNSELECTED



Cole dismissed the unopened perk selection. Three points waited beside it while his actual body stayed in his carriers' hands. The palm dressing stayed dark. His torn leg stayed still.

June's panel opened above her carrier's arms. She had gained no steps from the rescue. Her own turns had chosen its path while other bodies supplied the support, and the three-point allocation appeared beside the blood-marked wrap.


JUNE — FREE TRAIL SCOUT

Level: 21 → 22

XP: 2,095 + 100 = 2,195; 2,195 − 2,100 = 95/2,200

Agility 28 + 1 = 29 | Perception 36 + 1 = 37 | Will 30 + 1 = 31

Attribute points: 0 + 3 − 3 = 0

Stamina maximum: 200 + 3 = 203

Current Stamina: 3 + 3 = 6/203

HP 165/165 | MP 0/0 | Bond 100

Paw injury: ACTIVE | Sprint: BLOCKED



The Stamina bar lengthened above her carrier's wrist. June nosed toward Lena while her injured paw stayed clear of the concrete. The allocation had added three to both ends of the Stamina count. It had closed none of the missing hundred and ninety-seven.

Lena held up the brass key. The foreman made a sound that failed halfway through her name, then caught her shoulder with his free hand. She leaned against him for one breath before asking which gate had stopped the water.

Mara pointed to the seated interlock. “North clearwell. One hundred gallons.” Her helpers kept her beside the desk while Lena checked the real float through the gallery opening. “We held the rest.”

“Good,” Lena said. She hooked the yellow shell over her own arm because its wet sleeves still dragged beside her key. “That's our drinking water. Please stop using the whole tank to make a point.”

“One hundred,” Mara said. She tapped the float mark with her sound finger while her helper held her arm. “Exactly. Your foreman can show you the glass before you start shouting at me.”


RESCUE STATE RECONCILIATION

Present pump crew: 3 + 1 = 4 | Future-held pump crew: 1 − 1 = 0

Future loot debt: 0 | Unlimited future demands accepted: 0

Active future raid instances: 1



The compensation market closed above the control desk. Its last coin dissolved beneath the broken mug. At eleven twenty-five and six, the held future mark still lay thirty-four seconds ahead, but Lena's wet boots stood beside the real desk and her key knocked against its brass edge.

June's carrier brought her within reach of Cole's sound hand. He touched her chest while his two carriers held him. June licked his wrist, then turned toward Lena again as the forecast set its original empty return beside the four workers.


Predicted returning entity: JUNE | Predicted passenger: NONE

Actual returning entities: JUNE + LENA

Command link: NONE | Assigned owner: NONE



The instance left Cole's unselected perk control glowing beside that failed prediction. A five-second gray strip opened over the unopened menu.

Tomorrow had learned he was Level Thirty-Five.
Chapter 187: Loot From Tomorrow

The treasure chest interrupted Lena before she could finish correcting her foreman. His rescue plan had several problems left. The chest fell through the forecast seam at eleven twenty-five and twenty, striking the wet gallery with brass corners while Cole's carriers held his wounded thigh above its light.

Every dead speaker played a fanfare. June barked from her carrier's arms. The sound stopped. Blue fire spread along the lid as all four pump workers backed away. Lena kept her brass bypass key and yellow rain shell with her.

“Good,” Mara said. Her original helpers kept her beside Cole, clear of the new box. “We've reached the part where it congratulates us for not drowning on schedule.”

The chest opened itself. A work glove waited. Beside its silver joints lay a polished valve key and four dog boots. Silver joints shone against black lining. None carried the grit that coated the foreman's actual wrench or the dried blood around June's paw wrap.

Cole kept his hands on his own support. His Level Thirty-Five perk selection remained unopened beside three unspent points. The instance had laid a gray strip across the unopened selection control. It needed his answer before that strip could restrict a chosen perk.


PREDICTED CLEAR REWARD — DELIVERED EARLY

Predicted earner: COLE MERCER

Claim time: 11:38:32 — 13:12 from delivery

Present touch required: YES

Forward-Service Gauntlet: 24 HP impact reserve

Damaged manual controls within twenty feet answer as SERVICEABLE

Assigned future consequence: HIDDEN UNTIL EQUIPPED



“That would open the service gate,” the foreman said. He pointed with his wrench hand. Its iron head stayed below the floating silver key. The key lifted. It rotated toward the dark service corridor behind the pressure tank. Past the gate, a raised curb led into the dry hall. The lower return channel bent beneath that curb and back into the pressure room.

“Mine opens the bypass lock,” Lena said. Her hand closed around her brass key. “The service gate needs the jack. We tagged the collar last winter, before the forecast started giving maintenance advice.”

“Did it lift after that?” Cole asked. His nearer carrier shifted one forearm beneath his ribs while the other kept his thigh still. The chest's brass edge blocked their turning space.

“One emergency lift on the stand before we took it out of routine service,” the foreman said. He showed the marked socket beneath the gate's frame. “The collar's cracked, but the screw still works.”

“Where's the jack?” Mara asked. The pipe rack knocked. The shaking desk rattled its broken mug fragments against a grease pencil, but Mara withdrew her sound fingertip before it could meet the moving edge.

“Under that fallen grate.” Lena pointed beyond the chest. A boot rose. Its empty cuff turned toward June's paw above the carrier's wrist. “And apparently beneath whatever that wants.”


FREE TRAIL BOOTS — SET OF FOUR

Sprint block: SUSPENDED | Paw injury: IGNORED

Predicted route obedience: 100%

Companion owner record: PENDING EQUIP



June showed the boots her teeth while her carrier drew her chest closer, keeping the injured paw above his forearm. One boot drifted higher. June turned away. Her carrier followed before it reached her wrap.

“Clear review,” Mara said. She watched the boot circle back toward the box. “The customer would like you to fuck off.”

“Lena, was the chest in your room?” Cole asked. The held result had displayed her beside a pipe before the rescue, while this claim pointed beyond the moment she had escaped.

“No chest,” she said. Her wet sleeve dripped against her key. “No boots. No glove. I was occupied being called an asset, so I may have missed the fanfare.”

“Show me what happens if I put it on,” Cole said at eleven twenty-five and thirty-five, pointing at the covered field.

The chest unfolded a second page from its own offer, headed DECLARED TERMS — SHARED BY SOURCE. The gauntlet flexed its empty fingers toward his palm, but he kept his hand against his carrier's sleeve.

He accepted a four-Authority comparison of those newly shared fields. Bounded Compatibility traced the opened labels. Forecast strips stayed over the stronger controls beside that smaller paid comparison.

Declared collateral lines connected the offered gear to County Zero. Water, power, shelter, road, clinic. Cole followed each newly shared line with his right finger. Every label ended at an essential system, far beyond the gate's lift socket. The chest had named them. Cole had accepted nothing.


FUTURE LOOT COLLATERAL

Present owner: NONE | Predicted owner: COLE MERCER

Immediate debt on living touch: ONE FUTURE CONSEQUENCE

Collateral: COUNTY ZERO ESSENTIAL SYSTEMS

Withdrawal after equip: NOT SUPPORTED

Assigned future consequence: HIDDEN UNTIL EQUIPPED

Authority: 53 − 4 = 49/303 | Locked: 112

Bounded Compatibility mastery: 12 + 4 = 16/100

Offered items: 6 | Living touches: 0 | Accepted debt: 0



“The glove doesn't fix the gate,” Cole said. His carrier held him as the county water line brightened beneath his finger. “It promises the gate answers to a different label. We get the bill afterward.”

“Twenty-four points of impact reserve,” Mara said. She glanced from the glove to the damaged lift socket. “That is a specific amount to offer a man sitting beside faulty machinery.”

“I was hoping you wouldn't notice.”

“I notice patterns.” Her helper kept her injured arm close while the service gate buckled in its frame. “Usually before you put a rib into them.”

At eleven twenty-six, the pressure warning opened. The gate's lower edge stood three inches above its sill. Black water shot through that gap toward the settling channel, leaving a trembling line along the drainage lip beside Cole's carriers.


LOWER GALLERY PRESSURE FAILURE

Open manual service gate before 11:28:18 — 02:18 remaining

Predicted solution: EQUIP FORWARD-SERVICE GAUNTLET

Present equipment: DAMAGED — FAILURE LIKELY



“Does that stream come from the clearwell?” Mara asked. She kept her eyes on the real float while Lena checked the pipe crossing behind the service gate. “We've used one hundred gallons. We are not opening it again.”

“Trapped backwash,” Lena said. “Below the closed sluice. It's still trying to reach the basin.” She pointed to the bleeder beneath the hinge. “That feeds the same channel. Leave the clearwell seated.”

Cole left it seated. The stored-water total remained where Mara's first release had put it. That trapped water could move without draining the town's drinking supply again. Its source remained below the closed sluice.

June reached toward the fallen grate with her nose. Her carrier waited beside the chest. The first boot moved into that space, followed by the second. June drew back. Both forearms supported her through the turn.

Lena held her shell as the boots turned, an empty sleeve trailing beside the chest handle above the gallery floor. June sniffed toward it, then away from the floating cuffs as they gathered at the same corner.

“Give her room,” Lena told the carrier. She looped her rain shell's empty sleeve beneath the handle while a worker approached the lid. “Don't put her feet into this.”

“Not happening,” he said. June turned toward the higher pipe rack. He shifted toward the rack because her attention had moved above the floating cuffs. The boots crowded closer. Four actual paws remained beyond their reach above the carrier's forearms.

At eleven twenty-six and twenty, Lena drew her empty sleeve around the chest handle. The nearest boot followed her direction until its empty cuff passed beneath the sleeve. A second hit its heel. The worker dropped the lid as the other two reversed toward the lining.

The shell stretched. The sleeve caught. Its waterproof fabric tore beneath the hinge before Lena recovered the damaged shell. All four boots kicked inside the box while June stayed against her carrier's chest, her nose pointed at the fallen grate beyond it.

“Best dog in two versions,” Lena said. She gathered the damaged sleeve back into her hands. The worker braced the lid with his boot while his partners lifted the grate. They gripped the crosspieces because the grate's perimeter had buckled.

“Don't say that where the third version can hear you,” Cole said. His carriers shifted him toward the drainage lip because the chest now blocked the gallery's wider turning space. Mara's helpers followed while protecting her injured arm above the rail.

Two workers raised the grate while their partner guarded the chest. Beneath it lay a grease-black screw jack with a red warning tag tied to its crank. A fracture crossed its cast collar and exposed the screw beneath it. The threaded shaft remained captured inside the fractured assembly.


COLLAR CRACKED — REMOVE FROM ROUTINE SERVICE



“Accurate,” Mara said. She watched the foreman drag the jack clear at eleven twenty-six and forty-seven. The warning showed a minute and thirty-one seconds while he dragged it. Beside his shoulder, the future key presented its polished teeth.

“Water works equipment,” he said. He set his wrench down by the actual jack. “Nobody gave it to tomorrow. We know which part is broken.”

“That's our advantage?” one of the rescued workers asked. Water ran from her cuffs beside Lena. “We know exactly how terrible our tool is?”

“It's more than the glove told us,” Cole said. The future gauntlet opened its fingers beside his injured palm. He kept that hand against the sleeve supporting him, beyond the glove's reach. Below it, the foreman tested the crank.

The fracture widened under pressure. The foreman stopped. Lena pressed her brass key against the warning tag so both remained visible. Two healthy workers carried the jack until Lena reached the service gate. Its weight stayed between their hands while the third followed June's carrier.

“It took one lift on the stand,” the foreman said. “This is the last one.”

“Maybe.” Lena crouched. The nearer worker lowered the assembly until its base met the socket. “You sounded more convincing before you touched it.”

“I was trying to reassure people.”

“Try standing farther from the crack.”

The foreman moved. Two healthy workers held the assembly square while Lena examined the damaged base. Their third stayed beside June's carrier as they watched the wet drainage lip. He gripped the rail because the drainage curb offered little room.

Cole could see the high side from his supported position. His carriers had stopped outside the crank's normal arc beside the drainage lip. Behind them, the chest blocked the wider floor. Water trembled there. Pressure held its surface against the sill above the open drainage channel.

June turned toward the bleeder. Her carrier followed her nose while keeping her chest and hips above his forearms. She reached toward the drainage lip before turning her attention back to Lena. Lena stopped beside the base before the foreman could load the crank. Her hand remained against the damaged lift block.

“Hold it,” Cole said. He pointed at the trembling water. “That has nowhere to go.”

“High-side air,” Lena said. She checked the corroded half-inch stem below the hinge. “Key won't turn that. Wrench will.”

“The real wrench,” Mara said. Her helper held her. The bright future key drifted nearer the service lock beside him. “The one that doesn't want the clinic as a tip.”

The foreman handed over his wrench. At eleven twenty-seven and five, Lena set its jaw against the bleeder stem and opened it an eighth of a turn. Air screamed. The warning tag rattled beneath the whistle.

The gate kicked. Its base shifted beneath the healthy workers' hands while the split collar scraped the old wrap against Cole's palm. His carriers held his body still while fresh blood escaped beneath the dressing. It ran down his supported wrist.

The glove opened beside him. Prevent twenty-four points of impact. Debt begins on contact. Cole kept his bleeding hand against the carrier's sleeve while the nearer healthy worker used the jack's red warning tag to brush the empty gauntlet away from it.

“Present tool,” Cole said. The tag came back. The floating glove closed behind it while its string stayed clear. Mara watched the visible equip field stay empty, with her sound hand clear of both objects.

At eleven twenty-seven and twenty-eight, fifty seconds remained. Lena vented the trapped air until the water on the drainage lip began moving toward the spill channel. June barked from her carrier's arms when the trembling water finally moved.

“Now,” Lena said. The foreman took hold. Two healthy workers kept the lift block square beneath the crank. Their third watched the chest while he guarded the curb beside June's carrier. The boots hammered against its closed lid.

The jack lifted the gate. One inch. The collar opened farther while Lena held its base against the socket. A second pull took the gap higher, and black water sprayed from the bleeder until she feathered its stem back toward closed.

“Don't stop the air early,” the foreman said. He kept turning. The healthy workers followed the frame while the crank rotated above them. “I can't get that turn back.”

“Then keep turning,” Lena said. She watched the waterline while he wrestled the crank. “I'll tell you when the pressure's wrong.”

At eleven twenty-seven and forty, the gap reached nine inches. Enough for a dog. Cole looked at the two carriers holding him, then the two helpers keeping Mara steady. Fourteen adults needed passage. He needed a gap that could pass a patient between two crawling carriers.

The chest burst open. The boots struck concrete. The glove flew toward Cole's left hand beside the gallery rail. The silver key spun toward the service lock while June's carrier turned her body away from the nearest empty cuff.

June reached her nose toward the chest. The boots cut toward it. She withdrew and faced the space beneath the half-raised gate instead. Her carrier followed those choices along the tested curb, with her paws held clear while the third healthy worker watched their footing.

Lena opened the bleeder. Existing backwash swept across the empty cuffs. The first boot tumbled beneath the gate at eleven twenty-seven and forty-two. It spilled into the lower return channel, missing the raised curb. The other three followed it back into the pressure room before Lena closed the stem at forty-five.

June held her nose toward that threshold. Her carrier stopped. The boots had reached the return channel while June remained above the curb. Her six Stamina stayed intact beneath the active injury warning. The same blood marked her paw wrap.

The silver key struck the crank at eleven twenty-seven and forty-eight. Blue light jumped into the cracked collar. Equip event detected. Cole watched the visible dispute fields separate beneath his paid comparison while the foreman kept his actual hands on the iron handle.

“No skin contact,” Cole said. The equip slot remained empty. “No owner changed.”

The key flashed predicted acceptance probable. Its light crossed the county water line while the physical jack stayed in the pump crew's hands. Mara watched Cole's right finger follow that visible distinction without touching the key.


PRESENT CONTACT DISPUTE

Future item touched present equipment: YES

Living person touched future item: NO

Equip slot filled: NO | Present owner changed: NO

Debt accepted: NO



“Probability isn't a hand,” Cole said. The key recoiled. At eleven twenty-seven and fifty-two, the old collar shattered, sending iron chips across the drainage lip before the crank tore loose from the foreman's grip and struck Cole's left ribs.

His carriers caught the movement. They never lost his thigh, but pain broke his next breath into a wet gasp. A red welt spread beneath the torn edge of his shirt while blood from his palm marked the forearm still holding his chest.

Twenty-four Health vanished. He tried to breathe again. His right hand closed on his carrier's sleeve, and the man kept his upper body clear of the water while the second held the wounded thigh. Mara's helpers kept her beside him.

“The twenty-four,” she said. Her voice stayed low. The future glove hovered beyond the rail, still offering the empty reserve it had promised before the hit. “Don't give it the rest.”

“Gate first,” Cole said. The words hurt. The foreman caught the attached crank again while the healthy workers stopped the jack tipping against its socket. “Then the argument.”

The gate dropped. Two inches vanished above the wet sill while Lena checked the exposed screw. Six threads remained beneath the missing collar as the iron base split around them. She pointed it out before anyone put a hand near the turning metal.

“Your gate,” Cole said. He watched all four pump workers beside the damaged jack. “Your call.”

“Turn it,” Lena said. She held the base square while the foreman nodded. Two healthy workers changed their grip, keeping the guide clear of Mara's body. June stayed above her carrier's arms, watching the moving seam beneath the gate.

At eleven twenty-eight and sixteen, the screw climbed its last five threads. The sixth tore free. The iron base split, throwing the lift block upward while the gate rose to twenty-six inches and jammed crooked in its guides.

One second remained on the opening warning. The foreman released the ruined crank. Cole watched the completed field settle over the real gap at eleven twenty-eight and seventeen, while the moving water finally found the open service passage.

“Through,” Lena said. “Keep it low. Nobody stands under that edge.”

The curb worker went first beside June's original carrier. He checked the dry sill while the carrier lowered himself, keeping her chest and hips supported above his forearms. June reached her nose through the gap, then withdrew from a sharp lip until the worker covered it with his own sleeve.

Her carrier followed her next reach. His knees crossed beneath the gate, and June's wrapped paw stayed clear of the iron. She faced the hall while he turned to make room, with the first healthy worker beside him watching the jammed guide.

Mara's two helpers brought her next. One passed ahead and lowered onto his side; the other kept her hips and injured arm supported while they moved her through the gap. Her own boots stayed clear of the lower lip, and both original helpers came out with her.

The four pump workers followed. Two went under before the foreman. Lena
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