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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

      

      
        Read The Dog at Bone Orchard on Amazon
      

    
  
    
      Contents

      
        	
          Title
        

        	
          Copyright
        

        	
          A Note from Centuria Books
        

        	
          Also by Jax A. River
        

        	
          Reading Order
        

        	
          Previously in Warden
        

        	
          Chapter 85: The Rescue Stake
        

        	
          Chapter 86: The Hollow Shoulder
        

        	
          Chapter 87: The Deputy's One Job
        

        	
          Chapter 88: The Bus Under the Overpass
        

        	
          Chapter 89: Nobody Becomes Cargo
        

        	
          Chapter 90: The Empty Utility Can
        

        	
          Chapter 91: The Fifth Free Line
        

        	
          Chapter 92: A Road That Charges Interest
        

        	
          Chapter 93: The Moving Mile
        

        	
          Chapter 94: Grain Without Annexation
        

        	
          Chapter 95: Convoy of Equals
        

        	
          Chapter 96: The Bridge That Remembers
        

        	
          Chapter 97: Seven Nodes Home
        

        	
          Chapter 98: The County Beyond County Zero
        

        	
          Chapter 99: The Black Mile Broadcast
        

        	
          Chapter 100 — The First Map With Blank Space
        

        	
          Chapter 101 — One Body Length
        

        	
          Chapter 102 — The Cab Beneath the Road
        

        	
          Chapter 103 — Six Hours of Water
        

        	
          Chapter 104: A Map Made of Pulls
        

        	
          Chapter 105: The Surveyor Who Died Twice
        

        	
          Chapter 106: Three Lines Home
        

        	
          Chapter 107: The Road That Could Leave
        

        	
          Chapter 108: The Refuge at Mile's End
        

        	
          Chapter 109: A Gate That Counts Backward
        

        	
          Chapter 110: Forty Tons of Permission
        

        	
          Chapter 111: The Bell Under the Floor
        

        	
          Chapter 112: Nobody Owns the Brake
        

        	
          Chapter 113: Seven Minutes of Noon
        

        	
          Chapter 114: The Town That Chose to Stay
        

        	
          Chapter 115: Black Ice in August
        

        	
          Chapter 116: The Convoy With Two Shadows
        

        	
          Chapter 117: Six Axles, One Promise
        

        	
          Chapter 118: The Bridge That Charges Interest
        

        	
          Chapter 119: June Finds the Missing Road
        

        	
          Chapter 120: Redline at Forty-Two
        

        	
          Chapter 121: Home Is a Measured Thing
        

        	
          Chapter 122: The County on the Other Side
        

        	
          Chapter 123: A Warden Without a County
        

        	
          Chapter 124: The Price of an Open Gate
        

        	
          Chapter 125: Three Towers, No King
        

        	
          Chapter 126: What the Siren Owed
        

        	
          Chapter 127: Every Line Holds
        

        	
          Chapter 128: County Zero Answers
        

        	
          After the Story
        

        	
          Keep in Touch
        

        	
          The Next Novel
        

        	
          Bonus Character Sheets
        

      

    
  
    
      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: First Raid Clear.

    
  
    
      Previously in Warden

      Blackridge passed the Red Assessment through operators who could act while Cole was cut off. Medicine stayed cold, evacuated people reached refuge, and all three anchors held. Cole reached County Warden Tier III. The highway reopened, but the next voice on Luis’s radio came from a flooded bus beneath an overpass. A working signal proves somebody can answer. It does not prove a safe route.

    
  Chapter 85: The Rescue Stake

The bus slid sideways. Cole lost count. He caught the movement through the camera, a pale roof sliding against the fractured overpass. Blue paint scraped concrete below the glass before the transmission froze with one woman's hand pressed flat against a window, her face hidden behind the curtain.

“Sloane, answer me.”

His watch showed 09:00 on Day62. Static interrupted the first word while Cole held the receiver against his chair. “Still here. Your picture died, Captain. We haven't.”

Across the drainage basin, the bus rested beneath a fallen slab, its front suspension higher than its rear wheels. A maintenance ledge followed the western wall. Rainwater crossed the gap. Concrete blocked its channel. Cole could see three ways down. Each route stopped short. The road was gone. June's carrier held her deck beside his chair. She growled at the water.

“Has anything moved since the transmission stopped?” he asked.

“Half an inch. Everybody stayed clear of the aisle seam. Water settled below the seats overnight. The slab hasn't stopped.”

“Keep everybody clear of it while we recover the camera connection.”

“Good. I wore my least dead shirt.”

Tom knelt beside the county camera's battery pack. Its charge indicator still registered green. The cable between the battery and camera had twisted beneath a loose stone, pulling the connector far enough out to interrupt the transmission without killing the indicator. Tom checked the connection. The System offered help.


[EXTERNAL REFUGE: VERIFIED.]
[OCCUPANTS: AVAILABLE FOR WARDEN ASSIGNMENT.]



Cole shut the prompt. A woman had asked for help, and the thing in his head wanted to give him a collection. Cole's helper lifted the stone and reseated the connector while Tom held the camera. Cole directed Tom until the roof stopped blinding the camera. Sloane's hand reappeared against the window. A man beside her tapped the aluminum frame with the heel of his palm.

“Camera's live,” Cole said. “Sloane, who has the radio now?”

“Me. Bus mechanic, temporary pessimist.”

“The white roof and blue stripe belong to your bus?”

“Unless another driver parked a bus underneath us.”

Those colors matched yesterday's caller description. Matching the vehicle to the transmission left more uncertainty than the System wanted him to acknowledge. “Have the man by your window hold up his left hand.”

The man lifted it. Two fingers were missing. He raised the rest. Cole understood the gesture. “Leon says hello,” Sloane reported.

“Tell Leon his signal is excellent.” June pushed her muzzle under Cole's elbow. Tom lowered the camera at Cole's direction, showing a black ribbon across dry concrete below the bus. Water followed the drainage channel beside it. The ribbon climbed against the flow.

“That black ribbon on the foundation, does it react to anything?”

“Bad news. It gets farther up whenever somebody starts an engine.” Tom had gauged two gallons in his recovery truck before their approach. While the truck stood on the overlook with its engine off, Tom kept the key beside the receiver, where Cole could see it clear of the ignition.

“That's useful,” Cole told her. “How many people can answer for themselves?”

“Twenty-four. All adults. Some of us are getting older quite fast.”

They counted without making anybody enter the damaged aisle. Sloane carried the transmitter between seats while the camera followed each visible face or answering hand. Where concrete covered a window, the caller described a particular object that Sloane displayed at the next clear pane. Leon chose a cracked socket wrench. Another woman asked him to stop testing whether they existed and start testing whether they could get out.

“Fair,” Cole said. “I need both.”

Twenty-three answered. Static swallowed a name. Cole held his pen. The System counted it anyway, but Cole kept his pen above the empty line until a person filled it. “Last person again.”

“Ruth Arnett,” came the answer, louder this time. “And I want somebody to warn me before anything pulls this bus.”

“You get that warning.” The woman by the window acknowledged him with two fingers against the glass. Cole recorded her answer beside the others. Della checked the count on a separate sheet before either of them consulted the projection.


[OVERPASS SURVIVOR SIGNATURES: 0 + 24 = 24.]
[RESPONDING ADULTS. EXTRACTION ROUTE: UNPROVED.]



Twenty-four people had answered him, though he still had no road to them. Della slid the ration account beneath his hand. The reserve stayed at 481 person-days, with 329 people already depending on the county distribution. Rounded down, that supported them for 1.4 days.

“The relief trailer is under that span too,” Sloane said. “It was headed west when the asphalt folded underneath it. Its driver escaped before the concrete came down.”

“What's aboard?”

“Sealed food, according to the manifest I read before the rain destroyed it. Don't ask me to swear the cartons still match.”

Cole checked the camera's angle again. Beyond the bus, a white trailer leaned against the eastern foundation. Its rear door showed. Half an emblem remained. Food within sight, people beneath it, and a black ribbon that climbed toward engines. His next day had acquired an ugly build requirement. “We reach you first,” he said. “The food gets its own count.”

Her helper brought Mara's chair beside his. She protected her injured arm against her ribs while her good hand traced the camera cable to its battery. “What does your new feature need?” she asked.

Cole opened Failover's limits. He had earned a way to delegate. A trained Deputy could carry out a rehearsed response when a real barrier kept him from its controls. The feature carried the response. Its crew still had to do the work. “A willing Deputy trained before the crisis, using equipment we've already tested. We have to define the trigger and the completion condition.”

“And a person who'll stop when the display gets enthusiastic.”

“You seem overqualified.”

Mara ignored the compliment. She studied the bus. “I can learn a winch response. I am not agreeing to improvise one under that slab.”

“Then we rehearse the mechanics and inspect the actual site before authorizing anything.”

Tom pointed down the western wall. “First we test the ledge. The truck might reach a turnout from this side. Might. Until then, every practice pull stays in the recovery yard.” Cole traced the gap between the ledge and the truck's possible anchor, where the cable would cross open water before anyone could inspect the bus frame. A straight line on a diagram could conceal a flooded foundation.

“We can practice a winch pull,” Cole told Sloane. “We still need a stable anchor position beside your bus.”

“Practice it,” she said. “Every passenger keeps a separate stop, and you wait for my fresh check before the first pull.” Della wrote the trigger and emergency stop on one page.

A rescue duty appeared. Cole read its terms. It included the trailer, the occupants, the road, and an impressively broad description of anything else he found convenient. He reduced it to twenty-four people reaching a refuge they chose, without claiming their homes or their work. Abandoning that duty would cost the stake. A failed winch anchor would kill a passenger before the penalty could teach him anything. He accepted the narrower duty.


[RESCUE STAKE: 20 AUTHORITY.]
[CURRENT: 81 − 20 = 61. LOCKED: 0 + 20 = 20.]
[CAPACITY: 210.]



The locked portion turned amber. Cole pressed his thumb against its edge until the offered population credit disappeared. “Did that buy us a bridge?” Sloane asked.

“No.”

“Shame. Put a complaint in the box.”

“I suspect the box is management.”

June barked at the climbing black line. Tom moved the camera toward the edge while their helpers kept both chairs clear. Its battery stayed well behind the loose stone, outside June's reach. The line stopped beneath the bus while Tom trained the camera on its highest point. Their helpers wheeled them away from the basin, keeping off the untested ledge. Sloane kept the radio. Della took over the camera watch from the fixed overlook. Tom brought them back in his truck to the yard beside Ada's stationary train. A firm west-side footpath joined that yard to the overlook; their helpers had tested it with both chairs before the drive.

Courage could wait. They needed fuel first. Ada met them at the tank car with its gauge cover open. She read the level twice, then radioed both measurements to Della at the overlook. The car held 5,500 gallons by that morning's check. Ada shut the gauge. Della logged the measurement. Two hundred gallons went through the meter into county custody. Cole watched the receiving valve close first. The valve was shut. Cole checked his sheet.


[TANK CAR DIESEL: 5,500 − 200 = 5,300 GALLONS.]
[COUNTY RESERVE: 37.2 + 200 = 237.2 GALLONS.]



“For the rescue,” Ada said. “My engine and rail decisions stay with me.”

“I wasn't planning to acquire a railroad before lunch.”

“Keep it that way.” Ten liters from the fourteen sealed in the old field-water stock went into their carried bottles. Ada opened a different maintenance locker. She counted two sealed canine portions before handing them over. That locker wasn't the private cache they had already emptied. The party's water rose from one liter to eleven. June's carried food rose from one daily portion to three. Her carrier held the packets beside her deck. June inspected them and set her muzzle against Mara's boot until she put them away.

“You have a supervisor,” Ada told her.

“Mine takes payment in poultry.”

Tom's truck had made the overlook trip. Its separate meter showed two gallons spent carrying the crew and rig. The truck's two gallons had fallen to zero. County stock supplied two; its gauge returned to two. County stock settled at 235.2 gallons. Ada's locomotive stayed at 438. The relief cartons across the basin remained somebody else's uncounted cartons.

At the yard, Tom laid out the ordinary kit from his recovery truck. Beside the winch and its primary line, he set the local cutoff, four cribbing blocks, two training rollers, and a load meter where Mara could reach it. The winch ran from its own twelve-volt battery. The charge meter showed that 110 amp-hours remained. Tom checked that against the pack's record and kept the truck engine off, so the rehearsal couldn't add charge while the winch drew it. He clipped the motor feed clear of the wheels before connecting it.

The bent recovery module from the core chamber remained on repair hold. Cole kept its damaged gate out of this rig, however much he wanted a piece of yesterday's victory to solve today's problem. The county flatbed waited empty beside the locomotive. Its engine remained off. Tom secured the brakes, set the rollers under the rear frame, and stacked cribbing beneath the bed before connecting the recovery cable.

“Your emergency cutoff matters more than finishing the pull,” he told Mara. “That's your first lesson.”

“I like a lesson that tells me when to quit.”

His helper set the meter beside Cole's chair. Cole removed his glove and checked the pale burn scar on his forearm. With his coat held clear, he examined the closed flank scar; its skin still tightened when he bent. His shoulder protested at the reach. Mara caught his elbow with her good fingers. “Down here.” Tom moved the meter to chair height. Her own compression dressing stayed beneath the sleeve. She protected that arm. Tom positioned the blocks. Cole's shoulder still hurt. Mara's injured arm stayed against her ribs.

Tom gave her the pendant and showed its guard. Its loose cord caught beneath the grip. Mara tried a light fingertip tug, then stopped when it held. Tom freed the snag and laid the cord clear before connecting the controls. Releasing it stopped the winch, though he kept his separate cutoff close because a crushed contact could stay live after her thumb left the guard. “You watch the bed,” he told Mara. “Watch the witness stripe on the foot. Needle passes this limit, you release the pendant. Witness moves, you stop. Somebody enters the recovery cable's lane, you stop.”

“What if the bed hasn't moved?”

“Especially then.”

His helper parked Cole's chair beyond her shoulder for the first test, keeping both hands clear of the rig while he watched how far the bed traveled before the load climbed. Tom called the load while Mara eased the guarded pendant. As the recovery cable tightened, the bed rose an inch from its rollers. A green arrow sprang up above the pendant.


[CONTINUE FOR SUCCESSFUL EXTRACTION.]



Under the increasing tension, the witness stripe moved toward the left stabilizer. “Stop,” Mara said. She released the guard. Tom yanked his cutoff handle, and the suspension settled onto the waiting cribbing. A roller skidded across the gravel, struck a block, and stopped.

Cole's hands had already started forward. He pressed them against his thighs before the reflex carried him into the cable's recoil lane. Mara examined the roller against the waiting block. “Following the green arrow would have put that assembly underneath us.”

“Then the suspension collapses,” Tom said. “You stopped the pull before the load shifted.” She pointed at the anchor. Wet clay had compressed beneath one stabilizer even though the gravel above it looked firm. Cole had watched the load needle; she had watched the stripe. Cole could monitor the tension while she checked the foundation instead of duplicating the same observation.

“Again,” she said. “After we move that foot.” Tom moved the stabilizer to sound ground beside the clay. Cole's helper hauled the loose roller clear while Mara directed her helper's check beneath the frame. Neither assembly repaired itself because a rehearsal had gone badly.

On the second pull, Cole turned the meter where Mara could read it. His helper wheeled him behind the flatbed's empty cab. She had Tom's voice and the anchor stripe while her own thumb held the guard. “I can't reach your controls from here,” he called.

“Try to enjoy the novelty.” She took the first inch of cable. Tom reported the increasing tension, pausing at each interval. The witness held while both rollers turned beneath the empty flatbed, where Tom had cleared the lane and kept the crew behind the cab throughout the pull. Tom called the hold. Mara stopped, waited while he secured the mechanical brake, then released the pendant after the indicator settled. The flatbed stayed on its rollers after she released the load, and Tom walked around it before he let anyone lift a block or approach the line.

His helper brought the chair around the cab. “That's the response. Take the load, stop at the limits, set the drum brake before you release anything. Nothing follows you home.”

“Except the supervisor.” June had watched from her carrier's deck outside the cable lane. Held beside the disturbed clay, she sniffed the wet patch. Tom probed it and marked it with a block. Mara set the pendant on the guard. She accepted the training role for the procedure she'd just practiced. It still needed an inspected anchor, a bus-frame check, and the people's answer at the overpass before it could become their armed response.


[TRAINED FAILOVER DEPUTIES: 0 + 1 = 1.]
[ACTIVATIONS: NONE.]



No Warden crown appeared on her hand. Cole found that more satisfying than the last three crowns the System had offered him. Once the stopped load held under its ordinary brake, the reward arrived.


[COLE XP: 500 + 240 = 740 / 2,000.]
[JUNE XP: 400 + 180 = 580 / 1,600.]
[MARA XP: 890 + 110 = 1,000.]



Mara examined the final number. Amber light gathered around her fingertips, tracing the outline of the pendant she'd already put down.


[LEVEL: 9 → 10. 1,000 − 900 = 100 / 1,000 XP.]
[ATTRIBUTE POINTS: 3.]



Cole let her study the choices without filling the silence. Her injured arm had cost her options. Through the siege, Cole had watched her give orders while others carried the loads. More strength would tempt her for reasons he didn't need to explain. She chose Strength first, then Endurance, and put her third point into Perception. “The witness moved before the indicator,” she said. “I want to catch the fault before the load makes it expensive.”


[STR: 16 + 1 = 17. END: 18 + 1 = 19. PER: 19 + 1 = 20.]
[HEALTH MAXIMUM: 172 + 7 = 179. STAMINA MAXIMUM: 166 + 4 = 170.]
[CURRENT HEALTH179/179. CURRENT STAMINA: 0 + 4 = 4/170. DEFICIT166.]



Her compression dressing remained under the sleeve. The maximum gains added seven current Health and four current Stamina, preserving her old deficit. Her arm needed protection. The class choice opened. Return Crew offered to transmit hazards she personally perceived along a return line. She would have to traverse it and lead each willing person through the same marked movement. It couldn't move somebody's foot onto a ladder or persuade a frightened person to continue.

“Two Recovery for a group?” she asked.

Cole checked the limits beside her. “One operation, with you physically leading it. Leave the line and the warnings end.”

“Good. A warning that ends when I leave.” She chose the evolution herself.


[RECLAIMER: TIER I → TIER II.]
[RECOVERY CAPACITY: 14 + 3 = 17. CURRENT: 6.]
[RETURN CREW I: 0 → 1. UNUSED.]



Cole touched the amber outline in his own view, then stopped before it could expand into a group assignment. His rescue duty hadn't purchased her decision. Mara retrieved the pendant for one final empty-load test. This time she caught the pale witness trembling against its dark backing before Tom finished reporting the load. The stripe and her Recovery Operations gave the same help as before; the new Perception point let her catch the smaller movement. She stopped at the warning, waited for the stabilizer to settle, and asked him to check its foot.

“The indicator hasn't reached the limit,” Cole said.

“The paint isn't.”

He turned the meter toward her. She left it there, unread, while Tom pressed his probe beside the stabilizer. Gravel had shifted under the outside edge. They cleared it and reset the foot before repeating the inch of travel. Cole checked the witness mark after the truck stopped. The narrow gap beneath it was hard to pick out, but Mara had detected the movement while she watched the bed.


[WITNESS CHECK: PERCEPTION20 + RECOVERY OPERATIONS9 + CONTRASTING STRIPE1 = 30. DIFFICULTY30.]
[PRIOR PERCEPTION19: SAME CHECK29.]



“That third point paid off,” he said.

“It bought an earlier argument.”

Tom pointed at the displaced gravel. “Best kind. I can repair this foundation before the cable shows me what happens when I don't.” The new point hadn't given Mara the stabilizer's bearing capacity. Tom still had to inspect its foot, and her improved perception still needed physical evidence. Cole liked the combination enough to reconsider where he'd stand during their next pull. She watched the developing failure. He monitored the tension that followed it.

After the final pull, Tom checked the battery again. The three tests had used eight amp-hours, leaving 102. Cole recorded the draw before Tom isolated the motor feed; none of that charge returned with the released load. With the brake set and motor feed isolated, Tom placed the same unloaded cord snag beneath the grip. Mara braced her good hand and pulled it free. The earlier tug had stalled; her new Strength finished this one while her injured arm stayed against her ribs.


[CORD CHECK: STRENGTH17 + RECOVERY OPERATIONS9 = 26. DIFFICULTY26. PRIOR SCORE25.]
[SHORT EXERTION: STAMINA4 − 1 = 3/170.]



She straightened the cord. The grip stayed clear. Three Stamina remained. Rest and food had added none. Cole pictured the alternative with the bus moving, an operator's hand trapped inside a loop while the contact remained energized.

“We'll inspect that clearance again before we authorize the bus response,” he said.

“You'll keep your sleeve clear too. Yours caught the meter twice.” He inspected the loose cuff, then rolled it above the scar. She'd caught the obstruction in his equipment while he admired the improvement in hers.

“Helpful,” she said. “Still needs a person.” Cole wanted to kiss her for that, which was inconvenient with Tom standing close enough to provide an unfavorable witness statement.

Her helper drew Mara's chair beside him. She leaned into his reach first. She caught his collar, kissed him once, and let her thumb rest against his jaw when she drew back. “You looked worried while I was considering the evolution.”

“I was trying to keep my opinion out of your decision.”

“Keep practicing.” June's carrier brought her deck beside them. She nosed between their hands, with both food packets missing from sight. Mara released his collar to show her the pocket again. Tom's receiver interrupted them before Cole could recover a useful expression.

“Camera watch,” Della said. “You need this.” It was eleven. Her operator reports showed both cold engines still running: C had used 8.4 gallons since yesterday at two, leaving 3.2; Pike had used 10.5, leaving 3.75. Noon refueling was still due. Both party batteries stayed empty; Tom's own receiver carried her voice.

Sloane's voice followed, too close to the microphone. “A black arm's reaching the emergency hatch. Get your camera back on the roof.” His helper hauled the chair up the firm path while Tom carried the meter. The trained response stayed cold. They had no right to fire it from the yard.

Della turned the same camera toward the roof. Its pack still showed a usable charge; she watched the indicator while the black ribbon thickened into ropes of tar. A stone forefoot struck the overpass foundation. Guardrail ribs dragged out of the drainage channel below it, carrying a speed-limit plate where an animal should have had a shoulder. The plate changed from five to thirty-five.


[ACTIVE TOLL-BEASTS: 0 + 1 = 1.]



Inside the blue-sided bus, twenty-four people ducked as a black hand closed around the roof.
Chapter 86: The Hollow Shoulder

Tom tried the probe. The green route collapsed. Cole shouted before Tom followed it.

Asphalt splintered around the probe. Cole's helper yanked Tom's belt backward from the firm turnout beside the chair. Steel vanished into a splash far below; a crack widened beside Tom's boot. The helper hauled him clear while Cole kept his injured shoulder against the chair. June growled from her carrier's deck. Her hackles rose.

“Found the bottom?” Mara asked.

Tom spat grit. “Found a strong argument against looking for it.”

His watch showed eleven on Day62. Their helpers had brought both chairs along the tested west footpath to this turnout. A drainage channel divided the western approach below them. The relief trailer leaned against the far embankment. Across the broken highway, twenty-four adults remained trapped beneath the eastern span while a black hand gripped their bus's white roof. Cole checked the asphalt. The crack had spread toward Tom's retreating footprints. Getting the food meant crossing beside that channel; getting the people meant surviving whatever had its fingers around their transportation. The green arrow stayed. It pointed across water.


[FOOD ROUTE: STABLE.]
[WARDEN PRIORITY: PROCEED.]



“Stable,” Cole said. “Just mostly missing.”

“Please don't read that to the bus,” Sloane said through the radio. “We're trying to make the adults behave.”

The toll-beast released the roof when Tom's truck stopped behind the cut. Diesel rattled against the embankment. Its head turned. Guardrail ribs scraped the concrete as the creature lowered itself, keeping three tar-black fingers hooked around the overpass beam until its weight reached the highway. Tom killed the engine. The creature waited beside the trailer, blocking the food while its painted face remained angled toward the truck.

Cole marked its position. The engine had pulled aggro. That bought the bus breathing room, but another careless driver could bring the creature onto their crowded turnout before they had a retreat. He waved the next truck behind the embankment. His closed fist held the driver there until her engine stopped.

“Sloane, your bus stays cold. We'll call before any line takes a load.”

“It's been cold since Arrival. The seats have opinions about that.”

Blackridge had 481 person-days of food for 329 mouths. That was tomorrow arriving hungry. The sealed cartons behind the trailer door could change the arithmetic. Cole needed a repeatable crossing, with enough clearance for a loaded carrier to retreat after the green arrow disappeared or the creature remembered them.

Della brought the camera. She descended from above. Cole's helper held it while she returned to her receiver and count sheets. Its pack still showed a usable charge. Tom's receiver carried their voices; both party packs remained empty.

June nosed uphill from her held deck. Her carrier lowered it beside supported soil, keeping her injured paw clear. One short scrape of her good forepaw exposed concrete. Her four Stamina fell to three. Yesterday's Endurance gain had paid for that effort; the old paw still needed carrying. Tom had brought two steel probes; one lay in the channel. He traced the ledge behind the slab and tested each exposed section with the remaining steel. Its dry inner edge continued toward the trailer.

“One at a time,” he said. “Light loads. If the witness opens, everybody comes back.”

Cole pointed to the gap behind the slab. “And if the radio quits?”

“Your mouth still works. I have suffered through proof.”

Mara laughed over the receiver. “He'll be audible from the courthouse.”

Tom fed their climbing rope through the gap. Both borrowed harnesses stayed buckled. Cole's helper cleared small fragments uphill while Tom braced on supported stone. The slab stayed put beneath rubble they couldn't inspect. After testing the inner strip, the helpers guided Cole's chair through in small lifts, sharing each load with Tom. June's carrier followed with her deck. Mara stayed in her chair at the turnout.

The ledge ended at a maintenance cabinet. Water trickled behind its foundation, carrying grit toward the channel. A pale crescent marked the cabinet's earlier position. The cabinet had already shifted. His helper parked Cole's chair beside the rusty door while Tom held the retreat rope on supported stone.

“We can squeeze past,” Cole said.

“You can,” Tom said. “Your crate can't.”

Cole opened Brace beside the route display. Four Authority would strengthen a touched support by twenty-five percent for sixty seconds. The skill could buy a safer interval for one crossing, provided that support already existed. It couldn't replace the concrete beneath Tom's lost probe. Cole closed the preview with both hands still cold.

“Your reinforcement?” Tom asked.

“A minute, then an hour before I can use it again. We need to bring the food back too.”

Tom glanced at the cabinet. “I prefer my foundation without a cooldown.”

Cole checked the two possible load paths again. The damaged outer edge depended on rubble hanging over the drainage channel. The inner strip carried into the uphill cut, although the cabinet blocked the necessary clearance. Emptying that cabinet would improve every crossing instead of lending strength to a failing surface for one minute. He left the cutter sheathed and directed his helper to the door.

Mara listened while he described the hinge and the narrow inner strip. “Keep the hinge against the cut when you move it. If the cabinet swings outward, it takes the rope with it.”

His helper turned Cole's chair and connector clear of the hinge before Tom tightened the retreat line. Her warning reached him. His helper changed position. He would rather hear that argument now than hear her explain it over a cracked radio while he dangled beneath the ledge.

Cole pictured a burdened carrier turning sideways. The carton would press his hip against the damaged ledge. His helper opened the door. Six swollen binders and one tangled coil filled the shelves. The first binder cleared. The cabinet sagged. Tom raised a hand.

“Slow. Watch the crack.”

They emptied the cabinet in separate loads. Six swollen binders lay beside the cable coil on supported concrete. Tom checked the foundation after each transfer. The helper waited for grit to settle before lifting another stack. June growled; her carrier drew the deck back.

The outer lip collapsed.

The helper shoved the binders uphill as concrete hammered the channel below. Water splashed Cole's boots. Tom braced the retreat rope while the helper held the chair on the inner strip, taking the strain clear of Cole's shoulder. The green arrow remained. It crossed the hole without a warning, suspended above water that could drag a loaded carrier beneath the slab.

Cole counted his breaths until the tremor left his fingers. June pressed against him. He scratched behind her ear, working his fingertips beneath the collar while the shattered concrete vanished downstream. The dog had warned. The display stayed green. Her carrier held the deck beside his chair until she stopped trembling.

“Excellent complaint,” he told her.

“What failed?” Mara asked.

“Outer lip. We're on the inner strip. Nobody hurt.”

“Keep it that way. I'd hate to waste your last good sleeve.”

Tom checked the foundation again. Empty shelves had relieved its weight. Tom and the helper rotated the cabinet inward by inches against its existing base. The hinge stayed uphill. The dry strip behind it widened enough for a loaded carrier. Tom tested the gap before the helper brought Cole's chair through. June sniffed the seep from her held deck. The helper lifted the rope where Cole could inspect its fibers.

Cole paid for the tested segment. Amber dots appeared along the dry strip and stopped at the trailer's western service face, leaving the broken edge and distant bus outside their marked path. Eight Authority bought that distinction. The next carrier could follow the footholds they had tested. The green shortcut still crossed the collapsed foundation.


[BOUNDED ROUTE CHECK: 8 AUTHORITY.]
[CURRENT: 61 − 8 = 53. LOCKED: 20. CAPACITY: 210.]
[TESTED SEGMENT ONLY.]



The toll-beast struck the trailer as they reached its rear doors. Metal thundered against the embankment. Cole ducked his head. His helper drew the chair beneath the latch while Tom flattened against concrete and June's carrier retreated around the corner. The aluminum wall buckled above them and showered Cole's camera with paint. Its downhill wheels remained jammed against the broken curb.

“It wants the engine,” Tom said.

“The engine is at the other end.”

“I didn't say it was bright.”

His helper wheeled him behind the uphill axle. Both tires remained supported. The creature could hammer the trailer from the highway. Reaching the rear doors meant crossing the hollow shoulder, though, and it had stopped short of that damaged road surface. Cole checked the clearance before his helper raised the camera. The paper seal trembled against the door.

Another impact shook the frame. A sign edge moved behind the beast's shoulder. Glare hid most of it; June's new Perception caught the motion. She barked before the arm rose. Her carrier ducked her deck behind concrete as the highway sign struck the trailer's corner.


[JUNE VISUAL CHECK: PERCEPTION31 − GLARE1 = 30. DIFFICULTY30. PRIOR SCORE29.]



June braced against her deck instead of lunging after the blade. Her ears followed the blade and her forepaws tensed. With the new Will point, she settled beside her carrier and warned the hands waiting at the trailer.


[JUNE HOLD: WILL26 + HERDING5 − THREAT1 = 30. DIFFICULTY30. PRIOR SCORE29.]



Cole flinched beneath the impact. June barked at the embedded sign and faced him with her ears forward. His helper drew the chair behind concrete. Distance had protected them from its fingers; that spinning blade had crossed the channel without touching the ground. The creature had a ranged attack. His route needed overhead shelter as well as sound footing.

“New rule,” he said into the radio. “Stay behind the cut when its head turns.”

“Wonderful,” Sloane said. “It learned throwing before table manners.”

Naomi read the relief number from her storehouse records. The trailer's seal matched. Sloane's people had guarded those doors since the driver escaped, leaving the marked food untouched while they ate through their own supplies. Cole drew his cutter beside the seal. Sloane stopped him before its point touched it.

“What happens to our rescue if we refuse the delivery?” she asked.

“We still get you out,” he said. “That was my promise before I saw the cartons.”

“And if we give them to Blackridge?”

“The rescue promise stands. Your crew keeps its vehicle and its decisions.”

“How long does rescue take when your pantry's empty?” a man demanded behind her.

Cole lowered the cutter. Hunger made that a fair question. He could buy food with a promise, but turning twenty-four people into payment would leave the same rotten bargain he had pulled out of the courthouse.

Ruth answered before Sloane could. “Empty is hungry. It isn't stupid. We keep the keys.”

“Then let him check the load,” the man said. “Keys won't feed us.”

“Neither will a rescue promise he cannot deliver.”

Cole waited with his cutter sheathed. His hunger sharpened whenever Ruth demanded an answer. Her crew had guarded those relief cartons; their own bus supplies stayed separate. He left both decisions with Sloane and watched Ruth argue beside the window.

“Inspect it. If the food is sound, the guarded relief load goes to Blackridge. Our own bus stores stay here.”

“You can stop that transfer before it closes.”

“Then finish arguing and inspect the damned delivery.”

Cole braced his good wrist against the latch and made one short seal cut. One Stamina paid for it, leaving three of the four gained with Endurance yesterday. His shoulder still hurt; the helper took the heavy door. Forty-seven cartons filled the marked pallet group, each labeled for thirty-two sealed daily meal packs. Naomi called positions while the helper turned cartons for Cole's camera view. Tom checked the dry corners and the bottom seams. The System highlighted a convenient upper row; Cole began with the damp carton underneath it.

Its scale reading was wrong.

Tom tipped the carton while the helper held its contents clear of the wet floor. Road grit slid out from beneath the sealed packs, leaving a black smear on the cardboard. The daily meals remained closed in their factory wrappers. The helper separated the grit while Cole checked each wrapper. Tom weighed the packs against their printed net amount.


[PACKING DIFFERENCE: ACCEPTABLE.]



“It tried to feed us the road,” Cole said.

Mara answered him over the radio. “Save the gravel. The green arrow can have seconds.”

They opened every outer carton and checked the meal-pack seals. The inspection dragged. Each impact shook more grit from the ceiling. Tom kept the next carton behind the inner wheel arch until its blow ended. June watched the corner; a raised ear stopped their hands faster than the display did.

Forty-seven groups of thirty-two gave them 1,504 intact daily packs. The ruined cardboard stayed. Cole directed the handlers to divide the cartons into lighter loads. Numbered groups stayed together. A person could turn sideways behind the cabinet with those loads held against his chest.

At the narrowest gap, Tom set a handoff on the exposed cabinet base. One carrier placed the load, backed onto tested stone, and called clear. The second approached only after that call. Nobody had to pass another body against the broken lip. The helper brought Cole's chair through first, stopping when Cole's sleeve brushed the corner.

Mara watched from the turnout. “Still needs a person, Captain.”

He rolled the cuff tighter. “And apparently a seamstress.”

“I charge more for repeat customers.”

The next carrier waited. Behind them, the beast struck an empty section of trailer wall. Falling grit rattled farther west, and its head turned after the sound. Tom sent the carrier through during that turn. June remained on her held deck behind the cut.

They used the creature's timing until it changed it. When it held still through two cycles, Cole kept the carrier behind the cabinet rather than assuming silence meant safety. A sign blade sliced through the vacant handoff. Tom watched it bury itself in the dirt, then moved the next load after the creature had to drag its arm back out.

Hours passed in loads instead of speeches. The relief flatbed carried the received packs from the turnout to the storehouse. Naomi called each arriving carton number to Della at the camera overlook, where Della matched it to Cole's count. Tom kept his recovery truck on the tested turnout, outside the ledge's weight limit, and used its trips to bring the separate bus rig.

The county issued six gallons to the relief flatbed, lifting its reserve from 8.4 to 14.4; its measured trips used those six and left 8.4. Tom's recovery truck took another six, rising from two to eight, and used six on its own work. Those twelve gallons brought the county reserve from 235.2 to 223.2. Ada used eighteen gallons while positioning her rail support, leaving 420 in the locomotive.

At the storehouse, Naomi counted the last sealed packs into dry storage. Sloane confirmed the transfer while her people still had the radio and their own bus. Only then did Cole move the food number into the county sheet.


[RELIEF LOAD: 1,504 − 1,504 = 0 PERSON-DAYS.]
[COUNTY FOOD: 481 + 1,504 = 1,985 PERSON-DAYS.]
[SUPPORTED PEOPLE: 329. FOOD DAYS: 6.0.]



The empty trailer still separated the ledge from the toll-beast. The cleared route ended there, with its dry inner strip, rope retreat, and single-load handoff. Cole closed that boundary after Tom checked the last witness, leaving the cabinet contents together on the supported side.


[RESCUE-ROUTE SEGMENTS CLEARED: 0 + 1 = 1.]
[WESTERN TRAILER FACE. BUS ACCESS: UNPROVED.]



“Six days,” Della said.

Cole looked past the trailer. The bus hadn't grown a door onto their ledge while they counted food. Twenty-four survivors still depended on a damaged structure within the creature's reach. He put the receiver against his ear and asked Sloane whether two people could safely reach the frame attachments from their own beam.

“While it stays still,” she said. “Leon and I can check them from here.”

“Then we prepare a hold. We don't start a pull.”

Tom laid out the counted rig at the turnout: one recovery plate and four bolts, two separate frame bridles, one rail recovery rope, one rated support pulley, and one ordinary witness cable. Cole checked the equipment tags before Tom secured the plate to the supported section of shelf. The green route never entered their load calculation.

Mara kept her injured arm against her ribs. Her free hand held the pendant. Tom pointed to the witness stripe, the separate cutoff, and the chair position beside the truck. Cole watched her reach each control from her seat, keeping her sleeve clear of the pendant guard and the dangerous recoil lane beyond her boots.

“Same response?” she asked.

“Same limits,” he said. “New ground. We check every one here.”

They fed the bridles over on the one messenger line Tom had counted with the rig. Cole watched through the camera while Sloane and Leon secured them at two separate visible frame points. Tom connected the primary winch line to one. Ada routed the secondary through its own pulley to the other. It would catch a failed primary passively; nobody would haul on it until Tom called the change.

Sloane directed Cole's camera toward the rear frame while Leon moved his hand along the first bridle. Cole caught the paint edge and called stop before Leon reached the doubled section. Sloane named the frame point while his helper held the clear camera angle. Yesterday's Perception point brought that same supported rigging check from twenty-nine to thirty. The webbing looked clean from that angle, but a strip of blue paint had folded beneath it.


[COLE FRAME CHECK: PERCEPTION22 + CLIMBING & RIGGING6 + ASSIST2 = 30. DIFFICULTY30. PRIOR SCORE29.]



“Move the paint clear,” Cole said. “I need the frame, not the body panel.”

Leon lifted the loose strip with his socket wrench, exposing the painted frame underneath. The frame held it. The paint stayed clear. Cole exhaled and called the next camera angle while Sloane described the other frame point. He would rather annoy the people he meant to save than discover that distinction when they began moving. Sloane and Leon retreated. Both went inside.

At the turnout, her helper positioned Mara's chair beside the secondary rope. Her sleeve stayed behind the pendant guard while she followed the line toward its pulley. She pointed to the ordinary witness cable Tom had stretched across the view.

“Those will meet if the rope takes a load.”

Tom sighted along her finger. “It's slack now.”

“And it changes angle when it stops being slack.”

His helper positioned Cole's chair beside hers, outside the marked recoil lane. The secondary rope would straighten toward the bus frame, lifting across the witness cable before it reached the pulley. A steady-looking stripe could become a snag precisely when the primary failed. He'd checked each line. He'd missed their crossing.

“Good catch,” he said.

“Keep saying that. I like it.”

“I'm trying to keep you interested.”

“Try harder. I haven't charged for the sleeves yet.”

Cole grinned despite the heat rising under his collar as she leaned toward him. Her crooked smile caught him before he could find a clever answer of his own. He wanted that smile after the bus came home, with her injured arm resting and a door between them and the radios. The rope shifted beside her. He called the next recoil check while the helper drew his chair clear.

Tom and the helper lowered the witness cable below the recovery rope. Sloane confirmed she could still see its stripe. Mara watched the angle through the first light tension while Tom kept the independent cutoff ready. Both lines cleared. Cole sighted along the loaded rope toward the bus frame before he allowed the proof load to increase. Her new point had caught a visible fault; it still took two people moving real cable to remove it.

The witness stripes remained visible during the static proof. Tom loaded the separate lines below their rated limits while Sloane watched the frame. Mara stopped at the marked tension, set the drum brake, and released the pendant. The plate held. The frame stayed still. Ada checked her separate support. Tom unloaded the proof and returned both lines to slack.

The winch meter read 100 amp-hours, down two from the 102 left after rehearsal. Tom recorded the battery draw beside the actual proof load, checking the meter twice. He isolated the electric motor again. Mara could reach the brake beside an idle motor.

Cole pointed out the finish through the camera: rear suspension supported on the reinforced curb, secondary braked against sideways roll, frame stripe steady. A drum-brake pause below that position would stop the pull, not finish the bus hold. Shifting attachments, a changed frame stripe, anyone entering the cable lane or Sloane’s stop would end the response. Mara repeated the finish and every abort before Cole armed it for this bus and these operators.


[FAILOVER RESPONSE: ARMED.]
[ACTIVATIONS: NONE.]



Cole and Mara ate their two reserved field portions. June ate one canine packet from her three, then drank from their remaining water. Four field adults used a liter each, and June drank one, leaving six of their eleven liters. Mara tucked the two remaining dog-food packets beyond June's reach.

Della called with the medical drivers' daily close. It was two on Day62. At noon, C had reached 2.8 gallons and Pike held 3.25. Both operators shut down for the ten-minute refill: 9.6 for C, twelve for Pike. County stock fell from 223.2 to 201.6. After restarting at 12:10 and running 110 minutes, C held 11.6666667 gallons; Pike held 14.3333333. Left unfilled, they would stop at 19:10 and 18:40 tomorrow. Food and rest had restored no Stamina; Cole, June and Mara each retained three.

The counted food reached people after it reached storage. The day's 329 portions included Cole's and Mara's held meals. Della counted those once. Cole read the close beside the trailer while Mara held her place at the controls behind the cut.


[DAY 62 FOOD CLOSE: 1,985 − 329 = 1,656 PERSON-DAYS.]
[SUPPORTED PEOPLE: 329. FOOD DAYS: 5.0.]
[COLE XP: 740 + 260 = 1,000 / 2,000.]
[JUNE XP: 580 + 200 = 780 / 1,600.]
[MARA XP: 100 + 90 = 190 / 1,000.]



Five days of food had cost them a route test, a long haul, and a beast that now timed its blows to their movement. Cole watched its head turn back toward the overpass. June lay on her held deck beside his calf, silent again. The speed plate in the creature's shoulder rotated until its painted eye faced the bus.

“It has the support,” Sloane said.

The eastern slab dropped beneath the wheels. The rear window tilted. Its wheel blocks remained fixed against the concrete. The brakes hadn't failed. The road carrying them had.

The System flashed an order to take the load. Cole's shoulder throbbed; the prompt shouted over Sloane's voice. Yesterday's Will point let him hold the stop through that distraction instead of passing on its order.


[COLE COMMAND HOLD: WILL25 + EMERGENCY COMMAND9 − PAIN4 = 30. DIFFICULTY30. PRIOR SCORE29.]



He raised the receiver. “Mara, watch your witness.” The school bus began to slide.
Chapter 87: The Deputy's One Job

June barked from her held deck. Cole's helper hauled his chair against the trailer before the ledge dropped into the drain.

His watch still showed two on Day62. His uninjured hand caught the trailer axle while the helper braced his chair. Concrete fragments hammered the drainage channel. Their climbing rope tightened across his harness, dragging his hip toward the corroded cabinet hinge. He raised a fist at Tom. That harness connector could jam. The corroded hinge would trap him above the channel.

“Hold the retreat rope. It's caught on the cabinet hinge.” Tom stopped hauling while June's carrier drew her deck onto the dry inner shelf. Cole's helper shifted his chair until the rope sagged clear of the hinge. Between them and the recovery truck, black water churned beneath the collapsed ledge. Farther east, the bus slid beneath the fractured span. Its white roof scraped the reinforced beam. The rear wheels shifted with their concrete blocks still underneath them.

“Mara, take it.” The words left him before he could look for another route. His helper might carry him back if the remaining stone held. Twenty-four people would reach the water first. Mara already sat beside the pendant in her helper-positioned chair. She had stopped the unstable pull that morning, then found the crossed recovery lines.

“Taking the bus hold,” she answered. “Tom, clear the recoil lane.”

“Recoil lane clear. Electric motor live.”

Sloane shouted over the radio. “We want the recovery pull. The suspension's dropping.”

His helper raised the camera at Cole's direction. Leon braced against the forward seats while Ruth wrestled the loose baggage underneath them. The bus had a crooked aisle and no safe place to stand. Through the fractured aluminum body, Cole could follow the sideways displacement of its rear suspension against the reinforced column while Ruth pushed the adults toward the remaining seats. The blue bodywork dropped past the overpass. Its frame markings disappeared.

Amber outlined Mara's hand. Her thumb stayed poised. Her compression bandage stayed against her ribs. The drum started turning.


[FAILOVER I: ACTIVATED.]
[BUS HOLD. TRAINED DEPUTY: MARA.]
[ACTIVATIONS: 0 + 1 = 1. AUTHORITY TRANSFER: 0.]



The cable pulled taut. Its whine shook Cole. Mara eased the bus uphill. The front axle approached the concrete beam. She released the pendant there. The axle could settle without hammering the structure overhead. Tom called the tension reading. Sloane called each passenger. They left the rear.

His helper kept the chair against the trailer axle while frightened voices filled the gaps between the winch calls he remembered from rehearsal. Mara already had Tom's load readings and Sloane's people in her ear. Another instruction could bury her warning, so he kept the camera on the rear suspension.

“Front axle's clear,” Sloane said. “Rear's still dropping.”

“Leon, bring the passengers forward. Keep the damaged aisle seam empty.”

Mara's voice stayed low. Leon herded the first row forward while one man clung to his pack. Ruth kicked the pack beneath a seat. The man followed his baggage until the passenger floor shifted underneath him.

“Marry your luggage later,” Ruth snapped. “You're blocking the damned aisle.” His helper steadied the camera against the axle as the creature's fingers closed around the fractured support beneath the bus. Guardrail fingers peeled through reinforced concrete, spilling fragments between the wheels as the creature searched beneath the suspension. The cable’s load rose.

Green spanned the gap. Cole could see water.


[WARDEN RETURN: AVAILABLE.]
[DIRECT COMMAND RECOMMENDED.]



Water showed through the glowing projection joining the fractured ledge to the turnout. Her carrier held June's deck beside the trailer tire. She sniffed the air above the projection and turned her back, ears pointed toward Mara.

“Scout vetoes your bridge,” Cole told the radio.

“Excellent dog,” Mara said. “Stay beside her, Captain.” He closed the prompt. The primary cable already whined under the shifting suspension. That hollow bridge would leave Mara rescuing him too. Tom's retreat rope ended at the fractured ledge.

Mara pulsed the electric winch until the rear axle cleared the shattered wheel block. Tom called stop. She set the drum brake before the suspension struck the overhead beam. The rear still hung below their declared finish; this was a pause in the pull. Beneath that frame, the black hand opened while the motor fell silent.

“Remaining battery,” she said.

“Ninety amp-hours. Ten used. Still isolated from the truck.”

Two minutes of loaded pulls had taken the winch from 100 amp-hours to ninety. Starting the diesel would move the recovery truck; it wouldn't recharge the separate battery. Cole looked at the beast's head as its painted eye turned toward the primary line. The creature's jaw opened beneath a row of corroded license plates.

“Tom, get behind the embankment. The primary's about to snap.” The creature caught the loaded line between its teeth. Its fractured jaw clamped down. The primary tightened. One steel strand whipped against the creature's cheek.

His helper drew the chair behind the wheel while Cole ducked his head. Steel cracked across the highway. The freed cable whipped above the turnout. It gouged the recovery plate before dropping beyond Mara's marked lane. The severed bus end vanished into the creature's mouth. Its lips shredded against the steel strands. Black blood bubbled between exposed teeth and spattered the blue door.

The bus fell sideways, wrenching the first frame bridle toward the ruined door.

Ada's separate rope snapped straight through its own pulley as the second frame bridle took the weight. The webbing bit against painted steel, swinging the bus toward the broken curb with its rear wheels suspended above the drainage basin. Glass exploded from a window. Frightened passengers screamed before Sloane shouted them back from the tilted aisle.

“All passengers here. Hold that secondary.”

“Holding the secondary,” Ada said. “Nobody touches mine.” Its pre-rigged catch had taken the weight without a hauling call. Tom killed the winch motor at the separate cutoff while Mara released the pendant. “Primary dead. Change to secondary. No haul until the frame is visible,” Tom called. Cole watched her draw the pendant against her hip, away from the fragments crossing the turnout, while the compression bandage stayed protected beneath her injured elbow. Amber surrounded her free hand while stripped primary strands lay across the asphalt. She called the primary dead. Cole checked the second attachment beneath the loose blue panel.

The System offered another pull through the primary that lay severed across the road.


[PRIMARY DRIVE: RESUME.]



“It can chew the restart button,” Mara said.

“That primary already fed it,” Tom answered. Cole called the camera angle until the second bridle came into focus. The webbing rested against the frame above the cleared witness cable. Mara's gap remained open. He pictured the snag they would have left there without her warning. The bus would have jerked twice, once for the falling axle and once for their own mistake.

The truck end lay motionless. Its bus end remained in the creature’s teeth, grinding steel with black blood bubbling around its gums. The primary line was gone.

“Frame held,” Cole said. “Your correction held.”

Mara breathed into the receiver. “Compliments afterward, Cole. It's still chewing.”

“I'm making a reservation.”

“Reserve dinner where we still have windows.” He grinned against the freezing axle. Her hand had stayed on the right controls while the world came apart around her. He wanted to touch those fingers, kiss her knuckles, and tell her without a radio how relieved he was to hear her breathing. The camera shook in his helper's hands. Cole directed the lens back to the frame while his shoulder ached against the chair. The helper braced it against the axle until the trembling suspension came into focus.

“Cole, rear frame mark's hidden,” Mara said. “I can't judge the suspension when Ada moves.”

The hanging road sign hid the frame stripe from the turnout. Cole could see it through the gap beside the trailer, but the crushed bus roof filled his camera picture whenever the body rocked. His warning would arrive after the dangerous movement started. Ada needed a fixed reference before she eased the load onto the curb.

Della brought the fuel crew behind the western cut while the broken primary lay dead. Tom set one of his two recovery cans beneath their hose, keeping the other empty beside the truck. The metered county issue filled that can with two gallons, dropping reserve from 201.6 to 199.6. He emptied both gallons into his truck, raising its tank from two to four, then returned the empty can beside its partner.

“Keep the diesel behind the embankment,” Mara said. “Don't attract those teeth through my station.”

Tom checked the turnout. His fingers hovered above the ignition. The crew withdrew with the hose while Sloane kept her people forward, leaving Mara's chair behind the truck's protected corner with the pendant in her good hand.

The pendant's amber light brightened as the broken line settled. Another green route offered Mara Cole's Warden controls above the broken climbing route. He held his fist closed beside the camera.

“Does that projection give you the whole menu?”

“Enough to wreck this recovery.”

“Can you dismiss the other controls?”

Radio voices quieted. The bus creaked on Ada's rope while Mara found the edge of the new display.

“Menu gone. The manual brake hasn't moved.” Cole let his hand open. His own class had taken weeks of dangerous choices to become useful. The unfamiliar controls could interrupt Mara's rehearsed response. Twenty-four people would pay for her first mistake. Her familiar response gave him room to solve the problem beneath his boots without leaving her brake unattended.

“No recovery pull without a clear reference,” Mara said.

“We can hold this secondary,” Ada answered. “We can't camp underneath it.” His helper lowered the camera, keeping its strap clear of Cole's connector. June growled from her deck beside an opening above the drain. Her carrier lowered her nose near the dry grit around its sleeve.

The helper positioned his chair where Cole could follow the inspection sleeve through the concrete beneath the fallen ledge. The opposite opening faced the turnout. His shoulders could never fit through that narrow inspection bore. A line could pass beneath the cabinet hinge without touching the sharp steel that had caught their climbing rope.

“Tom, below your spare probe. Inspection sleeve. June found the opposite opening.” Tom's remaining steel probe appeared through the sleeve while Cole moved his hand clear. Tom withdrew it, tied their existing messenger line around its shaft, then pushed it through the narrow bore until Cole could reach the knot. Cole unfastened the messenger without snagging the point. Tom recovered the steel probe.

“You replacing her treats with a truck?” Tom asked.

“She'd murder the upholstery.” June sneezed grit onto Cole's wrist while he scratched beneath her collar. The sleeve passed below the falling edge. Concrete separated their hands from the loaded recovery ropes. Her carrier held June's deck behind his knee. Tom recovered the messenger end from the bus rig.

“Send the witness cable,” Cole said. “The same one. Bring it clear of both ropes first.” Tom detached the ordinary witness cable from the turnout sightline, checked that it lay below the secondary, and tied its end to the messenger. The helper drew it through the sleeve while Cole watched the sharp rim. The old cabinet coil stayed beside the swollen binders. The soaked insulation had cracks along its weathered surface.

With the helper holding the unloaded end, Cole made one short good-hand knot around the trailer axle. One Stamina paid for it, taking three to two. The long straight section stayed visible beside the rear frame stripe. Tom secured the other end at the turnout. The witness stayed clear of the secondary's lane and loaded rope. The white frame stripe could move against that fixed reference. The lower angle put the aluminum roof above his sightline.

His helper braced the camera against the axle below Cole's knee. Cole directed the lens until the rear frame stripe appeared beneath the crushed roof. Cable and stripe shared the lower sightline. Della checked their position through the receiver from the overlook, calling both references to Mara while Tom kept his load meter beside the controls. Plain cable joined sound attachments while the frame moved against it.

“Frame stripe below the reference,” Della said. “Picture's clear.”

“And if your picture freezes again?” Mara asked.

“Cole watches the suspension. I watch his picture. Either warning stops the recovery.”

“Then we ease onto the reinforced curb. Ada, take an inch.” The secondary moved while Cole watched the frame stripe climb toward his witness. A corner of the curb peeled away beneath the rear tire, turning slowly in the camera's view before he called stop. Mara repeated him while Ada held the rope and Sloane cleared the bench.

Ruth appeared at the rear window. “We're running out of front.”

“Middle seats, opposite the broken wheel,” Cole said. “Keep their feet clear of that seam.”

“I heard him,” Sloane said. “Leon, make room. Ruth, bring them two at a time.” The creature swallowed part of the primary before leaning its shoulder against the bus. Its ribs scraped the slab overhead while its hand pressed down, lowering the frame stripe beside Cole's fixed reference. Moving the adults had bought them inches. The creature shoved. The suspension dropped again.

“Stop the recovery,” he said. “Its shoulder's adding weight.”

Ada held the secondary while Tom's diesel started behind the western embankment. The eye turned west. Armored fingers loosened. Cole watched the wrist through the camera before calling another inch.

“Diesel's drawing aggro,” he said. “Keep it behind the embankment.” Tom kept the engine running while the creature turned its head toward him. Its fingers pressed the suspension without following its eye. The frame stripe dropped. Steel strands rattled. Its teeth clicked. It could track another engine without releasing its trapped passengers.

June placed a forepaw on Cole's boot from her held deck and faced the inspection sleeve, barking at the scraping underneath the bus. Her ears flattened before the beast shifted its guardrail foot against the reinforced slab. Concrete grated against its armored ribs and forced the gripping fingers open, holding its wrist against the reinforced edge until it could move its shoulder clear. The wrist rotated. Cole tracked it through the camera.

There. The thing had to reset its grip.

“Ada, on my call. Brief recovery pull, then brake.” The ribs scraped overhead while June's claws tightened against Cole's boot.

“Now.” The secondary moved through the pulley while the creature's armored fingers opened. The rear axle settled against the curb's reinforced face. The stripe climbed. Cole called an immediate stop. Mara stopped the crew before the creature's palm struck the space where the wheel had hung above the drain.

The creature hammered. The upper door crumpled. Blue sheet metal folded around its armored fingers. Leon scrambled behind a seat as a jagged fragment punched through the glass above him. Cole kept the camera on the frame, forcing his eyes away from the man's bent head until Sloane called him clear.

The first recovery pull had changed the fight. The recovery rope crossed above the creature's shoulder, beyond its teeth, while the concrete beneath the rear suspension took part of the load that had dragged the adults toward the drain. The reinforced curb supported the rear suspension. The creature had to reach around the damaged tire. Cole watched its plated elbow rotate beyond the camera's edge. If they kept hauling until it corrected that angle, its next shoulder thrust would twist the suspension across Ada's secondary.

“Ruth, can you locate its fingers?”

“Under my seat. I'd take the luggage.”

“Stay behind the forward seats. Sloane, tell me when that elbow clears your window.”

“Its elbow's grinding against the window. The whole rear row can hear it. Wait.” Cole waited with June's paw resting on his boot from the held deck. The dog faced the inspection sleeve, following the scraping beneath the diesel. Her muzzle turned before the next scrape. Cole eased the lens toward the wrist, watching the finger joints straighten while the reinforced slab trapped its elbow against the tire.

Its armor had made a bottleneck. They could shift the passenger weight during that awkward reset. Mara had to brake before the elbow cleared the concrete.

“Another recovery pull?” Ada asked.

“Same opening when the elbow resets. Wait for it.” June growled through the next scrape while Cole watched the fingers opening beneath the door. He called Ada into that narrow interval, keeping his helper's camera view on the axle until Mara stopped them with the frame stripe at the witness cable's upper edge. The rear suspension settled against the reinforced curb with its damaged tires clear of the falling fragments. The bus had stopped falling, but its buckled suspension could never carry twenty-four passengers through the ruined approach.

“Brake the secondary,” Mara said. “Nobody moves the recovery line.” Sloane set the mechanical bus brake again while Ada held the secondary. Ruth moved the last pair off the rear bench. Tom moved the truck. The diesel rattled west. The creature followed the engine noise, but its armored fingers remained hooked beneath the bus door.

The next scrape passed. The stripe stayed level. He called that frame position to Della at the receiver while Sloane checked the rear axle through her own window. The creature hammered the suspension again. The reinforced curb took the downward pressure while Ada's secondary prevented a sideways roll.

Mara confirmed their declared finish: rear suspension on the reinforced curb, secondary braked, frame stripe steady. She closed the response.


[TOTAL FAILOVER RESPONSES COMPLETED: 1 ORDINARY + 1 FEATURE-ASSISTED = 2.]
[BUS HELD. EXTRACTION INCOMPLETE.]



Cole rested his forehead against the axle until the freezing steel numbed his skin. Sloane counted twenty-four passenger voices while Cole steadied his breathing. June pushed his fingers aside. He scratched her warm chest through the wet fur.

“All twenty-four,” Sloane said. “Keys still belong to us. Can we finally stop moving?”

“Until we reach you,” Mara answered. “Sit beyond the damaged windows. Keep the aisle
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