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      My digital watch rolled over to exactly 8:00 PM when the grid died.

      One second the street hummed with it. Air conditioners. Porch lights. The blue flicker of televisions behind drawn curtains. The low electrical pulse of a neighborhood that ran on money and comfort. The absolute certainty that the lights would always come back on.

      Then nothing.

      The pop had been massive. Metallic. A sound like a transformer eating itself somewhere out on Route 9. One hard crack and then silence so total it had physical weight.

      High-vis vest. Tactical Maglite. Notebook in the left cargo pocket, pen clipped to the right.

      I had been finishing my 7:45 patrol sweep when the grid went. Standing at the end of my driveway. Perfectly positioned.

      As if I’d known.

      I hadn’t known the power would fail. But the street was already fracturing.

      Ten minutes before the lights went out, Evelyn Marsh stepped onto her dark porch. Tapped out a message on a cheap plastic cell phone—definitely not from the Apple store—and slipped back inside to her dinner party.

      Five minutes after that, Linda Patterson marched out of her front door and straight across the asphalt toward Mark and Erin’s house, looking like a woman on her way to an execution.

      I hadn’t known the grid was about to blow.

      But I was ready for it.

      That was the difference between everyone else on this street and me.

      They reacted. I was already in position.

      The Maglite came up.

      The beam hit Number 4 first. The Kellermans.

      Through the front window, two shapes lurched room to room. Phones out. Flashlight apps cast weak, blue-white shadows. Gerald Kellerman walked into what was probably a side table. The shape staggered. Grabbed the wall.

      I watched.

      The beam moved to Number 12. The Millers.

      Through the kitchen window, Brian Miller was already yanking open his stainless-steel freezer, panic-loading expensive cuts of meat into a cooler, while his wife Diane frantically dialed a cell phone that had no signal.

      Typical.

      The predictable, frantic energy of people who had never once prepared for anything.

      A faint, metallic click sounded from the dark above them. Like an aluminum window screen popping loose.

      I didn't bother panning the flashlight up to the second floor. It was probably just the wind, or a raccoon on the roofline. I kept the beam locked on the kitchen, savoring the helpless panic in Brian's face.

      I thought I was the only one in control tonight.

      I was wrong.

      The beam moved to Number 6. The Parkers.

      A door cracked open. No lights behind it. Just dark.

      The Parker woman. Robe, no shoes, phone held up like a lantern.

      "That you, Arthur?"

      The beam didn't stop moving.

      "Go inside, Carol."

      The door clicked shut.

      This was the thing about a blackout. The thing none of them understood yet. The things everyone was doing right now. Fumbling for candles. Calling the power company on phones that would be dead in three hours.

      A blackout was an equalizer.

      Every security system on this street ran on grid power. Every camera. Every floodlight. Every alarm panel with its false sense of security and authority. All of it dark now. All of it useless.

      These people had spent enormous sums of money making themselves feel safe.

      The money was with the security companies. The safety was gone.

      The beam swept across Number 8. Mark's house. The physician. Second floor office window glowed faint with the pale light of a laptop screen.

      He was up there, then. Probably panicking about his battery percentage. Probably calling Erin's name into the hallway.

      Erin wasn't answering.

      I didn't know that specifically. I knew the architecture of their arguments.

      You watched a marriage long enough, you learned its patterns.

      The way she went downstairs when he went up. The way she sought out other company.

      Greg Patterson, usually. Yes, I said it.

      Golden Retriever Greg. Always ready with a sympathetic smile and a shared beer over the property line. I had watched that particular friendship drift across the boundary of neighborly goodwill months ago.

      Mark was too arrogant to see it, and Linda was too proud to admit it.

      But I saw everything.

      The beam moved.

      Number 10.

      Greg Patterson's house.

      Dark. Completely dark. No movement at the windows. No shapes crossing room to room with their phones held up.

      Still.

      I kept the beam there longer than the others.

      Greg was always the last to react. Controlled man. Methodical. The kind who wouldn't fumble for candles or crowd the window. He would sit very still in whatever room he was already in and wait for the situation to define itself before he moved.

      I respected that, in the abstract.

      The beam dropped.

      I turned.

      The cul-de-sac was mine.

      That was the only way to describe it. The street I’d walked at least once a day for eleven years. Cataloged every deviation, every unfamiliar car, every light left on past midnight.

      The street where no one returned a wave with both hands. Where they smiled the thin smiles of people tolerating a minor inconvenience. Where they called me by my first name in the tone they used for service workers.

      All of it dark now.

      All of them helpless.

      And I was the only one standing in the center of it with a working light and a functioning plan. Plus, eleven years of institutional knowledge about every house, every resident, every habit, every weakness on this block.

      The heat pressed down. Ninety-four degrees at eight PM and not a breath of air anywhere. The humidity turned the night soupy. My vest clung. Sweat tracked down my spine.

      I didn't care.

      The discomfort was fuel. The heat meant they were already suffering inside their sealed, powerless houses. Already reaching for their phones. Already feeling the first edge of something they hadn't felt in years.

      Vulnerability.

      I turned the beam down the street.

      The cul-de-sac curved left at its far end, pulled the last two houses out of the direct sightline from the center. Number 10 behind me. The curve ahead. And at the very end, set back from the road, the dark shape of the last house on the block.

      Number 12.

      Valerie's house.

      Out of town. Had been for three days. I knew her schedule. Not because she told me. Because I paid attention. The absence of her car. The mail stacking. The particular stillness of an empty house that looked different from a house where people were simply sleeping.

      Number 12 was empty.

      The beam hit the front face of it. White siding gone grey in the Maglite's wash. Dark windows. No movement. The front walk perfectly maintained, because Valerie maintained everything, even in absentia.

      My feet had already started moving.

      I walked the curve of the cul-de-sac at a slow pace.

      Past Number 10. Past the narrow gap between properties where the dew-wet grass smelled thick and green in the heat.

      The beam stayed fixed on Number 12.

      I reached the end of the street.

      I stopped at the foot of the front walk.

      The house sat silent above me.

      Empty.

      I looked at the door.
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      I stood at the stone wall and killed the Maglite.

      Darkness slammed in from every direction.

      I didn't move. I let my eyes adjust. Let the night settle around me until the shapes came back. The line of arborvitae along Valerie's property, the iron gate at the side, the faint outline of the stone path leading back toward the house.

      No lights in any window. No movement. Nothing.

      She was gone. I knew that for a fact.

      Tuesday morning, I'd watched her load a single hard-shell carry-on into the back of her Audi. Compact bag. Efficient packer. She'd been on the phone the whole time. Something about a conference, two nights, maybe three. She hadn't noticed me at the mailboxes.

      People rarely did.

      That was the thing about this neighborhood.

      These people spent their entire lives performing for each other. The perfect lawn, the perfect car, the charity auction donation, the casual mention of the Hamptons house. But the moment they stepped outside without an audience, they went completely blind.

      Valerie had not looked at her own street in years.

      Four days since Tuesday. The house had been sitting empty and dark since the grid blew.

      I was simply performing due diligence.

      I unlatched the iron gate and stepped through into the backyard.

      The temperature dropped a degree. Just one, under the arborvitae’s canopy. The grass was damp against my shoes. The smell hit me immediately— roses along the back fence. Something green and overwatered in the planter beds, the rich, dark scent of mulch still holding the day's heat.

      I stopped breathing through my mouth.

      Sound traveled differently back here. No street noise. No distant hum of traffic from the main road. The cicadas were louder. My own heartbeat was louder.

      I noticed it the way you notice a soundtrack — present, insistent, then almost pleasant.

      This wasn't fear.

      Fear was what Brian Miller felt right now, on his knees in front of a melting refrigerator, helpless and sweating. Fear was what happened to people who hadn't prepared. Who hadn't thought ahead. Who hadn't spent years quietly learning the rhythms and routines and vulnerabilities of the people around them.

      This was something else.

      This was the pure, clean thrill of being invisible.

      I crossed the yard from memory. Fourteen steps from the gate to the edge of the patio. I'd counted them before, on the welfare check back in March. The stone path rose slightly underfoot. Now, I slowed. Heel to toe, each step placed with precision.

      No sound.

      The wrought-iron patio furniture sat somewhere to my left. I didn't reach for it. Didn't need it. My hands knew where they were going.

      The ceramic frog sat at the base of the large stone planter on the right side of the patio door.

      I crouched down.

      My fingers swept the base of the planter — gritty stone, damp soil, the rough ceramic curve of the frog's back. I tilted it forward. The small brass key skated across the stone. I
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