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Chapter One: What the Morning Kept

The dog found the body before Sophie did, which was how most things went in the valley now. She had learned to read the animal the way she once read weather — the particular stiffness in its haunches, the low pull of its nose toward something the living had left behind — and when she saw it freeze at the tree line that Thursday morning, frost still heavy on the brown grass, she knew without needing to follow that whatever waited in the birch wood was not going to change anything except the number of people she had left to worry about. She followed anyway. That was the thing about after. You followed anyway.

His name had been Carl Messer and he was thirty-one years old and he had survived the Collapse and the fever months and the winter they now called the Long Silence, and he had not survived the walk between the eastern camp and the ridge shelter that he made twice a week with a pack full of dried goods. She stood over him in the pale cold light and did not cry, because she had not cried in eight months, not since her daughter had pressed a folded piece of paper into her palm at the gate of the Traverse City processing camp and told her she would find her again. She had not cried since that moment and she did not think the mechanism was broken, only that it had been placed in a drawer somewhere deep inside her and the drawer was locked and the key was lost and she was not sure she wanted it found.

Carl had been shot once, high in the chest, the exit wound tearing through his pack and taking a bag of cornmeal with it. The meal had scattered in a pale fan across the frozen ground and the dog was nosing at it and she pulled the animal back by its scruff and looked at Carl's face. He had been afraid. That was the worst of it, the thing she always came back to in these moments — that fear was the last expression most people wore and it had a way of lingering on them even in death, like a mask they had been unable to remove. She closed his eyes with two fingers, the skin of his face cold as river clay, and then she stood and looked north toward the ridge and thought about what had to be done.

She had been in the valley for eleven weeks. She had arrived in September with four others, following a rumor that there was a community at the old Halvorsen farm — a real community, not just a collection of frightened people sharing a fence line — and the rumor had been mostly true. There were twenty-six people at the farm when she arrived and there were thirty-one when Carl Messer died and now there were thirty and the number felt like a mouth saying something she didn't want to hear. She had not been elected to anything. She had not asked for any particular authority. But things had a way of organizing themselves around her in the same way water organized itself around stone — she did not seek the role of center, but the role arrived regardless, and she had stopped arguing with it.

She walked back through the birch wood with the dog at her heels and the trees made their dry, clicking sound in the wind and the sky above them was the color of old iron. She was forty-four years old and her name was Sophie Voss and before the Collapse she had been a structural engineer in Marquette, Michigan, which meant she understood the way things held together and the way they failed, and she had found, in the fourteen months since the grid went down and the cities emptied and the government dissolved like salt in warm water, that those two fields of knowledge applied to human communities with a precision that would have surprised her former self. She knew how to read the stress points. She knew where cracks began.

She came out of the trees into the farm's northern field and saw smoke rising from the long house chimney and felt the complicated thing she always felt when she saw that smoke — something between relief and dread, the way a surgeon might feel watching a patient breathe, aware that the breathing was good but also that it was precarious and that precariousness was the permanent condition of everything now. The dog ran ahead and she walked through the frozen field and noticed the gap in the fence on the east side that someone had meant to repair for three weeks and had not repaired, and she made a note of it in the small notebook she kept in her coat pocket, and she went inside.

The long house had been a cattle barn in its previous life and the conversion was visible everywhere — the stall dividers turned into sleeping partitions, the hay loft opened up into a communal sleeping area, the old watering trough converted into a cold storage unit that actually worked better than anyone had expected. There was a woodstove at each end of the building and a central table built from pallets and plywood where people ate and planned and argued and sometimes, on nights when someone found the energy, played cards. It smelled of wood smoke and damp wool and the particular human smell of people living close together without enough hot water, which was a smell Sophie had come to associate not with squalor but with survival, because the dead did not smell like that.

Tom Burrell was at the central table with a mug of something and she sat across from him and said, "Carl's dead," and he put the mug down and was quiet for a moment and then he asked how, and she told him, and he was quiet again. Tom was fifty-seven and had been a high school principal in a previous life and he had the particular quality of certain administrators — a capacity for absorbing bad news without visible collapse — and she had come to rely on that quality the way she relied on the woodstoves. He was not brilliant. He was steady. In the current dispensation, steady was worth more than brilliant.

"North," she said, meaning that whoever had shot Carl had come from the north, which meant the ridge community, which meant the thing they had been trying to avoid naming had arrived at the point where it needed to be named. Tom looked at his mug. There was a young woman named Priya asleep in one of the stall partitions and her breathing was audible in the silence. Outside the wind moved through the eaves with a sound like water.

"We should bring him in," Tom said.

"I know. I'll need two people."

"Give me an hour."

She nodded and stood and went to the stove at the far end and poured herself a cup of the tea that was always on, perpetually steeped to the color of engine oil, and she stood at the frost-furred window and looked out at the field and thought about the ridge community and what they had and what they wanted and what they were willing to do to get it. She had met their leader twice. His name was Doyle and he was the kind of man who had spent his pre-Collapse life dreaming of exactly this scenario — the rules gone, the institutions dissolved, the strong and the prepared inheriting what the soft had lost. She had known men like Doyle in her professional life, men who mistook aggression for competence and volume for wisdom, and she had always found them manageable because the structures around them constrained them. There were no structures now. There was only land and food and weather and will.

She drank her tea and thought about the fence gap in the north field and thought about the twenty-nine people in her care and thought about her daughter's face at the gate of the processing camp, the particular expression of someone who has decided not to show fear in order to spare the person they love, and she thought: not yet. Not today. She would not let it fall apart today.

The dog came and sat by her feet and she reached down and scratched its ear and it made the small sound dogs make when they are comforted, and outside the iron sky pressed down on the frozen valley and the birch trees stood in the cold like witnesses to something they could not report.

She went back to the long house and told the community at dinner what had been found in the birch wood. She did not soften the telling and she did not elaborate beyond the facts, because the community had been through enough to deserve the facts without decoration. The faces around the table received the news with the particular stillness of people who have learned that grief, like cold, is a constant condition of the winter they are living through and not an event to be responded to but a weather to be endured. Frank, the librarian, said a few words about Carl that were genuinely true — that he had been generous with his energy, that he had made the walk between the eastern camp and the ridge shelter without complaint twice a week in the cold because the camp needed what he carried, that the community was smaller for his absence. She had not planned to say anything more than she'd already said but she found herself adding that Carl had known the risk and taken it anyway, which was the definition of a specific kind of courage that the world they were in required more of than any of them had expected when they arrived in the valley. She did not call it heroism because heroism was a word that required a narrative frame that their situation did not yet have. She called it necessary. She said he had done the necessary thing and it had cost him what it cost him and they would remember it. Then she asked Tom to go over the following day's work assignments because the day's work was the most honest available form of tribute, and Tom did, and the evening went on.

She thought that night about the fence gap in a way she hadn't thought about it in the daylight — not as a maintenance problem but as a symptom, the kind of symptom that a careful diagnostician learned to take seriously not because the symptom itself was catastrophic but because of what the symptom indicated about the underlying system. A fence gap that had not been repaired in three weeks was a gap in attention, and gaps in attention were the first thing to go in communities under sustained stress. Not incompetence, not laziness — people were working very hard — but the narrowing of focus that happened when the load was high, the way peripheral tasks became invisible when the central ones demanded everything. She had managed this in her professional life by maintaining explicit maintenance schedules that did not rely on someone's attention to trigger action but instead generated their own reminders on a fixed cycle. She would do that here. She would sit down with Tom tomorrow and build the schedule and the schedule would include the fence gap and twenty-three other items she could already identify that had been deferred. The schedule would make the peripheral visible again.

The evening ended as evenings ended now — not with the rituals of the old world, the television and the scrolling and the lights that stayed on past any practical need — but with the fire burning down and the lamp wicks lowered and the people finding their sleeping places in the dark and the farm going quiet in the specific way of a place that is genuinely tired, tired in every board and beam and person, tired in the good way of a day fully used. She lay in her partition and listened to the settling and she thought about Carl Messer and she thought about the fence gap and she thought about the thirty people on the other side of the partitions and the walls and she thought: tomorrow. Keep going. She closed her eyes.

Chapter Two: The Ridge

They buried Carl Messer on the south side of the farmhouse where the ground was softest and where three others already lay — a woman named Helen who had died of an infected tooth in October, a man named Soo-Jin who had simply not woken up one morning in November with no explanation anyone could find, and a boy of seventeen whose name had been Marcus and whose death Sophie would not yet think about directly because it still had the quality of a wound that could reopen if she pressed it. She said a few words over Carl because no one else stepped forward to say them and she was aware, as she spoke, of the way the gathered faces had changed over the months she had known them — the slow erosion of a particular kind of softness that was not weakness but was something essential, some belief in the provisional nature of difficulty, and watching it go was like watching the color leach out of a photograph.

After the burial she asked Tom and a man named Garrett to come with her to the ridge, and Garrett asked why it had to be him and she said because you're the best shot we have and he looked at her for a moment and then went to get his rifle. Garrett had been a plumber in Houghton and he was a quiet, watchful man of forty-two who had survived the fever months by retreating into the Upper Peninsula woods with his brother, and his brother had not made it back out, and Garrett had emerged from the forest in July with a reserve of silence that he had not yet spent. He was not a warm man but he was reliable in the way of tools that have been made for a specific purpose and she valued that.

The ridge was four miles north and they walked it in two hours, the trail winding through second-growth maple and pine, crossing the creek twice on logs that had been placed as bridges by persons unknown. The sky stayed gray and low and the wind dropped to almost nothing as they climbed, which made the cold more bearable but also made the silence more total, and in that silence Sophie found herself listening for the particular absence of sound that meant human presence — the held breath of a landscape being watched. She did not hear it but that did not mean it wasn't there.

The ridge community occupied what had been a hunting camp, expanded over the past year into something more permanent — a cluster of cabins and lean-tos connected by muddy paths, a central fire pit that burned even in daylight, a storage building padlocked with a chain that looked newer than everything around it. There were perhaps forty people and when Sophie counted them, as she always did, she noted the ratio of men to women was unbalanced in the way that suggested a system of admission that was not neutral, and she noted the number of people who carried weapons openly and the number who did not, and she noted the faces that watched her arrival with curiosity versus those that watched it with calculation, and she sorted all of this into the notebook she kept in her head, the one she never wrote down because the writing down of certain things made them too real too fast.

Doyle came out of the largest cabin while they were still picking their way through the outer perimeter, which meant he had been watching for them, which meant he had expected them, which meant that Carl Messer's death had been intentional and not incidental and the message it was meant to send had been sent with the expectation of exactly this visit. Sophie stood in the frozen mud of the camp's central clearing and watched him walk toward her and she thought: he is pleased with himself. That was the most dangerous kind of person in the new world — not the desperate ones, not even the cruel ones, but the ones who were pleased with themselves, who had mistaken the collapse of civilization for a personal vindication.

He was perhaps fifty, with the kind of weathered, deliberate physicality of a man who had spent the pre-Collapse years preparing for this and wanted you to know it. He wore good gear — wool and canvas, nothing synthetic, the kind of choices that signaled forethought — and his hair was cropped close and his eyes were the pale, unreadable color of winter ice. He looked at her and then at Tom and then at Garrett, who was carrying his rifle in the particular way that meant it was accessible without being threatening, and he smiled the smile of a man who knows the hand he's holding.

"Sophie," he said, as if they were neighbors running into each other at a market.

"Carl Messer," she said.

"Carl Messer walked through our territory without permission."

"There is no your territory. The valley is open."

He looked at her with an expression of patient amusement, the expression of someone explaining something to a child, and she felt the particular anger she always felt in the presence of that expression — not a hot anger but a cold, focused one, like a seam of ore running through rock. "The valley was open," he said. "Things change."

She had thought about what to say on the walk up and she had decided that argument was not available to her here, not yet, because argument required a shared premise and she and Doyle did not share premises. What she had instead was information and the performance of calculation, the visible act of an intelligent person assessing options. She looked around the camp again, slowly, letting him see her look. She looked at the storage building with its new padlock and she looked at the ratio of armed men to everyone else and she looked at the faces that were watching from the doorways of the cabins and she looked back at Doyle.

"What do you want?" she said.

He seemed pleased by the directness, pleased in the way that told her he had prepared an answer. "Your southern fields," he said. "The ones along the creek. And a share of whatever you put up this fall."

"That's the farm's food supply."

"Part of it. You've got more than you need."

This was not true and she suspected he knew it was not true, which meant the demand was not really about the food. She thought about what it was really about and she thought the most likely answer was that it was about what most conflicts in the new world were about, which was not resources but power, the establishment of a hierarchy that someone needed in order to feel located in a world that had lost its maps. Doyle needed subordinates the way some people needed air — not because subordinates were useful but because the subordination itself confirmed something about himself that he could no longer get from the old world's systems of status.

"I'll bring it to the group," she said.

"You do that." He paused. "Don't take too long."

She held his gaze for three more seconds, the exact amount of time that communicated neither submission nor aggression, and then she turned and walked back toward the trail with Tom and Garrett behind her. No one stopped them. She walked with her hands loose at her sides and her breathing even and she did not look back. Behind her she heard Doyle say something to someone in a low voice and then there was laughter, the particular laughter of men who have decided they are winning.

They were a mile down the trail before anyone spoke. Tom said, "The southern fields," and she said yes, and he said, "That's a quarter of our spring capacity," and she said yes, and he was quiet for a while and then he said, "What are we going to do?" She thought about the answer and the answer had several parts and she was not ready to say all of them, so she said the part she was ready for.

"We're going to talk to the other camps," she said. "The Morrison family on the eastern slope and the people at the old mill. And whoever else we can find. Carl wasn't the only one he's made demands of." Tom walked beside her in silence for a while. Garrett was five paces behind, moving quietly, watching the trees on both sides of the trail with the focused inattention of someone who has trained himself to see without appearing to. The light was thickening now toward mid-afternoon, the gray sky deepening, and she thought they would make it back before dark if they kept pace.

"And if talking doesn't work?" Tom asked.

She kept walking. The frozen leaves crackled under her boots and the creek below them murmured through its ice collar and somewhere up in the pines a bird made a sound once and then stopped. She thought about twenty-nine people in a converted barn and a field of frozen ground that would be soft again in April and the gap in the north fence and her daughter's face at the gate.

"Then we deal with what comes next," she said.

The walk back to the farm took forty minutes longer than the walk out because she stopped twice — once at the top of the second creek crossing to sit on a log for three minutes and do nothing but breathe and look at the water moving under the ice, which was a practice she had developed not from any spiritual inclination but from the engineering habit of checking your own instruments before trusting them with load-bearing decisions, and her instruments were showing stress she needed to calibrate before she went back into the farm and continued being the person the farm required her to be — and once at the north field fence gap, where she crouched and examined the damage more carefully than she had on the way out. The gap was not casual. The fence had been cut, the wire deliberately separated rather than broken by weather or impact, and the cut was clean in the way of a tool rather than rough in the way of nature. She sat with this information for a moment and thought about what it meant and when it had been done and whether it was connected to Carl or a separate thing, and the answer to the last question was that she did not know yet and not knowing was not acceptable. She took out her notebook and wrote: fence gap north field — deliberate cut — assess when — check other perimeters. Then she stood and walked back to the farm with the information filed in the proper place and began the process of what came next.

She thought about Doyle's smile on the walk home and she thought about the specific category of smile it had been, the smile of a man who had decided the situation confirmed what he already believed about how the world worked, which was that strength prevailed and the strong deserved what they took. She had known men who smiled that way and she had learned that the smile was useful information not because it told her what the man was thinking — that was obvious — but because it told her what he was not thinking, which was the possibility that he was wrong. Men who smiled that way had stopped considering the possibility of their own error and the stopping was their structural weakness, the place where the crack would eventually open. She did not need him to be wrong right now. She needed him to believe he was right long enough for her to build what needed to be built, and then she needed the crack to open at exactly the right moment, and she thought she could probably manage that if she was careful and patient and did not let herself believe he was simpler than he was.

She sat for a moment more on the log at the creek before she stood and walked the last mile to the farm, and in that sitting she let herself acknowledge the thing she rarely acknowledged, which was that she was tired, not in the way of someone who needed sleep but in the deeper way of someone who had been carrying a large load for a long time. She put the acknowledgment away. It was real and it was hers and it was not the right time for it. The right time would come eventually and she would find it when it did. For now there was the farm and the thirty people and the work and she stood and walked.

Chapter Three: The Morrison Family

The eastern slope took an hour and a half by the lower trail and she went alone the following morning, leaving Tom to manage the day's work and Garrett to watch the perimeter, which was not a role they had assigned him formally but which he had assumed in the way certain people assumed roles in crisis — not by appointment but by nature, the same way water found the lowest point. The morning was clear and searingly cold, the kind of cold that burned in the sinuses and made the light sharp-edged and particular, and she walked the lower trail with the dog beside her and thought about what she knew of the Morrisons and what she didn't.

There were four of them — a father named Dale who had run the family's logging operation before the Collapse, his adult son Curtis who had been studying agricultural science at Michigan Tech when everything fell apart, a daughter named Bette who was twenty-six and had been a nurse in Houghton, and a woman named June who was Dale's second wife and who had come to the valley with her own history that Sophie only partially understood. They had been in the valley longer than anyone, had been here when the Halvorsen farm was empty, had watched the community arrive and choose the farm as its base without offering their own land for the purpose, which was a decision Sophie respected without entirely understanding. They were not unfriendly but they were not open. They shared what they could spare and accepted what they needed and maintained a careful distance that might have been independence or might have been fear or might have been something more complex than either.

She had been to their place twice and both times it had been Dale who met her at the gate and Dale who did the talking while Curtis worked in the background and Bette watched from the porch and June was nowhere visible. Dale was a large man, broad in the way of someone who had done physical work his whole life, with a face that had been shaped by weather into something that communicated durability without warmth. He did not dislike her. She did not think he disliked much of anything specifically. He was one of those people who had reduced their emotional engagement with the world as a survival strategy, peeling back the parts that were not load-bearing, keeping only what was necessary to continue. She recognized the strategy because she had used it herself.

The Morrison place was a farmhouse and two outbuildings on fifteen acres of mixed forest and cleared field on the eastern slope. They had a well that still worked. They had a root cellar that was, by the evidence of their continued health, better stocked than their sharing suggested. They had a greenhouse built against the south face of the house that was the most impressive thing Sophie had seen since the Collapse — glass salvaged from somewhere, framed in careful carpentry, running the full forty feet of the house's south side, and inside it, even in November, there were green things growing in long beds. When she had first seen it she had stood in front of it for perhaps thirty seconds longer than was polite, looking at the green, because the green was the color of something she was always on the edge of forgetting.

Dale met her at the gate and she told him about Carl Messer and he listened without expression and then he told her that Doyle's people had taken three weeks of firewood from their south pile two months ago and he had said nothing because he had decided not to. She asked why he had decided not to and he said because starting things was easy and stopping them was hard and he had not yet determined whether starting was worth it. This was a more sophisticated analysis than she had expected and she revised her understanding of him in a small but meaningful way.

She told him what Doyle had asked for at the ridge and Dale looked at the ground for a moment and then looked up and said, "He'll take the fields and then he'll come back." She said yes. He nodded slowly, the nod of a man confirming a thing he has already thought through. "Curtis," he called, and the son appeared around the corner of the house with mud on his hands from some winter soil work, and Dale said, "Come hear this," and Curtis came to the gate and Sophie went through the whole thing again.

Curtis was twenty-three and had the narrowness of young men who are intelligent and know it and are still working out whether their intelligence is a tool or a identity. He had spent his agricultural science training in exactly the period when the old models of farming were being most seriously questioned — soil biology, regenerative systems, the critique of industrial monoculture — and the Collapse had dropped him into a context where that knowledge was not academic. He had turned the Morrison acreage into something that should not have been possible in the northern Upper Peninsula, coaxing productivity from soil that had been dismissed as marginal for decades. She had heard about this from others but seeing the greenhouse had made her take the reports more seriously.

He listened to her account of the ridge meeting and then he said, "How many people does Doyle have that would actually fight?" and it was such a precise and unsentimental question that she felt a brief, sharp affection for him. She said she estimated perhaps fifteen men who were both capable and willing, and a smaller number of women in similar category. Curtis nodded and said, "And us?" She said that across the three communities she knew of — the farm, the Morrisons, and the mill people — there were perhaps sixty adults of whom perhaps a third had some relevant capacity. He looked at his father and his father looked at his hands.

"The mill people," Dale said. "You know them?"

"Some. I know the
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