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I went out for a run at 5:42.

The decision had already been built into the morning. I went out at that hour almost every day and had for years, unless there was lightning or a fever. I woke without an alarm at 5:18, lay there for a minute looking at the ceiling, went to the bathroom, drank water, put on my shoes, checked my watch, opened the garage door, and left. Habit, when it works, is a cheap form of engineering.

The air was clean and cold, around nine or ten degrees. The sky had only begun to lighten, but the line of trees at the end of the street already had an edge to it. My neighborhood looked the way it always did: low houses, dark roofs, driveways, trimmed lawns, pickup trucks parked as if they had been left on display overnight. Everything appeared to be in place.

I started at an easy pace, with no music.

I never ran with headphones. I liked hearing the surroundings: engines turning over, garage doors, some dog behind a fence, a shutter, the first delivery truck, the dry sound of a newspaper hitting a porch. I listened for information. The neighborhood had a pattern. Every inhabited area does. Even in silence, a place with people in it produces small emissions: friction, ventilation, discharges, footsteps, crying, engines, muffled voices.

A hundred and fifty meters in, I noticed the first anomaly.

“Silence” was the wrong word. There was sound: my footsteps, my breathing, the brush of fabric against my thighs, the faint hum of a transformer on the corner, leaves moving above an oak. Something else had been removed. The animal residue of the place was gone.

I kept jogging.

I turned onto Mayfield, passed the brick house where a yellow Labrador always barked through the fence, and heard nothing. I looked over on reflex. The dog was absent. I assumed they had brought him inside because of the cold, or that he had died sometime earlier and the news had missed me. The second possibility seemed less likely, but I kept moving.

I crossed the avenue by the school without waiting for the light. The road was empty. That had already passed the limits of routine. There was never heavy traffic at that hour, but there was always someone: a nurse, a delivery driver, some idiot going too fast toward a twenty-four-hour gym. I looked both ways out of habit, though the avenue was clear as far as I could see.

I kept going.

The sky had lightened a little more. I could see the yards better. I could see the trees better. I could also see the absence inside them.

The birds were gone.

Their absence reveals itself late because almost nobody really looks at them. They are built into the background of the world like a minor public service. Once removed, the error shows. The wires held no silhouettes. The branches stayed empty. The strip of sky between one roofline and another remained unused. The uneven noise birds make before dawn, that mixture of alarm and routine, had vanished with them.

I slowed down.

Routine had turned into observation.

I looked at my watch. Steady pace. Heart rate only slightly above normal. I had slept well. Fatigue, drowsiness, and low blood sugar had little explanatory value. I had drunk water before leaving. The pressure in my chest was normal. I was oriented. The neighborhood was there. The houses were there. The trees were there. The cars were there. The animals were missing.

I stopped in front of a yard where squirrels usually showed up that time of year. I waited a few seconds. The grass stayed empty. The trunk stayed empty. The wires stayed empty. Even the smallest vibration was missing.

I started jogging again, more slowly this time.

At the end of Mayfield there is a small park with two benches, a crooked basketball hoop, and a fountain that never worked for more than three weeks in a row. There, the morning began to feel less like an anomaly than a system fault.

The park was clean in a way that felt wrong. No bags blowing around, no cans, no pigeon pecking at the ground, none of the skinny dogs that sometimes turned up behind the Baptist church. I walked over to the fountain and put my hand on the concrete edge. It was damp with dew. I touched a fallen leaf. I touched the metal rim. Everything normal. I looked around again, as if looking harder might produce matter.

Nothing.

At the fountain, I finally took out my phone.

No new messages. No calls. Full signal. I opened a news app. It did not load. I opened another. Same thing. I tried the browser. The waiting icon spun for a moment and then stopped. The test proved little. Networks fail for reasons smaller than the apocalypse.

I put the phone away and kept running.

My usual route was 8.4 kilometers. I decided to complete it. Stubbornness had something to do with it, but movement also helped me think. If the neighborhood was wrong, I needed to know whether the neighborhood itself was the problem or whether the problem had a larger scale.

I took the street that ran along the supermarket, crossed the parking lot, and then the second major anomaly appeared: every cart was in place.

A supermarket in the United States is never truly still. There is always an employee, an interior light, a delivery truck, a man cleaning, a badly parked car, an automatic door opening for no one. That parking lot looked rendered. Cars stood in reasonable positions. Carts formed obedient rows, as if someone had finally decided to impose geometric morality. The illuminated signs were still on.

I walked up to the main entrance. The glass doors stayed closed.

Either the sensors failed to detect movement or the doors had lost power. I pressed close to the glass. Emergency lighting glowed dimly in the back. I could make out the aisles. I saw no one. I also saw no rats, no fly trapped between the glass and the frame, none of the living grime any commercial building accumulates even over a few hours.

I knocked on the glass with my knuckles.

The sound was drier than usual. The glass had the same density; the echo had no human presence to receive it.

I said hello out loud.

My voice came back steady, without tremor, bouncing off the nearby surfaces. No one answered. No dog barked from a nearby house. No birds burst off the sign. Nothing small darted under a car.

I turned around slowly.

From where I stood I could see the avenue, the gas station, a fast-food place, a twenty-four-hour pharmacy, and beyond that the line of rooftops in the next neighborhood. Everything was motionless in a way that exceeded ordinary stillness. The place gave the impression that movement itself had been withdrawn.

For the first time I felt a brief current in the back of my neck. Panic had nothing to do with it. My body was registering that the old model no longer worked.

I walked to the gas station. The pumps were on. The prices, frozen on the digital board, were still there. The store doors were open. I went inside.

The climate control was still running.

That stopped me.

A system was still alive, or at least still energized. The refrigerators in the back were humming. Half the ceiling lights were on. Coffee sat behind the counter, dark in the glass pot. Around the pastries there were no flies. Near the lights, no mosquitoes. On the sill, not even the smallest dead insect.

I went behind the counter.

“Hello.”

Nothing.

I held two fingers near the hot plate of the coffeemaker without fully touching it. Warm. Fairly recent, I thought. Less than an hour. Maybe less. I looked at the wall clock behind the register. It read 5:31. Mine read 6:07. That meant little. Wall clocks lie all the time.

A jacket hung on a chair, as if someone had gone to the bathroom and would be back in thirty seconds.

No one came back.

I stepped outside again.

The light was strong enough now to show everything in detail. That detail finally arranged the idea I had been avoiding.

The missing element was animal life.

The phrase arrived complete, with a calmness that surprised me. When something clicks into place in the mind too cleanly, the brain may be choosing a hard diagnosis over a loose bundle of anomalies.

I looked at the sky again. Pale blue. Empty.

I looked at the tree line. Leaves, branches, volume, color. Nothing between them.

I looked at the ground. Grass, concrete, dried oil, paper stuck in a gutter. Even the ants were gone.

I stopped running.

My legs could have continued. Running belonged to the previous world. My body did not know that yet, but I did.

I walked home down the middle of the street.

There were no cars to dodge.
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I kept the same pace.

Urgency, in the usual sense, had nowhere to go. Warnings, instructions, confirmation: every human channel had disappeared from the situation. Verification was the only useful task. I needed enough facts to keep premature interpretation from becoming stupidity.

When I got to the garage, I pressed the remote. The door went up with its normal chain-and-motor noise, a metallic vibration that in another context would have passed unnoticed. That morning it sounded almost excessive. I went in, left the door half closed, and stood still for a few seconds, listening.

The house was making all its usual sounds: the faint hum of the refrigerator, a dry expansion in the pipes, the delayed tick of a clock in the kitchen, the soft return of the climate-control system. Domestic systems remained within normal parameters. Their normality only sharpened the absence of life.

I went straight to the kitchen sink and turned on the cold water.

Steady pressure.

I turned on the hot. It took the usual amount of time. Good.

Then I went to the secondary breaker panel in the laundry room. The breakers were all in position. I went back to the study, turned on the desk lamp even though the room had enough light, opened the laptop, and waited. The system booted in twelve seconds. The local network was active. So was the router. The provider had failed.

Out of habit, I opened the modem panel. No external link.

I checked cell service again. Full bars. I called 911. The call failed to connect properly. It gave me no busy tone, no clean rejection. It simply hung in an in-between state, as if there were a network but no destination.

I called the number of my neighbor across the street, a retiree who watered his lawn with military precision and whom I had greeted more times than I had actually spoken to.

Nothing.

I called another contact. Nothing.

I tried messages. No confirmed delivery.

I opened a map app. The interface loaded, not the data. I tried email. No sync. The phone kept behaving like an organ connected to an absent body.

I went to the dining-room window and looked at my neighbor’s house. The hose was coiled up. The truck was in the driveway. The blinds were half drawn. Everything had the look of a brief interruption that had already gone on too long.

I took a black notebook out of the desk drawer and wrote the first line:

6:26 a.m. — No visible human or animal presence in the neighborhood. Domestic infrastructure operational. Local network active. External connection absent.

I stared at the sentence for a few seconds. Technical language fixes things in place without exhausting them.

I opened the cupboard, took out coffee, set water to heat, and started checking the house as if it belonged to an inspection site.

I checked for consistency failures.

The windows were closed. The doors too. The alarm log was clean. The garage freezer was still at minus eighteen. The workshop backup batteries were charged to ninety-two percent. The roof solar panels were already beginning low production for that hour. I checked the system through the local app: normal generation. The lithium bank was responding. The inverter was clean. That reassured me more than I liked admitting.

The collapse-fantasy type had always seemed ridiculous to me: men who needed an imagined end of the world to justify their purchases. I cared about redundancy. If one line goes down, there has to be another. If the grid fails, there has to be storage. If the city becomes useless for seventy-two hours, I do not want to start improvising in hour one. It never struck me as paranoia. It struck me as technical decency.

I carried the cup into the study and opened the wall of monitors.

I had eight cameras: front, backyard, garage, north side, south side, and three inside. I had installed them for recordkeeping. The front camera showed exactly what I had just walked through: empty street, two parked cars, no people, no dog, no living movement beyond the leaves. I rewound the footage from the early morning.

5:11. Partial darkness, streetlamps, nothing unusual.
5:24. Same.
5:39. Same.
5:51. I saw myself leave at a jog.
5:52. Empty street again.
6:03. Same.
6:17. Nothing.
I played it at sixteen times speed starting at two in the morning. The neighborhood looked like a set whose cast had been removed before the day began. No door opened. No car pulled out. No figure crossed the street. The footage showed no visible departure during my sleep, at least within the limits of a front-facing camera.

I checked the backyard feed. The same emptiness. The bird feeder was still hanging there, full since the weekend. No birds. No squirrels. No insects around the water tray. The absence of insects began to seem more serious than the absence of humans. Human absence could still be argued into a story of evacuation; a fly belonged outside that logic.

I wrote a second line:

Preliminary hypothesis: non-behavioral event. The absence does not appear to be the result of a decision or organized displacement.

Then I crossed it out.

It sounded too conclusive for the amount of data I had. I tore out the page and started again.

The disappearance does not, for now, present signs consistent with a conventional evacuation.

The revision was plainer, narrower, and therefore better.

I went up to the loft where I kept tools, old equipment, boxes of components, and a shortwave transceiver I had put together years ago out of curiosity and never dismantled because it worked too well to be a whim. I brought the unit down, set it on the workshop table, unfolded an auxiliary antenna, and began sweeping frequencies.

Noise.

Weak carriers.

More noise.

I adjusted the gain, corrected a connection, swept again.

Nothing human.

No trucker’s voice, no insomniac hobbyist, no emergency station, not even stray verbal interference in the background. Just an uninhabited spectrum. The frequencies carried signal, but no life. Residual infrastructure remained while the species seemed to have been carefully removed.

I turned the set off. I understood the point.

I went to the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror.

I wanted to verify a basic possibility: whether I had begun searching internally for symptoms. Pupils normal. Coordination normal. Hand steady. No cold sweat. No fine tremor. I took my blood pressure with the cabinet monitor: 124 over 79. Pulse 63. The measurements described a steady body facing an impossible system that, for the moment, still functioned on the physical side.

I went back to the kitchen. The coffee had cooled a little. I finished it anyway.

Then I did something I had avoided up to that point: I opened the back door and went out into the yard with the specific intention of finding an insect.

I crouched by the flowerbeds. Checked the base of the pots, the underside of two broad leaves, the damp seam between paving stones, the stacked wood by the fence. I lifted a flat stone near the drain.

Nothing.

No worms. No ants. No beetles. Not even signs of recent activity. The plant world was there, complete, even healthy. But it seemed to have been disconnected from everything that normally inhabits it, gnaws at it, pollinates it, or simply shares it.

The anomaly had exceeded urban scale.

I straightened up slowly and looked at my yard as if it belonged to an outside laboratory. The dwarf lemon tree that never quite managed to thrive. The row of rosemary. The lawn a little longer than ideal. The back fence. The clear sky. The yard gave no impression of hostility, sickness, or need. The difficulty lay in the precision of the subtraction.

I went back inside and wrote:

8:02 a.m. — No evidence of animal life on private property. Plants normal. Domestic infrastructure, and part of the commercial infrastructure, operational. No signs of violence, flight, or sudden deterioration.

I put down the pen.

After that note, the first usable theory formed. I disliked it, but it could be used.

The evidence no longer fit a local accident, an evacuation, or an attack that had left buildings intact and plants standing out of simple courtesy.

Something had acted on animal life in a total and selective way.

The word selective bothered me because it implied a criterion, and I had no data that allowed me to attribute a criterion to anything. Even so, the alternative was worse: accepting an absolute disappearance without trying to model it. The brain does poorly with what it cannot even reduce to a schema.

I wrote one more line, this time without ornament:

First working hypothesis: unknown biological event, global in scope, total effect on fauna and human population, current exception: me.

I read the sentence twice.

I felt the weight of a grammatically correct form.

The morning’s strangest fact was that, while I was writing that hypothesis, while I was giving my own existence the awkward status of an exception, I began to notice something unexpected, something I had avoided putting in writing.

An evacuation might empty a city of people. Civil organization could never empty it of insects.
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I slipped the notebook into the back pocket of my pants, washed the cup, checked the time, and gave myself a simple instruction: widen the perimeter before noon.

Continuing to check the house had little value. The exception, if it was an exception, had already been established well enough at domestic scale. The next thing was to measure extent. Neighborhood, city, edge of the city, highway. If the anomaly diminished with distance, then the problem might still belong to the territory. If it held steady, territory stopped mattering.

I went to the garage and chose the truck over the sedan.

The choice was technical. More range, more clearance, better carrying capacity, less vulnerability if I ran into a street blocked by badly stopped vehicles or a fallen barrier. It also had an auxiliary fuel tank and a more complete tool kit behind the seat. I had always disliked depending on the tidiness of a normal situation.

I opened the equipment compartment and loaded what I considered reasonable for a first long outing:

water

two protein bars

a flashlight

a basic first-aid kit

work gloves

the portable radio

a small box of fuses

chargers

the laptop

a pistol I had legally kept for years and used less often than certain neighbors probably imagined

and a paper road map I had kept more out of discipline than nostalgia

I kept the load modest. The pack remained practical. I was going to observe a world that, for the moment, was still delivering power, roads, and fuel.

Before leaving, I wrote another line:

8:19 a.m. — Start of vehicle reconnaissance. Objective: determine the scale of the event.

I got into the truck, started the engine, and sat there for a few seconds listening to the idle.

The engine sounded too clean for the morning.

Under normal conditions, the sound of a well-tuned engine has something reassuring about it because it mixes with other sounds and becomes part of the thickness of the real. In isolation, it acquired an almost obscene sharpness. I rolled the window down. The engine seemed to fill too much space.

I backed out of the driveway and turned onto the main avenue.

The first six minutes confirmed the same pattern. Houses, yards, vehicles, working traffic lights, digital signs still lit, no pedestrians, no animals, no active intervention, no visible accidents. The world was still maintaining its structure without the traffic that normally justified it.

At the intersection with Fairmont, I stopped at a red light out of pure habit. I looked both ways. No one. I waited two seconds more, long enough for an obsolete reflex to finish its work. Then I crossed.

I passed the district elementary school. The yellow buses were lined up along the side, as if the school day had been cancelled with offensive neatness. A child’s tricycle lay on its side near a low fence. I looked at it longer than I needed to because it belonged too exactly to the category of things no one picks up when they think they will be back in a minute.

I kept going.

As I got closer to the shopping center, I began looking for failures derived from absence. Minor collisions. Cars left crooked. Doors open. Merchandise fallen. Small fires beginning. Anything that might suggest the disappearance had happened in the middle of activity.

I found less than I expected.

An SUV had been left partly up on the sidewalk in front of a bank branch. A delivery truck stood in a side street with its rear door open. A semi-trailer sat tilted on the shoulder of the urban freeway, abandoned with a geometric awkwardness that suggested loss of control without any later correction. Nothing more.

The city looked interrupted.

I entered the shopping center through the north access and parked in front of an electronics store where I had bought components more times than I would ever have admitted in conversation. I got out, looked down the row of storefronts, and walked along the exterior corridor.

The glass of a hair salon was still covered with seasonal promotions. In one cafe, several chairs were still upside down on the tables, as at closing. In another, the chairs were down, a side door stood open, and a tray with two overturned cups lay on the floor. The spilled coffee had dried into a dark halo. The sugar stuck to the tiles had attracted no bees.

That kept forcing the same line of thought: the precision of the lesser absence. An evacuation could explain people poorly enough. Insects made the model fail.

I broke into the electronics store by smashing a side pane of glass with a lug wrench wrapped in a rag. The act irritated me, but wasting time on internal access made little sense when the very concept of private property had, at least provisionally, been suspended.

The alarm remained silent.

That suggested two possibilities. Either the store had a poorly maintained system, or the external monitoring network no longer had anywhere to report to. I went in carefully, more out of reflex than fear. The place smelled of plastic, cardboard, and recirculated air. I took two long-range radio handsets, several compatible batteries, a field solar charger, and a pack of lithium cells. It all fit in a medium-sized box. I set it on the counter, looked around, and almost laughed at an idea that struck me as too literary to accept in that moment: I was the first free customer on the planet and there was no one to charge me.

I left that unwritten and carried the box to the truck.

Before getting in, I turned once in place, looking over the entire parking lot. Hundreds of cars. Shopping carts. Signs. Asphalt. The first hint of heat rising off the ground. Nothing moving on anything.

Even the wind failed to produce the illusion of company.

I drove off again and took the interstate west.

The highway gave me the first serious measure of the phenomenon.

When a highway in the United States empties out completely, its geometry becomes indecently exposed. The abstract idea that vehicles normally hide becomes visible. Lanes, reflective paint, embankments, barriers, signs, numbered exits, bridges. It was an immaculate structure with no blood moving through it.

A few miles in, I began finding vehicles stopped in more suggestive positions. A sedan against the guardrail with the hood barely crumpled. A patrol car leaning into the divider. A motorcycle down on its side on the shoulder, intact except for minor scrapes. I pulled over beside it.

The helmet was still on the ground. The bike was off. No body. No blood. No drag marks. No gloves, no jacket, no logical sequence of abandonment. I crouched and touched the metal of the exhaust: cold, and had been for a while. I looked at the ditch. Tall grass, some roadside debris, a flattened bottle, no form of life.

I wrote, using the hood of the truck as a surface:

9:07 a.m. — Vehicles abandoned in transit. Evidence of interruption during movement. No human remains. No traces of fauna.

I got back in and kept going.

At Exit 28 I saw something that, for the first time all morning, produced a sharper physical response: a missing flock.

The phrase was imprecise, but it matched the perception. A stretch of sky that ought to have had birds in it. A lake to the right, bright, wide, lined with reeds and trees. Everything in place to support at least a minimum amount of living movement. There was nothing. No waterfowl, no insects on the surface, no fish breaking the water, no dog on the bank of a nearby house. The landscape was complete and incomplete at a fundamental layer. I felt a brief pressure behind my eyes, produced by cognitive strain. The brain works harder when a scene matches ninety percent and fails exactly at the ten that made it true.

I took the exit and drove to a wooden overlook by the lake.

The place was open. A municipal sign explained local species of migratory birds that, that morning, had become ornamental theory. I leaned on the railing and looked at the water.

The lake smelled normal. Mud, dampness, vegetation, still matter warming in the sun. Small ripples moved with the wind. The surface held no insects. No fish broke through. No bird stood on the dock line. No turtle rested on a rock.

I tried something simple. I picked up a stone and threw it into the water.

The impact made a clean circle. I waited for the usual response from the medium. Some secondary movement. Some flight. Some alteration that would betray presence. Nothing. The water absorbed the gesture and returned to its silent administration.

The scene bothered me because it made the problem too complete. Up to that point I could still think of the disappearance as a subtraction centered on the city, on the human network, on what was visible to me. In front of the lake, the idea began to lose its urban edges.

I took out the portable radio, extended the antenna, and tried again.

Emergency frequencies first.

Then amateur bands.

Then aeronautical.

Then marine, simply as method.

Background noise. Weak carriers. Usable silence. No voices.

I said hello twice, identified myself by name, and asked for a response on an open channel. My voice entered the system and died there, unanswered.

I put the radio away again.

There were four cars and a pickup with a small trailer in the overlook lot. In one of the back seats I saw a child’s blanket and a rubber dinosaur. I stayed back. It added no new data. There were beginning to be objects one should not look at too early if one wanted to keep thinking clearly.

I went back to the highway and kept heading west for almost another hour.

For almost an hour, the same absence kept widening in scale.

Gas stations open or half-running.

Empty restaurants.

A weather station still showing data.

Two small towns cut through by the same exact lack.

Barns.

Silos.

Green fields.

High-voltage towers.

A horse absent where horses should have been.

Cattle absent from a fenced pasture where the ground still showed old hoof marks but no living animal.

I stopped in front of that fence.

I got out, rested my arms on the wire, and looked across the whole field. Healthy grass. Water troughs. Shade. Nothing. In the dry mud near the gate, hardened prints remained, like an old language whose population had been removed a few hours earlier.

I wrote:

10:41 a.m. — The absence continues outside the urban area. Indirect evidence of prior fauna. No current presence. Regional-scope hypothesis no longer sufficient.

I got back in and sat there with the engine off for a moment.

The word global arrived slowly. Before that came something more modest and more brutal: too big.

Sometimes the mind needs an intermediate phase between the improbable and the inadmissible. Too big gave me a temporary surface to stand on before any conclusion.

I looked at my hands on the steering wheel. Still steady. It surprised me without really surprising me. I might have expected, by narrative education, some clear form of panic to appear by then. Instead, a more useful alignment appeared. The problem was enormous, yes, but it was no longer made up of scattered anomalies. It was beginning to take shape.

With that, I could sort out the next decision.

I would go back to the city before noon.

I would top off fuel.

I would choose a high point or an open point from which to observe the urban horizon.

And by afternoon, I would stop looking for immediate explanation and move into a more practical phase: electrical continuity, supplies, communications, preservation.

If the world had changed, my task was to learn the new system before the system began to degrade.

I started the engine, made a wide turn on the gravel, and headed back.

On the way back, the highway remained empty ahead of me with an almost offensive docility. No traffic. No one else’s urgency. No competition for lane, no brake lights, no other people’s mistakes, no one imposing a speed I had not chosen.

I registered the fact and let it pass.
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I got back to the city at 11:36.

I came in from the south access road, passed a row of empty dealerships, and then a pale brick church whose electronic sign was still lit. The message read GOD IS WITH US against a blue background that had lost contrast in the noon sun. I kept driving. At that moment, any sentence addressed to a crowd had something intact and leftover about it, like a sign that still did not know there was no one left to read it.

I stopped first at a large gas station, the kind with eight pumps, a convenience store, a car wash, and a small hot-food section. I chose that one because if any systems were still standing, a place like that would show them better than any theory.

I parked at pump number six and got out.

The screen lit up when I lifted the nozzle.

That told me the power grid, or at least the local circuit, was still active for the time being. It also forced the question of duration. Anything functioning without human oversight was spending whatever inertia it had left.

I filled the main tank and then the auxiliary. I left aside any calculation about fuel remaining across the whole network of stations, depots, and refineries. That was an abstract magnitude while the concrete problem was something else: how much I could store, stabilize, and rotate myself.

I went into the convenience store.

The climate control was still running, though less evenly than it had been in the morning. One of the units in the back was giving off an irregular vibration, a small shudder that had not been there before or that I had not registered. In the row of drink coolers, one unit was dark inside. The others were still on.

The dark cooler interested me more than any full shelf.

I walked over to the refrigeration panel. One of the outlets looked as though it had tripped. I logged the fact and left the repair for later. Becoming the technician of an empty city could wait. First I needed a model.

I checked the payment counter. The register was still on. The POS system showed a frozen synchronization error. The clock behind the counter was three minutes behind mine. A small drift between systems no longer meant much, but the whole picture was beginning to draw a boundary: local mechanisms were still breathing; centralized ones were beginning to separate.

I took several jugs of water, two empty containers, canned food, nuts, basic medication, batteries, lighters, heavy-duty trash bags, and a large roll of electrical tape. I added a pack of school notebooks as well. Computers are convenient until they are not.

I kept the bed of the truck mostly empty.

That too was method. In a city without people, the easiest mistake was to confuse availability with immediate possession. Turning into a hysterical squirrel with access to an entire supermarket would only make the first day stupider. I needed to prioritize what mattered before the real deterioration began.

Before I left, I looked at the ice cream freezer by the door. It was working, but the glass had a thin layer of fog on the inside, as if the system were cycling poorly. I filed it away. Commercial refrigeration: stable, but no longer perfect.

I got back in the truck and drove to a low rise north of the city, a park with an overlook from which you could see downtown, the residential zones, and farther off the low industrial strip. I had gone up there before with binoculars, more out of technical curiosity than scenic taste. Height rarely lies.

I walked the last stretch and stopped in front of the metal railing.

The city was still whole.

Traffic lights.

Roofs.

Glass.

Water towers.

Power lines.

Three columns of industrial steam still rising in the distance.

No columns of black smoke.

No visible fires.

No major gridlock.

No movement.

A city with millions of daily tasks and zero people does not explode at once. It continues, loses coordination, and then begins to fail by sector. The real collapse would not arrive like a bomb. It would resemble an orchestra losing musicians one by one while the score kept going.

I took out the binoculars.

On one central avenue I saw two buses stopped at irregular distances. On the roof of a hotel, HVAC units were still turning. At the treatment plant on the western edge I could not make out any human activity, but I could see a visual sign of operation in one of the modules. In the antenna field, several red lights were still active. I watched a cell tower for nearly a minute without knowing exactly what I expected to see. The network was almost dead for real use, but the structure was still energized. It was like a skeleton with reflexes.

I wrote in the notebook:

12:24 p.m. — The city remains structurally operational. No signs of general destruction. The main risk lies in the staggered failure of systems without human maintenance.

The sentence helped because it was plain and correct.

I sat on a wooden bench and wrote beneath it, as a work outline:

Systems to watch:

electrical grid

potable water and pressure

sewer and pumping

accessible fuel

cold storage and preservation

local communications

usable transport

waste

health and medication

passive perimeter security

The list calmed me more than I would have admitted out loud. Enumerated problems make less noise than infinite ones.

I got back home at 12:58.

The moment I stepped into the garage I noticed the first real domestic change of the day: the microwave clock was dark.

The rest of the kitchen still had power. Only the microwave had gone out.

I set the box down and went to the panel. No breaker had tripped. I tested a nearby outlet with a portable lamp. No power on that line. I checked the GFCI in the laundry room. It had popped. I reset it and the microwave came back on.

The fault was small, almost ridiculous, which made it useful. In another world, it would have been the kind of error left for later. In this one, every minor fault carried information about the future.

I opened the kitchen tap. Good pressure, though it seemed just slightly weaker than in the morning. I treated that as perception for the moment. I filled a glass, left it on the counter, and repeated the test in the upstairs bathroom. Acceptable. I noted it, but with a question mark. It is never wise to turn suspicion into data simply because it fits a narrative well.

I went up to the study and checked the house energy system.

Solar panels: high production for the hour of sun.

Battery bank: 97%.

External grid: present.

Domestic load: normal.

That led me to a simple conclusion: my house could become a temporary base, but only if I treated it as an installation, with the old idea of home set aside. The workshop, storage, local generation, and redundancy were already there. Moving into an empty mansion on the other side of the city would have aesthetic value only. From an operational point of view, it would be idiotic.

I ate something cold, standing up, without any real hunger. Then I began the phase that under any other circumstances I would have called preparation. That word no longer worked entirely. To prepare is to arrange resources for a future contingency. The contingency had already happened. What remained was administration.

I went down to the workshop and set up three tables by function.

The first for energy and communications: radios, batteries, chargers, adapters, test tools, flashlights, cables.

The second for water and sanitation: filters, containers, chlorine, gloves, medkits, masks, bags.

The third for recordkeeping: notebooks, maps, markers, laptop, external drives, printed manuals.

Then I walked through the house with a different eye. I was operating the place now. Ownership had become secondary.

I shut off everything that added no immediate value.

Decorative lights.

Two speakers.

The second monitor in the dining room.

The programmable coffeemaker.

The patio sound system.

A nearly empty auxiliary freezer that drew more than it justified.

Discipline governed the choice. In complex systems, early waste often becomes late regret.

At 2:11 p.m. I tried the cell network again.

This time the call died before any real attempt to connect.

The phone still showed bars, but the attempt failed almost immediately. That was consistent with a network that retains physical signal while losing logical coordination. Towers can keep transmitting for a long time. The system that makes a call reach another human being is something else.

I tried external internet from the laptop. Nothing.

I tried shortwave radio.

Nothing human.

I tried a local FM station.

Music came through.

I stopped.

I assumed automation at once: a playlist still running from a programmed console or server. I listened for twenty seconds to a mediocre pop song, then a recorded announcer advertising an expired tire promotion. The dead world was still advertising itself.

I moved across the dial. Three stations with audio. Two carrying only silent signal. The rest, noise.

I wrote:

2:19 p.m. — Broadcast automation persists. Possible limited window. Human communications do not.

At 2:43 p.m. the power grid gave its first serious flicker.

A brief sag, short of full outage, enough to make an LED lamp in the workshop blink and the inverter give off a dry click as it picked up the load for a fraction of a second. The house handled it well; the hybrid system absorbed the transition. But the datum was no longer minor.

I stood by the panel reading the flow in real time.

External grid: unstable for 1.8 seconds.

Battery: compensation correct.

Internal load: no relevant loss.

That confirmed two things: the problem had begun to move from theory into circuitry, and my advantage came from having previously organized a small and reasonable autonomy.

I underlined in the notebook:

Immediate priority: partial independence from grid and water before sustained failure.

Water worried me more than electricity.

Electricity can be rationed, replaced by sector, supplemented. Urban water depends on pumps, pressure, treatment, chlorination, tanks, power, and oversight. A modern house seems solid until it loses reliable water for forty-eight hours. After that, the truth begins.

I went out to the yard, took the hose, and started filling every useful container I had: jugs, buckets, washed workshop bins, two bathtubs, even an old plastic cooler I had been meaning to throw away for years. The work was basic arithmetic.

While the water ran, I looked at the yard again.

Still no insects.

The afternoon sun had raised enough heat for the air to be full of something: mosquitoes, bees, small variations. There was nothing. The biological silence remained the cleanest and most unbearable datum.

I shut off the tap and heard a slight change in the plumbing, a hollow vibration I had not noticed before. I waited a few seconds and opened it again. The water came out normally, though with an initial burst of air.

That I recorded without question marks.

At 3:22 p.m. I wrote:

First signs of systemic instability: minor domestic line fault, partial commercial degradation, grid flicker, irregular pipe response. Operating window still open. Must assume progressive closure.

I read the sentence and nodded.

At last, the problem was taking temporal form.

The morning had established solitude; the afternoon began measuring how long the machines would stay with me.
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At 4:03 p.m. I paused and reordered priorities.

Up to that point I had been working across two scales: the confirmation of the phenomenon and the protection of the house as a provisional base. A third scale was still missing. I needed to extend my eyes without multiplying movement. If systems were going to deteriorate in stages, I needed to know which zones began to degrade first.

I went to the workshop cabinet where I kept equipment I used rarely and threw away less than I should. I took out two drones.

The first was compact, quick to deploy, useful for short reconnaissance. The second, more stable, had a better camera, longer endurance, and a less elegant structure that handled moderate wind better. I owned them for practical work. I had used them to inspect roofs, tree lines, high gutters, a stretch of rural fencing for a friend, and once to check the condition of a shed without having to climb onto it myself. Machines that save time deserve to stay.

I put both batteries on charge and switched on the portable monitoring station. While the system booted, I wrote:

4:11 p.m. — Add local aerial reconnaissance. Objective: detect visible failures, fires, flooding, blockages, operational changes in critical zones.

The word critical was still flexible. I filled it in at once with a list.

Electrical substation in the north quadrant.

Treatment plant to the west.

Regional hospital.

Logistics depot by the interstate.

Telecommunications center.

Small reservoir and water tower.

Two large
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