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  For the ones who stayed when the math said go, and learned too late that staying was the only thing that ever mattered.

For everyone who couldn’t say the thing in time, and for the ones who crossed a hard country to learn how before the dark closed in.

For the ones who held the gap and could not run, and for those still putting a name into the dark at the odd hour, on the chance that someone, somewhere, is finally listening.

That last one reaches
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The carrier wave came up out of the static at 0214, and Dalton Kerr stopped breathing.

He had been half asleep in the camp chair with his boots on the desk and the headset pushed back off one ear, the way a man listens to nothing for the hundredth night running. The relay shack ran cold. The wood stove had burned down to a sullen orange and the windows were skinned with frost on the inside. He had a wool blanket over his legs and the old Collins receiver glowing its small green glow in front of him, and he had been listening to the dead band the way other men watched a fire, because it was warmer than the silence and it asked nothing of him.

Then the noise floor lifted. A clean tone rose under the hiss, the unmistakable shape of a transmitter keying up somewhere far out in the dark, and the hair on his arms stood before his mind caught up.

He brought the chair down. His boots hit the plywood. He had the headset cupped to both ears before the chair legs finished settling, one hand already on the tuning knob, easing it a hair, then a hair back, finding the center of the signal the way you find a pulse.

A voice came through. A woman’s voice. Flat, disciplined, reading something off a page.

“…any station, any station, this is relay six, conditions as follows. Wind out of the northwest, ten to fifteen. Temperature dropping. We have power for the set on a rotation, transmitting top of the odd hours when the band is open. Water is holding. We have wounded but stable.” A pause. The hiss surged and fell. “If anyone is hearing this, copy our position. We are at the old fairgrounds east of the river, north side. We are still here.”

Dalton sat with the voice in his ears and did not move.

He knew the voice. He had known it for nineteen years. He had heard it across a kitchen and across an argument and across the worst night of his life, and he had not heard it in three years and one month, and it walked into the relay shack at fourteen minutes past two in the morning and sat down inside his skull like it had never left.

His hand was still on the tuning knob. He noticed that. He noticed the knob was warm under his fingers because his fingers were warm, and he noticed that the rest of him had gone to ice, and he noticed that he was holding the dial too tightly, and he made himself loosen it. He had a habit, in the worst moments, of going very still and very precise. He had been told it was the calmest thing in the world to watch and the most maddening thing in the world to live with. The second part had been Sable’s.

The voice kept reading. It gave the conditions again. It gave the position again, the old fairgrounds east of the river, north side, and Dalton’s mind was already laying the words over a map he had not looked at in years, because there was only one river that mattered to her, only one fairgrounds, and it put her two hundred miles to the east and a little north, out past everything, out past the corridor, out where the desert quit and the canyon country started and the Snake came down cold and green out of Idaho.

She finished the conditions. There was a silence on the band, three seconds, four, the open carrier still up so he knew the transmitter was still keyed, somebody still standing over it.

Then a second voice. A man. Closer to the microphone, lower, words he could not separate from the noise. Two syllables, maybe three. The cadence of an instruction or a warning. Dalton leaned into it, every nerve strung toward the headset, and got nothing, no words, only the shape of a man saying something he did not want said on the air.

The carrier dropped. The static rushed back in to fill the space where she had been.

He sat there.

The stove ticked. Frost held the windows. The Collins glowed its small green glow, tuned now to a dead frequency that had carried his wife’s voice ninety seconds ago and carried nothing now.

“Relay six,” he said into the empty room, and his own voice sounded strange to him, rusted from disuse. “Relay six, this is Kerr. Say again your last.”

He keyed the transmit, knowing the band had closed, knowing it was the wrong hour and the wrong half of the cycle and that whatever short window of propagation had opened between his ridge and her fairgrounds had already slammed shut. He keyed it anyway. He gave his call. He gave it three times. He read his own conditions back into the dark like an offering, and the meter swung on transmit and swung back on receive and there was nothing on the other side of it but the long hollow roar of the ionosphere closing for the night.

He stopped keying. He took the headset off. He set it on the desk with both hands, carefully, the way you set down something that might break, and then he sat with his palms flat on the cold plywood and looked at the receiver.

Three years and one month.

He had not let himself do the arithmetic in a long time. He did it now without wanting to, the way you probe a tooth. Three years since the divorce went final and she took the truck and the better half of the tools and a box of photographs he had told her to keep because he could not stand to look at them and could not stand to throw them out. Six weeks since the strike. Six weeks since the sky over the Cascades had flickered a sick green and every vehicle on the highway below his ridge had coasted to a stop at the same instant, and the radios had died, all but the hardened ones, all but the ones he had spent twenty years learning to keep alive.

He had told himself a story those six weeks. The story was that he was staying at the relay site because the relay site was defensible and stocked and had clean water from the spring above it. The story was that he was keeping the gear alive out of discipline, out of the long habit of a man who had spent four years in the Army learning that you maintain the equipment whether or not anyone is coming to use it. The story was that he had no reason to be anywhere else and every reason to be here, where the antennas were strung and the batteries were charged off the little hydro turbine in the creek and the whole apparatus of listening was already built.

The story did not survive contact with her voice. He knew that the moment the carrier dropped. He had not been keeping the gear alive out of discipline. He had been listening for her for six weeks and had been lying to himself about the listening, the way he lied to himself about most things that cost him something to admit.

We are still here.

She had not asked for him. She had read conditions to any station, any station, a woman doing the practical thing, the Sable thing, putting a beacon out into the dark on the chance that somebody, anybody, was out there to copy it and come. She did not know he was on a ridge two hundred miles west with the only working receiver for a hundred miles in any direction. She had no way to know. The transmission had not been for him.

It did not matter. He had heard it. That was the part that could not be undone.

Dalton got up. The blanket fell off his legs and he let it. He crossed to the stove and fed it two splits of pine and watched the bark catch, and while it caught he started doing what he always did when the world handed him something he could not carry, which was to turn it into a list.

What he had. What he needed. What the route was. What it cost.

The needing came first because the needing was simplest. He needed to be at the old fairgrounds east of the river, north side, two hundred miles away, before two things happened. Before the winter shut the high desert down, which the dropping temperature in her own report said was already starting. And before the second voice on the radio, the man who had not wanted her giving the position on the air, did whatever it was that men like that did.

He stood in front of the stove with the heat on his shins and his hands hanging at his sides and made himself look at the second voice straight on, because not looking at it was the kind of thing that got people killed.

The man could have been anyone. A husband. Dalton’s stomach did something at that and he set it aside, filed it, because it changed nothing about the route. The man could have been a guard, a leader, a son, a stranger who had taken over wherever she was sheltering and let her keep transmitting because a working radio was worth something even to a man who did not want his position known. Or the man could have been the kind of man Dalton had spent the last six weeks watching through field glasses from his ridge, the kind who came down the dead highway in groups and took what towns had left and moved on, the kind for whom a fairgrounds full of wounded but stable people was not a tragedy but an opportunity.

He did not know which. He could not know which. Information moved at the speed of a man on foot now, and the only information he had was ninety seconds old and two hundred miles stale by the time it would matter, and that was the whole shape of the world he was about to walk back into. You acted on a picture that was always part guess. He had known that in the Army and he knew it now and it had not gotten easier.

He went to the map.

It was a real map, paper, USGS quads taped together on the back wall, gone soft at the folds from years of handling. He put his finger on the ridge where he stood and traced it east. The first sixty miles were the easy part, downhill off the Cascade rain shadow and out into the sage, dead towns strung along a dead highway, no water to speak of but he could carry what he needed for that stretch. The trouble started in the middle. The map showed it plainly to anyone who knew how to read it. There was exactly one corridor through the canyon country where the road did not climb to nine thousand feet or dead-end against a gorge, one place where a man on foot or a vehicle could get from the western desert to the river country without either freezing on a pass or drowning in a crossing.

He had heard about the corridor. You could not sit on a ridge for six weeks with the only working radio in a hundred miles and not hear about the corridor. A man named Vance held it. He had been something in the county before, roads or public works, and he ran his stretch of highway like the office he used to keep, with fees and permits and a schedule, and the fees were paid in fuel and tools and people, and the permits were paid in obedience, and the schedule was kept with rifles. Dalton had picked up fragments of it on the band, travelers warning travelers, the same name surfacing over and over the way a snag surfaces in a flooding river. Vance. The corridor. Don’t go through unless you mean to pay.

His finger sat on the corridor. The straight line from his ridge to the fairgrounds ran through it like a thread through the eye of a needle. There was a way around, north over the high passes, but the high passes were already taking snow and a man alone on the high passes in late October was a man writing his own obituary. There was a way around to the south, but the way around to the south added a hundred miles and crossed two dry basins where the only water was alkali that would kill you slower than thirst but just as dead.

So. The corridor. He filed that too. He did not decide anything about it yet. He only noted that the road to his wife ran through the one place he most needed to stay out of, which was the kind of thing the world did to you now without any particular malice, the way the weather did it.

He looked at the map a while longer, then he stopped looking at it because looking at it had become a way of not packing.

He packed.

He did it the way he did everything that mattered, methodically and without hurry, laying each item on the cot before it went in the ruck so he could see the whole load at once. Water, four liters, the limit of what he could carry and stay mobile. The little gravity filter. Food, what there was, hard and dense, six days of it if he stretched. The rifle, an old lever gun that did not care about electromagnetic pulses or anything else, and the box of soft-points for it. A pistol. A knife that had been his father’s. Fire. Cordage. A space blanket and the wool one both, because the cold was the enemy that did not sleep. The good boots, on his feet already, and the spare socks that were worth more than the pistol.

Then he stood in front of the radio gear and the methodical thing in him broke down for the first time that night, because there was no good answer.

He could not carry the relay site. The Collins weighed forty pounds and ran off a battery bank the size of a footlocker. He could carry a radio, a small hardened transceiver he had built himself into an ammo can, sealed and shielded, the kind of thing he had made the way other men whittled, just to prove to himself he still could. It would run off a hand-crank generator he could clip to the outside of the ruck. It would not reach two hundred miles. On a good night, with a wire thrown up into a tree and the band cooperating, it might reach forty. It might let him hear the corridor before he walked into it. It might let him hear her again if he got close enough.

It was weight. It was four pounds of weight he could spend on water or food or rounds instead. The man who had spent six weeks lying to himself about why he kept the gear alive looked at the little sealed ammo can and understood that he was going to carry it, and that the reason he was going to carry it was not tactical, and he packed it anyway and did not pretend otherwise. He had crossed some line tonight from the man who told himself stories to the man who at least knew he was telling them. He was not sure it was an improvement. It only hurt more.

By the time he had the ruck loaded the stove had burned down again and the windows were showing the first gray at the bottom edge, the dark thinning toward a dawn that was still an hour off.

He sat back down at the Collins. One more try. He told himself it was for intelligence and that was at least half a lie. He keyed the transmitter on her frequency and gave his call and gave her position back to her, copied, the old fairgrounds east of the river, north side, copied and acknowledged by station Kerr, moving to you, and he knew she could not hear it, the band was shut, the window had closed hours ago. He said it anyway. He said it the way you say a thing into a grave, not because the dead can hear it but because you cannot stand to leave it unsaid.

Then he powered the Collins down, because there would be no one to charge its batteries after he left and a dead set was kinder than a starving one, and the small green glow went out, and the relay shack got darker by exactly that much.

He shouldered the ruck. He took the lever gun off its pegs. At the door he stopped and looked back once at the room that had kept him alive for six weeks, the cot and the cold stove and the dead receiver and the map on the wall with his finger-smudge still on the corridor.

We are still here.

“So am I,” he said.

He stepped out into the cold. The frost had stiffened the sage and the air had teeth in it and the eastern sky over two hundred miles of country he was about to cross had gone the color of a knife. He set his face into it and started walking downhill, east, toward the dead highway and the corridor and the man named Vance and his wife reading conditions into the dark at the top of the odd hours, and he had gone perhaps four hundred yards down the slope when he heard, far off and below him on the highway he was walking toward, an engine.

An engine. Working. Diesel, by the cough of it, somewhere out in the gray.

Nobody had a working engine out here. Nobody but men with fuel, and fuel meant organization, and organization this far west of the corridor meant only one thing.

They were already moving. And they were between him and the road east.
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Dalton went flat in the sage before he had finished deciding to.

The slope ran down ahead of him in long shallow benches of basalt and bunchgrass, no real cover for a man standing, a hundred kinds of cover for a man on his belly. He got the ruck off the skyline and the rifle in along his side and his cheek down in the cold grit, and he made himself breathe slow and listen, because the eyes lie in bad light and the ears do not.

The engine ran on. It was down on the highway, the old two-lane that came up out of the basin and bent north below his ridge, two miles off and maybe a little less. Diesel, laboring, the sound of something heavy moving at the speed of caution. He could not see it yet. The light was still bad, the sun not up, the world all flat gray shapes and frost. But sound came clean across the cold air the way it does at dawn in the high desert, too clean, carrying a long way, and he could hear that the engine was not alone. Under it and around it were other sounds, the small hard sounds of men. A tailgate. A voice. The chunk of something dropped onto a truck bed.

He lay still and let the picture build.

A vehicle that ran meant fuel, and fuel was the most valuable thing left in the world, and nobody spent it on a single truck wandering a dead highway at dawn for no reason. Men who could afford to burn diesel out here were men who had taken enough of it from enough people to treat it as a tool instead of a treasure. That narrowed the field to exactly the kind of organization he had been hoping to leave two hundred miles behind him by the time it mattered, and here it was, two miles down the slope, on the only road he could use, on the first morning.

He thought about Vance. The corridor was a hundred miles east. A man who held a corridor a hundred miles east had no business running a truck out here in the dead western basin unless he was reaching. Unless the corridor was not enough for him anymore and he had started sending crews out past the edge of his own kingdom to sweep the dead towns for whatever the strike had left behind, fuel and tools and people, the three currencies, hunting them the way you work a trapline, coming back around to check the sets.

Or it was someone else entirely. Some other group he had never heard of, because the band only told you about the ones whose victims lived long enough to warn anyone. The not-knowing sat in his chest like a swallowed stone. He had been out of this for three years. He had spent those three years on a ridge fixing radios and not talking to anyone he did not have to and telling himself that was peace. He was rusty. He could feel the rust in the way his heart was going, faster than the situation called for, and he worked on slowing it, ran the old discipline back through himself like current through a cold wire. Breathe. Look. Do not move until moving is better than staying.

The light came up by degrees. The frost on the sage went from gray to white to a thousand small fires as the first real light caught it, and down on the highway the shapes resolved.

One truck, big, a flatbed, the kind of ancient mechanical diesel that had no electronics to fry, painted over in flat colors that did not catch light. It sat crosswise on the highway with its nose pointed up a side track, and around it Dalton counted men. Four that he could see for certain. Maybe a fifth in the cab. They were not in any kind of uniform but they moved like men who had done this before, spread out, one of them up on a little rise with a long gun watching the country while the others worked, and the working was this: they had a knot of people on foot, six or seven, civilians by the look of them, packs and coats and the wrong posture, and they were loading them onto the flatbed.

Not loading. Sorting.

Dalton watched a man with the long gun on the rise gesture, and watched two of the working men pull one of the civilians out of the knot and stand him aside, and watched the rest get pushed toward the truck, and he understood what he was seeing the way you understand a thing you have seen before in another country a long time ago. They were taking the ones worth taking and standing aside the ones who were not, and the ones who were not were old, or slow, or hurt, and they were being stood aside not to be set free.

He lay in the sage with his father’s knife at his hip and the lever gun warm along his side and did the arithmetic that the world now required of him every single hour, the arithmetic he hated more than the cold.

Seven civilians. Five armed men, trained, with a vehicle and the high ground. Him, one rifle, one pistol, rusty, alone, with two hundred miles to cross and four liters of water and a wife reading conditions into the dark at the top of the odd hours. If he fired, he might drop one, two if the dawn light stayed in his favor and his hands remembered what they had known. Then four trained men with a truck would have his position, and the country between him and them was open, and they would have all day and all the fuel they wanted to run him down. The civilians would not be saved. They would be loaded faster, or they would be killed where they stood to simplify the morning. And Sable would read conditions into the dark tonight and tomorrow and the night after, and no one would ever copy them, because the man who heard them would be dead in the sage two miles from his own front door.

The math was clean and it was vile and it came out the same way every time he ran it.

He could not save them. He could only fail to save them and die, or fail to save them and live, and living meant lying here in the frost with his face in the dirt while it happened below him, and going east afterward over the ground they had cleared.

A sound came up the slope then that he would carry the rest of the way. One of the stood-aside ones, an old man by the bend of him, had sat down in the road. Just sat, the way the truly finished sit, and one of the working men walked over to him unhurried, and Dalton looked away before it happened, put his forehead down in the cold grit and closed his eyes, and the flat hard crack of it came across the frost a half second later, clean and small and final, and then a second one, and then the diesel note rose as the truck took the load and turned and went on north up the side track, and the morning was quiet again except for the wind starting in the sage.

Dalton lay in the sage a long time after the engine was gone.

When he finally lifted his head the sun was up and the frost was burning off the slope in long ribbons of mist, and the highway below was empty, and there were shapes lying in the road that the mist moved over and did not hide. He made himself look at them because not looking was a kind of lie and he had told himself enough lies. Then he made himself get up, because there was nothing he could do for the shapes in the road, and there was something he could still do for the voice in the dark, and a man only got to carry one of those at a time or he carried neither.

He went down the slope slow, using the benches, the rifle up and ready, and he came onto the highway a quarter mile north of where they had done it, because there was no reason to walk through it and every reason to read the country first. The track the truck had taken went north and a little east, up toward the high passes, and that told him something useful and bought with someone else’s life. Whoever they were, they were not Vance’s corridor crew working east. They were going north, toward the passes, with a flatbed full of people, and that meant there was something up north worth taking people to, a camp, a works, a market, and that the corridor and Vance were a separate problem still waiting a hundred miles ahead, exactly where the map had put them.

He crouched at the edge of the asphalt and looked at the tire prints in the frost-softened dirt and the brass shining in the road and the scatter of dropped things, a glove, a child’s shoe, a paper folded small, and he did not touch any of it except the paper. He picked up the paper because paper might be a name, a position, a thing somebody had been carrying that mattered, and he unfolded it with cold fingers.

It was a hand-drawn map. Crude, pencil, the lines pressed hard. A road, a river, an X. And along the top, printed in the careful block letters of someone who had learned to write before all this and learned to be afraid since, four words that put the cold straight through him deeper than the dawn had managed.

THEY ARE TAKING US WEST.

Dalton crouched in the empty road with the dead behind him and the paper shaking a little in his hand, not from his own fear, he told himself, the wind, only the wind, and he read it again.

West. The truck had gone north. But the people on it had been told, or had believed, or had been warned by someone who knew, that the taking ended in the west. And the only thing west of here that was worth a column of organized armed men running working diesel to feed was the one thing Dalton had spent six weeks watching from a ridge and could not let himself think about, and now had no choice.

The market was west. Behind him. Where he had come from.

And the corridor was east, where he had to go.

He was walking into the country between two appetites, and his wife was reading her position into the dark at the top of every odd hour, telling anyone who could hear exactly where to find her.

He folded the paper, put it in his breast pocket against the photographs he was not carrying, and turned east.
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By the second afternoon the water was half gone and Dalton had stopped thinking of the dead towns as towns.

He thought of them as positions now. A grain elevator was high ground and a sightline. A gas station was a place where men might wait because thirsty travelers came to gas stations out of an old instinct that the pumps were dry to feed. A church was four walls and a roof and a hundred ways in. He walked the highway in the daylight because the country was open enough that walking at night would only break an ankle, and he kept off the centerline, kept to the shoulder where the sage came up close, and he read each town from a half mile out before he let himself go into it.

The first one he came to on the morning of the second day had a name on a leaning sign he did not bother to read. Forty buildings, maybe. A feed store. A bar. A row of houses with their doors standing open the way houses stood open now, because the people who lived in them had either walked away or been walked away, and either way nobody closed a door behind them anymore. He went in along the back lots, behind the houses, where a man could move without showing himself on the one street, and he found what he was looking for at the third house, which was a hand pump over an old well in a side yard, the kind of thing that had been a quaint decoration before the strike and was worth a human life after it.

He worked the handle and got nothing but a dry rasp for a dozen strokes, and then the leathers took and the water came, brown first and then clear and cold, smelling of iron and stone. He drank until his stomach ached and then he filtered the four liters back up to full and stood the bottles in the ruck, and the whole time he did it he kept the lever gun leaning where his hand could reach it and his eyes moving, because a working pump in a dead town was bait whether anyone had set it as bait or not.

Nobody came. The town stayed dead. That was the thing about the dead towns that he had not expected and could not get used to, the completeness of the quiet. He had braced for danger in them and found mostly absence, which was worse in a way he could not name. A town was supposed to make noise. This one made the noise of a screen door working in the wind and nothing else, over and over, a small banal sound in a place where forty families had lived, and he filled his water and got out of it as fast as he could without running, because running was how you twisted an ankle and an ankle out here was the same as






































