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  For those who prepared,

and for those who did not,

and for the cold ones who walked, in the dark,

toward whatever voice was left.
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A book is written alone and finished by other people.

To the ones who read it first.

To the ones who corrected the engineering.

To the ones who corrected the rest.

To the family who kept the lights on while I wrote about them going out.

To the reader, who closed the loop.

Thank you.
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The family came up the marker road at the wrong time of day, and that was the first thing Wes Ferran noticed about them.

Anyone who had survived nine days outside should have known better. You moved at dawn and at dusk, when the light was bad and your silhouette broke up against the treeline. You did not walk a county road in full sun, in the open, four of you in a clump, dragging a wagon with a bad wheel that announced you for half a mile in every direction. They were doing all of it. The man out front, the woman a step behind, two kids small enough that the older one still held the younger one’s hand. City clothes gone gray with road dust. They were not survivors. They were people who had not died yet.

Wes lay flat in the brush above the road with a pair of cheap binoculars pressed to his eyes and watched them walk toward the gate.

He had been in the treeline since before light. His back ached from the cold ground and his right knee had locked up an hour ago and he had not moved, because moving was how you got seen, and he had spent two days learning the rhythm of this place by not being seen. He knew when the watch changed. He knew the man on the east platform favored a thermos he refilled at the top of every hour. He knew the gate itself was a salvaged cattle barrier reinforced with steel plate, and that the two camera housings mounted above it were empty, because the cameras inside them had died with everything else on the first day and no one had bothered to take down the shells. The empty housings still worked, in their way. People saw cameras and behaved as though they were being watched. That was cheaper than watching.

He noted these things the way he had once noted them for a living, before the living got taken away from him. Count the inputs. Build the picture. Trust the picture more than the people in it.

The picture this morning was a wall, a gate, eleven people he could see and probably twice that he couldn’t, solar panels glinting on three roof slopes, a radio mast he had no business understanding as well as he did, and a family of four about to learn that none of it was for them.

The man reached the gate and stopped. He had the sense, at least, to stop. He did not bang on it or shout. He stood and waited, and after a while a small door set into the larger barrier opened and a woman came through.

She came alone. That told Wes something. You did not send one person to meet four strangers unless you were certain the four strangers were not a threat, and you did not become that certain from behind a wall in nine days unless you had a way of being certain. Or unless you simply did not care whether they were a threat, because you had decided in advance that it would not matter.

He adjusted the focus.

The woman was older than the mother at the gate, fifties maybe, with iron-gray hair pulled back plain and a coat that had been good before the world stopped making good coats. She walked up to the family without hurry. She did not stop at a safe distance. She closed the gap until she was near enough to touch the man, and she put a hand on his arm, and Wes watched the man’s shoulders drop a full inch at the contact. Nine days of holding it together, and a stranger touched his arm and he nearly came apart.

She was good. Whatever else she was, she was good at this.

He could not hear them. The wind was wrong and the distance was too far. But he did not need the words. He read the shapes. The man pointed back down the road, the universal gesture of we came from there and there is nothing left. The woman nodded. She crouched down to the level of the children, which the man had not done in some time because his knees were probably as bad as Wes’s, and she said something to the smaller one that made the kid almost smile.

Then she stood, and she talked for a while, and as she talked the man’s posture changed again. The relief went out of it. It was replaced by something Wes had seen on faces in interview rooms a hundred times, the specific stillness of a person being told no in a voice so kind they could not be sure they were hearing it.

She was turning them away.

Wes lowered the binoculars for a moment and pressed his thumb and forefinger against his eyes. He already knew how it would end. He had watched it end twice yesterday. But he made himself look again, because the point of being here was to know exactly what they did and exactly how they did it, and you did not get to look away from the part that turned your stomach.

When he raised the glasses the woman had gone back through the small door and a second figure had come out behind her, a younger man carrying a milk crate. The crate held bottled water and what looked like wrapped food and a paper bundle that might have been clothes for the children. He set it down on the road in front of the family, not handing it over, just setting it down, the way you would leave something for an animal you did not want to approach. Then he went back inside, and the small door closed, and the gate was a wall again.

The family stood in the road and looked at the crate and did not pick it up. Not for a long time. The man stood with his hands at his sides. The mother had crouched and gathered both children against her without seeming to decide to.

Then the man picked up the crate, because you did not leave water in the road no matter what it cost you to take it, and they turned the bad wheel around and started back the way they had come. The wheel announced them down the road and into the trees and Wes lay in the brush and listened to it fade.

He let ten minutes pass after he could no longer hear it. Then he eased back from the lip of the slope, dragging his locked knee, until he was below the line where anyone on the platforms could have seen him, and he sat up against a deadfall and worked his fingers until the feeling came back into them.

So. The door did not open for the desperate.

That was a problem, because Wes had come here to get through that door, and desperate was the only credential he had.

* * *

He had not always been a man who lay in brush counting other people’s tells. There had been an office. There had been a badge that meant something, a card that opened doors, a salary that arrived without his thinking about it. There had been a job with a title long enough that people at parties stopped listening before he finished saying it, which had suited him fine, because the work itself was the kind you could not talk about at parties anyway.

The work had been threat. Infrastructure threat, specifically. He had spent eleven years inside the Department modeling the ways the country could be made to stop working. Not the dramatic ways, the ones that made the news and the movies. The quiet ways. The single substation that fed four others. The transformer that took eighteen months to manufacture and could not be replaced once it was gone. The handful of nodes that, if you understood them, you could see the whole brittle architecture hanging off of like a chandelier off one nail.

He had been good at it. He had been good at it the way some people are good at music, which is to say it was not entirely a thing he had decided to do, more a thing his mind did whether he asked it to or not. He saw the nail under the chandelier. He had always seen it.

And then he had seen one nail in particular, and he had written a report about it, and the report had been the end of him.

He did not let himself go down that road now. He had trained himself out of it over two years, the way you train yourself out of pressing a tongue against a bad tooth. The report was done. The people who had buried it were done. The career was done. What was left was a man on a slope in Idaho with a locked knee and a working hand-crank radio and a conviction he could not shake, and the conviction was this:

He had heard the prophecy.

Everyone west of the Rockies who still had a working receiver had heard the prophecy by now, because the people behind that wall played it every night. Wes had heard it for the first time two nights ago, sitting in the dark of an abandoned grain operation with the crank receiver pressed to his ear, and he had heard it again last night, and both times the same thing had happened in his chest, a cold drop, like a stair that wasn’t there.

It was the man’s voice on the recording, the one they called the Shepherd. The recording was dated. It had been made and distributed six months before the lights went out, and the people who passed it around had laughed, the way you laughed at a man on a corner with a sign, and now the people who had laughed were the family on the road with the bad wheel, and the man who had recorded it was behind a wall with power and water and food and four hundred souls who would die before they doubted him.

That was not what had dropped the stair out from under Wes.

What had dropped the stair was a phrase. Buried in the middle of the recording, between the scripture and the warnings, the Shepherd had described what was coming, and for three sentences he had stopped sounding like a prophet and started sounding like something else. He had used a word. Wes had rewound it in his head a hundred times since. The word was not a religious word. It was not the kind of word a man reached for when he was describing a vision. It was a word Wes had read in classified assessments and engineering specifications and his own buried report. It was a term of art, and a man did not stumble into a term of art. A man learned it, in a building, from other men who used it, because it described a specific thing with a specific precision, and you did not use it unless you understood the specific thing.

The Shepherd had used it correctly.

Wes had told himself, the first night, that he had misheard. He had told himself, the second night, that it was a coincidence, that the word had a common meaning too, that he was doing the thing he had been warned about, the thing that had ended him, building a cathedral of significance out of one brick.

He no longer believed that. He had stopped believing it somewhere in the cold hours before this morning’s light, lying in the brush, and the not-believing was the reason he was still here instead of walking south toward whatever was left.

Because if a man had used that word correctly, six months before the grid went dark, then that man had not seen the future.

That man had seen a plan.

* * *

Wes worked his way back down off the slope through the timber, keeping the wall at his back and the sun off his left shoulder, and did not let himself hurry. Hurrying was how you turned an ankle, and a turned ankle out here was a sentence. He had learned that the way he had learned everything in the last nine days, which was the hard way, alone.

He had a place to go back to, which was more than the family on the road had. Half a mile out, in a fold of ground the wall could not see, there was a grain operation that had failed long before the country did, a cluster of rusted bins and a collapsed equipment shed and one small concrete office that still had a roof and a door that closed. He had found it on the second day and made it his. It was not safe. Nothing was safe. But it was hidden, and it was dry, and it had a steel desk he could sleep behind so that anyone coming through the door would trip on him before they saw him.

He reached it in the early afternoon and went in low through the door and stood inside with his back to the wall until his eyes adjusted and he was sure he was alone. He was alone. He always was. He let the breath out he had not known he was holding.

His gear was where he had left it, which was its own small lesson learned, because the first night he had not hidden it and the first night something, an animal he hoped, had dragged his food bag ten feet and chewed through it. Now everything went under the steel desk, inside a contractor bag, behind the false front he had made from a sheet of plywood. He pulled it out and took inventory, because taking inventory was a thing his hands could do while his mind worked, and his mind needed to work.

Food for four more days if he was careful, two if he wasn’t. A water filter, the good kind, the only thing he had grabbed from the apartment that had turned out to matter. A knife. A multitool. The crank radio. A wind-up flashlight he hated because the winding was loud. A first aid kit he had not opened. A change of clothes. A photograph he did not look at, which he kept in the inside pocket against his chest and which he was aware of the way you are aware of a bruise.

Four days of food. That was the clock. Whatever he did, he did it inside four days, because on the fifth day he became the man on the road with the bad wheel, and the door did not open for that man.

So the question was the door.

He sat behind the desk in the gray light and turned the door over in his mind, looking for the nail. The family had walked up to it as supplicants and been turned away with water and a blessing, and the turning-away had been clean and practiced, which meant it was the rule and not the exception. The wall did not take in the desperate. So being desperate was the wrong play. He could not arrive as a man who needed them.

What did a place like that take in?

He thought about it the way he had been trained to think about a target, which was the only way he knew how to think about anything anymore. You did not break a hard system by hitting the hard part. You found the part that was supposed to let you in and you became the thing it was built to let in. A wall that turned away the desperate was a wall that was screening for something. It was a filter, and a filter, by definition, was selecting. The woman who came out to meet the family had not been turning them away at random. She had assessed them and found them wanting, and she had done it fast, in under five minutes, which meant the criteria were not subtle.

They had been a drain. Four mouths, two of them too small to work, a man whose knees were gone, a wagon full of nothing. Pure cost, no return. The wall had run the math the way Wes himself ran math, and the math had come up no.

So he had to come up yes. He had to be a return and not a drain. He had to be worth the food they would spend on him.

He almost laughed, sitting there in the cold. Because the cruel joke of it was that he was. He was exactly the kind of input a place like that should want. A man who understood power systems and radio and the architecture of how things failed, in a settlement that was running solar arrays and a generator and a radio mast it could not afford to lose. There was no more valuable thing he could be inside that wall than what he actually was.

And what he actually was, was the one thing he could not afford to let them know he was. Because if the Shepherd had used that word correctly, then the Shepherd knew exactly what kind of man understood that word, and the last thing Wes could do was walk up to that gate and announce himself as that man.

He turned it over and over as the light went, and the answer he kept arriving at was the same answer, and he did not like it.

He could not arrive as nothing. He could not arrive as everything. He had to arrive as just enough. Useful enough to be worth the food. Damaged enough to be no threat. Open enough to be read, so that they would think they had read him, and let him in believing they had taken his measure, when in fact he had given them the measure he wanted them to take. It was a thing he had done before, across a table, with a recorder running. He had been good at it. It had been a long time.

The difference, the difference that sat in his stomach like a stone as the last light failed and he reached for the crank radio out of habit, was that across the table from him this time would be people who had used a word correctly. People who had a way of being certain. People who had looked at a family on a road and known, in under five minutes, exactly what they were worth.

He had spent his whole career being the man who saw the nail no one else could see.

He was about to walk into the one place built by someone who saw it too.

He cranked the radio, slow and quiet, and held it to his ear, and waited for the broadcast, and somewhere behind the wall a man who was not surprised by the end of the world cleared his throat and began, again, to tell four hundred people why it had to happen.








  
  2

  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




The grain operation had a name once. Wes had found it stenciled on the side of the collapsed equipment shed, the paint gone to ghost letters, and he had not been able to read all of it, only that it ended in the word SEED. He thought about that sometimes in the dark. A place built to hold the next year’s growing, gone to rust, while half a mile away a man behind a wall held the only growing anyone could count on now.

He spent the second night doing the only work available to him, which was listening.

The crank radio was a cheap thing, the kind sold in blister packs to people who wanted to feel prepared without becoming prepared. It had a hand crank and a small solar panel and a band selector and an earpiece, and it was, as far as Wes had been able to determine in nine days, one of perhaps a few hundred functioning receivers in the entire valley. The pulse had not been kind to electronics, but it had been less unkind to the simplest ones. No circuit boards to speak of. Nothing to fry. He had found it in the same drawer as the water filter, in an apartment that was no longer his because nothing was anyone’s, and it had turned out to be worth more than everything else he owned combined, because information was the only thing left that could not be eaten or burned.

He cranked it until the small indicator glowed and settled the earpiece in and worked the band selector with the patience of a man who had nothing else to do.

There was almost nothing on the air. That was the thing people who had not lived through it would never understand. The silence was not the absence of sound. The silence was the absence of everyone. Across a band that, ten days ago, had been packed shoulder to shoulder with stations and signals and the constant electric murmur of a country talking to itself, there was now hiss. Hiss, and the slow wash of atmospherics, and once in a great while, riding up out of the static like something surfacing, a voice.

Most of the voices were ham operators. Wes had learned to find them in the first days, the old men and the hobbyists who had kept their tube gear and their wire antennas and their gasoline generators, and who now sat in their basements reading off lists. Lists of the living. Lists of the dead. Towns checking in. A man in what he said was Lewiston who came on at the same time every night and read names, just names, for twenty minutes, and signed off. Wes did not know what the names meant. He listened to them anyway. It was the closest thing to company he had.

But there was one signal that was not a ham operator, and it came on every night at the same hour, and it was strong, and it was clean, and it was the reason Wes was half a mile from a wall instead of two hundred miles south.

It came on now.

There was no station identification, because a station identification was a thing the law required and there was no law. There was only, first, a tone. A single clear tone, held for three seconds, the way a tuning fork is held. Wes had thought, the first time, that it was a test. He understood now that it was a summons. All across the valley, in the dark, people who had a working receiver heard that tone and stopped what they were doing and called the others to listen, and the tone was the most powerful thing the Shepherd had, more powerful than the wall or the water or the food, because the tone meant the only voice left in the world was about to speak, and everyone wanted to hear the only voice left in the world.

Then the voice.

“Good evening,” it said. “To those who are cold tonight, and to those who are warm, and to those who do not yet know which they will be by morning.”

Wes had a steno pad and a pencil, both salvaged, and he wrote in the dark by feel, the way he had learned to in surveillance vans a lifetime ago. He did not write down the comfortable parts. He wrote down the architecture. Where the man paused. What he claimed and, more important, what he declined to claim. The Shepherd never said I knew. The Shepherd said it was shown to me, and the difference was not humility, Wes had decided. The difference was liability. A man who said I knew could be asked how. A man who said it was shown to me had placed the knowledge somewhere it could not be questioned, in a hand that did not answer questions.

The voice was good. Wes made himself acknowledge that, the way he had made himself acknowledge that the woman at the gate was good. It was unhurried. It was warm in the low register and it never rose, never strained, never reached for the listener. It let the listener come to it. It spoke to the cold ones first and the warm ones second, which was the correct order, because the cold ones were the ones who might still walk to the gate.

“There are some among you tonight,” the voice said, “who are angry with me.”

Wes stopped writing.

“You heard my voice six months ago, and you laughed. I do not blame you for laughing. I would have laughed. A man stands up and says the lights are going to go out, and they are not coming back, and what is a reasonable person to do but laugh. You were reasonable. You were sensible. You were everything the world told you to be, and the world was a liar, and now you are cold.”

The voice paused. Wes counted the pause. Four seconds. The man knew exactly what four seconds of silence did to four hundred people in the dark.

“I am not angry that you laughed,” the voice said. “I am only sorry that the laughing cost you what it cost you. There is room, still. There is always room for the ones who are ready. The gate is not closed. It is only narrow. It was always going to be narrow. A thing that lets everyone in protects no one.”

And there it was. Wes wrote it down word for word. A thing that lets everyone in protects no one. That was the family on the road, justified in a single line, the cruelty turned inside out and worn as mercy. He had watched a man pick a crate of water up off the ground rather than leave it, and here was the theology that made leaving him to do it the kindest thing the wall could do.

The broadcast went on for another quarter hour. Most of it was the soft material, the comfort, the scripture, though the scripture sat oddly on the rest of it, like a coat thrown over a machine. And then, near the end, the recording played.

It played every night. That was the masterstroke of the thing, Wes thought, the part a lesser man would not have understood. The Shepherd did not ask anyone to believe he had foreseen the end. He let them hear him foresee it, in his own voice, dated, the artifact of it played back so the proof renewed itself nightly. Faith decays. Proof, replayed, does not.

Wes had heard it twice already. He set down the pencil and closed his eyes and listened to it a third time, listened for the place, and the place came, and the cold dropped through him exactly as it had the first night.

The recorded voice, younger by six months and certain in a way the live voice performed but this one simply was, described what was coming. And in the middle of it, between two passages of warning, it said:

“It will come from above, and it will come all at once, and the harm will not be the blast but the field that follows, the wave that finds every wire and every coil and turns our own making against us. The grid will not break. The grid will be told to stop, and it will obey.”

Wes opened his eyes in the dark.

The grid will be told to stop, and it will obey.

That was where the title of the thing had come from, he understood now. The people in the valley called the prophecy by that line. When the lights obeyed. They said it the way the faithful say any verse, a thing learned by heart and worn smooth, and they heard in it the poetry of a world brought low by a power above it.

Wes heard something else. Wes heard the field that follows. He heard the wave that finds every wire and every coil. And those were not the words of a man describing a vision. A man describing a vision said fire from the sky. A man describing a vision said the hand of God. He did not say the field, with the definite article, the way you said it when you had a specific field in mind and a body of math behind it. He did not say coil when he could have said machine. Coil was a choice. Coil was what you said when you understood that the damage was about induction, about the way a sudden field dumps current into anything that loops, and you did not understand that from a vision. You understood that from a textbook, or from a classified assessment, or from standing close enough to the thing itself to learn how it would work.

The grid will be told to stop, and it will obey.

Told. Not struck. Not smitten. Told. As though someone had given an instruction, and the instruction had been carried out.

The recording finished. The live voice returned and said a few quiet words, a benediction, the kind of thing that sent people warm to whatever beds they had, and then the tone again, the single clear tone, and then the hiss.

Wes sat with the dead earpiece in his ear for a long time.

He had not misheard. Three nights now, the same words, and the words




































