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A Note on Who Wrote This Book
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And why that person has more right to write it than anyone who has ever held a security clearance.

I am not a politician. I am not a general, a nuclear physicist, a geopolitical strategist, or an economist. I hold no security clearance. I have sat in no cabinet meetings, attended no NATO summits, and been privy to no classified briefings about the state of the world's arsenals or the intentions of the people who control them.

I am a human being. I live on this planet. I pay the taxes that fund the weapons. I pay the energy bills that rise every time a conflict escalates somewhere I was never consulted about. I eat the food that costs more every time a supply chain is disrupted by a war I did not vote for. I breathe the same air and drink water from the same hydrological systems and exist under the same sky as every other person on this planet—and under the same nuclear risk, whether I chose that risk or not.

That is my qualification for writing this book. Not expertise. Membership. Membership of the only group that has a genuine stake in what this book is about: the human species, every living member of which will be equally affected by the decisions being made, daily, by a very small number of people in rooms the rest of us are not invited into.

The people who manage nuclear risk professionally will tell you, if you press them, that the matter is too complex for the general public to meaningfully engage with. That the variables are too many, the intelligence too sensitive, the strategic calculations too intricate for a layperson's opinion to be useful. They will say this, or something like it, in a tone designed to communicate that your concern, while understandable, is not really your business.

I want to challenge that directly, because it is the central lie on which the entire architecture of nuclear decision-making is built. The consequences of these decisions are not complex. They are the simplest, most absolute consequences imaginable: death, or not. The decisions may be complex. The consequences are not. And it is the consequences that fall on us—on the seven billion people who were not in the room—not the decisions.

We are asked to trust that the people in the room are managing the risk on our behalf. We are given no mechanism to verify that this is true. We are given no vote on the specific decisions. We are given no information about how close, at any given moment, those decisions are to becoming irreversible. We are simply asked to continue—to go to work, to pay our taxes, to absorb the rising costs of conflicts we did not choose—and to trust.

"I no longer think that trust is sufficient. I no longer think that the people asking for it have earned it. And I no longer think that silence on this subject is neutrality. Silence is consent. And I do not consent."

This book is not written from anger, though there is anger in it. It is not written from fear, though the subject warrants fear. It is written from the straightforward position that every human being on this planet has the right to be heard, to be seen, and to have their opinion taken into account on the matter of whether the world they live in continues to exist.

Not just governments. Not just generals. Not just the people whose names appear on the covers of white papers and strategic reviews. Every person who wakes up in the morning in the world that these decisions protect or destroy. The factory worker in Salford. The farmer in Normandy. The fisherman in Osaka. The teacher in Nairobi. None of them were asked. All of them have a stake that is equal in the only measurement that matters: they are alive, and they would prefer to remain so.

This book is their book as much as mine. I wrote it because I can. But the argument belongs to all of us—to everyone who has ever paid a bill they did not incur for a war they did not choose, and who has never once been asked whether they thought it was worth it.

A note on what this book is not. It is not anti-military. It is not pacifist in the sense of believing that conflict can always be avoided or that defence is never legitimate. It is not aligned to any political party, ideology, or government. It does not argue that any single nation or leader bears sole responsibility for the current state of global nuclear risk.

It argues something simpler, and more uncomfortable than any of those positions. It argues that the people who make decisions about nuclear weapons do not fully reckon with what they are deciding—that the language of deterrence and strategic management has become a way of discussing the end of human civilisation without having to feel the weight of what those words mean. This book is an attempt to restore that weight. To make the abstract concrete. To answer the question that strategic doctrine never asks: and then what?

I am a human being. I have as much right to ask that question as anyone alive. And I have asked it here, on behalf of everyone who never gets the chance.
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​An Ordinary Tuesday
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The kettle boils at 6:14 in the morning, the same as it does every morning, in a kitchen that smells of toast and the faint residue of last night's cooking. A woman stands at the worktop in a dressing gown, waiting for the water, looking out of the window at a sky that has not yet decided what kind of day it wants to be. Grey, mostly. A strip of pale light at the horizon where the clouds have not yet closed ranks. She is thinking about the packed lunches she has not yet made, and whether there is enough ham, and whether the youngest will eat the brown bread or refuse it again.

The radio is on. It is always on at this time, tuned to a station that delivers the news between songs she half-recognises from a decade she cannot quite place. She is not listening. The words pass through the kitchen like background noise, a political row about something, a traffic report for a motorway she does not use, a weather forecast that will turn out to be wrong. She pours the water into a mug and watches the tea darken. In a few minutes she will call upstairs, and the morning will begin in earnest.

Somewhere else, it does not matter where, because this morning is happening everywhere, a man is already on a train. He boarded twelve minutes ago at a station where the car park was almost full, and he is standing in the vestibule between carriages because there were no seats, holding a railing with one hand and his phone with the other. He is reading something on the screen that he will not remember by lunchtime. Around him, other people are doing the same thing or staring out of windows at fields that are still half-dark or sleeping with their heads against the glass. Nobody is talking. Nobody talks on the early train. It is an unspoken agreement older than any of them. The train rocks gently on a curve and he adjusts his stance without thinking, the way a sailor adjusts to a swell.

He has done this journey four thousand times. He worked it out once, on a Friday afternoon when nothing else was happening. Four thousand trips, give or take. Two hours a day, five days a week, fifty weeks a year, for, how long has it been now? He does not finish the calculation. The number is too large and too ordinary to be worth completing. He puts his phone in his pocket and watches the fields instead.

⁂

In a school on the outskirts of a city whose name does not matter, a caretaker is unlocking the main doors. He does this at 6:30 every morning, winter and summer, and has done it for nineteen years. The building is cold. It is always cold at this time, before the heating has had a chance to work through the radiators, and his footsteps echo in the corridor in a way that they will not echo once the children arrive. He likes this part of the day. The quiet. The building as it was meant to be, clean, orderly, waiting. In two hours, it will be full of noise and mess and small dramas that feel enormous to the people involved. For now, it is his, and he moves through it with the easy ownership of a man who knows where every light switch is.

He checks the hall. He checks the toilets. He picks up a piece of litter from the stairwell that should not be there and puts it in his pocket. Later he will mention it to nobody, because the building is his responsibility and he takes that seriously, and a piece of litter on a stairwell is a failure of the building and therefore a failure of his. He does not think of it in these terms. He simply picks it up and moves on. The heating groans in the pipes. The day is starting whether it has permission or not.

⁂

A farmer is already two hours into his day. He has been awake since four, which is not early by his standards. Early would have been three, during lambing, when the ewes needed checking every ninety minutes and sleep was something that happened in a chair by the stove between alarms. That was six weeks ago now. The lambs are on their feet, the worst of it is over, and the mornings have stretched out enough that there is light by five, or something close to it.

He is in the lower field, walking the fence line, looking for damage from the wind that came through on Sunday night. The wind took a section of post-and-rail along the western boundary and scattered two sheets of corrugated iron from the feed store roof. He found one of them yesterday, folded around a gatepost like paper. The other is still missing. He will find it eventually, or it will turn up in a neighbour's field, or it will not turn up at all and he will replace it. These things happen. The land does what it wants, and the farmer responds. That is the arrangement. It has always been the arrangement. His father had the same arrangement with the same land, and his grandfather before that, and at some point, before his grandfather there was someone who looked at this ground and decided it was worth the effort, and every generation since has been proving that decision right, one season at a time.

He stops at the damaged section and looks at it. Two posts will need replacing. He can do that this afternoon if the ground is soft enough to drive them. If not, Thursday. He makes the calculation without writing it down, because the calendar in his head is more reliable than any calendar on a wall, and turns back toward the farmhouse.

The sky has made its decision. It is going to rain.

⁂

In a hospital that serves a population of three hundred thousand people, a nurse is forty minutes from the end of a twelve-hour night shift. She has been on her feet since half past seven the previous evening, and her back aches in the place it always aches, and she would like to sit down but there is a patient in bay four who needs obs doing and a patient in bay nine whose IV is due to be changed and a patient in bay twelve who has been pressing the call button every twenty minutes since midnight because he is frightened and does not want to be alone and does not know how to say that, so he asks for water instead.

She does the obs. She changes the IV. She goes to bay twelve and brings the water, and she stands for a moment longer than she needs to, because she understands what the water means and what it does not mean, and because kindness costs nothing except time, and time is the one thing she does not have, and so she gives it anyway. The man in the bed says thank you. He means something larger than thank you, and she knows that, and she smiles and tells him to try to sleep, and she moves on to the next task because there is always a next task, because that is what a hospital is: an unbroken chain of next tasks, performed by people who are tired, and who come back tomorrow and do it again.

Outside, in the car park, the shift that will replace her is arriving. Headlights sweep across wet tarmac. Doors open and close. People walk toward the building carrying bags and coffees and the particular expression of someone who is about to spend twelve hours being needed by strangers. They do not think of it in heroic terms. They think of it in practical terms: what needs doing, and in what order, and is there time for a cup of tea before it starts. There is almost never time for a cup of tea before it starts.

A fishing boat is three miles offshore, running northeast in a light swell, with a crew of four who have been at sea since before dawn. The skipper is at the wheel, watching the depth sounder and drinking coffee from a thermos that his wife filled last night. The coffee is strong enough to stand a spoon in, which is how he likes it and how his father liked it and how every skipper of every boat he has ever known likes it. There is a theory that weak coffee is bad luck at sea. He does not believe in the theory, but he does not test it either.

The catch this morning has been modest. Some days are like that. The sea gives what it gives, and there is no arguing with it, and any fisherman who tells you otherwise has not been fishing long enough to learn the lesson. He will try the ground to the north of the headland next, where the tide pushes bait fish into the shallows on the turn, and if that does not work, he will try the reef, and if that does not work, he will go home and mend nets and try again tomorrow. This is not failure. This is fishing. The distinction matters, though it is invisible to anyone who has not lived it.

The youngest crew member is on the stern deck, sorting gear. He is twenty-two and has been fishing since he was fifteen, and he is good at it in the way that young men are good at physical work—quickly, confidently, without yet understanding that the speed will not last and that the skill will need to replace it. He is thinking about Saturday night. He is thinking about a girl whose name he says too often for it to be casual. He is thinking about whether to ask her something, and when, and how, and his hands are working the ropes without instruction from his brain, because his hands learned this, years ago and no longer need to be told.

The radio crackles. The skipper reaches for it, expecting weather.

A bus driver is on his second route of the morning. He has been driving this route for eleven years and he knows every stop, every pinch point, every traffic light whose timing is slightly off. He knows the regulars. The woman with the tartan shopping trolley who boards at the retail park and always sits in the same seat, third row, nearside, and becomes visibly distressed if someone is already sitting there. The two schoolboys who get on at the cemetery gates and ride four stops and never once say thank you. The old man with the flat cap who nods at the driver every morning as if they are sharing a secret, and perhaps they are, because the bus is a small community, and its rituals are as fixed and as important as any other.

He pulls into a stop. Three people get on. A mother with a pushchair, a man in work boots, a teenager with headphones who does not look up from her phone. He waits while the mother folds the pushchair and settles the child, because there is no point pulling away until she is seated, and because the child is laughing at something only the child can see, and for a moment the bus is filled with the sound of a small person who has no idea what kind of day it is, only that the day is happening, and that this is enough to be delighted about.

The driver checks his mirror. He indicates. He pulls away.

⁂

All of this is happening at the same time. Every bit of it. The kettle and the train and the school and the field and the hospital and the boat and the bus. It is happening in a hundred countries and a thousand cities and ten thousand towns and a million homes where people are waking up or already awake, doing the things they do because these are the things they do, and because the morning requires it, and because tomorrow will require the same things again, and the day after that, and the day after that, in an unbroken sequence that stretches forward into a future that every single one of them takes for granted because taking it for granted is the only way to get through a day without being paralysed by the improbability of everything working at all.

None of them are thinking about what is about to happen, because none of them know. The politicians know. Some of them. The generals know. The people in the rooms that none of these people are invited into know. They have known for hours, some of them, and they have been making telephone calls and reading intelligence briefings and speaking in the careful language that powerful people use when the thing they are discussing is too large to say plainly. They have been managing it. That is their word. Managing.

The kettle is boiling again, because the first cup of tea was not enough and it never is. The children are coming downstairs now, still half-asleep, dragging schoolbags and complaints behind them. The toast is burning. The radio is still on, still delivering the news between songs, and the woman is still not listening, because the news is always the same—somebody is arguing about something, somewhere—and it has nothing to do with packed lunches or brown bread or the question of whether there is enough ham.

The train is pulling into the next station. The farmer has reached the farmhouse and is pulling off his boots in the porch. The caretaker is switching on the lights in the assembly hall, one bank at a time, the way he always does. The nurse is handing over to the morning shift, talking through the notes, patient by patient, bed by bed, because this is how the chain continues, one person telling the next person what happened, so the next person knows what to do.

The fishing boat is turning toward the headland. The bus is four stops into the route.

And then the phones go off.

Not a call. Not a message. A sound that none of them have heard before, because it is a sound that has never been used before, because the thing it announces has never happened before. It comes from every phone in every pocket in every kitchen and every carriage and every ward and every cab and every wheelhouse, simultaneously, and it is not the polite double-buzz of a notification. It is a sound designed to be impossible to ignore, because the people who designed it understood that the only chance anyone has depends on not ignoring it.

The woman in the kitchen picks up her phone. She reads the words on the screen. She reads them again, because the first time did not make sense, because words like these do not belong on a Tuesday morning in a kitchen that smells of toast. She looks at the ceiling, where her children are getting dressed. She can hear them moving around up there, arguing about something—a charger, a sock, something that mattered thirty seconds ago and does not matter now and will never matter again. She opens her mouth to call them, and what comes out is not their names. It is a sound she has never made before. It is the sound a person makes when the distance between where they are and where they need to be is measured in seconds, and the seconds are not enough.

The man on the train looks at his phone. The people around him are looking at theirs. Nobody is staring out of windows now. Nobody is sleeping. The train is still moving, because the train does not know, because the train is a machine and machines do not read alerts. He looks at the woman next to him. She is looking at him. Neither of them speaks. There is nothing to say that the screen has not already said. Somewhere in the carriage behind him, someone is crying, a quiet, private, disbelieving sound, the sound of a person who has understood the words on the screen and is waiting for someone to tell them it is a mistake, a test, a drill, anything other than what it says. Nobody tells them that. Nobody can.

The bus driver sees the passengers reach for their phones before he hears his own. He sees it in the mirror, the sudden, synchronised movement, like a flock of birds changing direction at once. The mother with the pushchair looks at her screen and then looks at the child, and the child is still laughing, still delighted by the morning, still completely unaware that the morning has changed, and the mother pulls the child out of the pushchair and holds it against her chest with both arms, and the shopping bag falls to the floor and nobody picks it up. The old man with the flat cap is holding his phone at arm's length because he cannot read it without his glasses, and by the time he finds his glasses and puts them on, his hands are shaking too much to hold the phone still. The driver pulls the bus to the side of the road. He does not know why he does this. There is nowhere to go. There is no protocol for this. He pulls over because it is the last professional act available to him, because a bus driver stops the bus when something is wrong, and something is wrong, and stopping is all he has left.

The caretaker stands in the corridor with his phone in his hand and his keys in the other, and he looks at the empty building that will fill with children in ninety minutes, and he understands, in a way that hits him in the chest and not in the head, that it will not fill with children this morning. Not this morning. He thinks about locking the doors again, and then he thinks about not locking them, because perhaps people will need somewhere to come, somewhere with walls and a roof and radiators that are finally warm, and he decides to leave them open. It is the last decision he will make as a caretaker. It is the right one.

The farmer reads the screen in his porch, one boot on and one boot off, and he looks out across the land that his family has worked for four generations, and the thought that comes to him is not about himself. It is about the lambs in the lower field, who are six weeks old and cannot be moved in time and do not know that there is anything to be moved from. He thinks about the fence posts he was going to replace this afternoon. He thinks about the corrugated sheet that is still missing from the feed store roof. He thinks about the fact that the rain is coming, and that the rain will come regardless, and that the land will be here after he is not, and that this is both a comfort and the opposite of a comfort, and he cannot work out which one it is more of.

The nurse reads it at the handover desk, surrounded by the notes of thirty patients whose care plans extend into next week and next month and next year, and she looks at the morning shift team, and they look at her, and the handover stops, because there is nothing to hand over to. The patient in bay twelve presses his call button. The light above his bed comes on, the same as it has come on every twenty minutes all night, and the nurse looks at it, and she goes to him, because that is what she does, because that is what she has always done, because the call light is on and a patient needs her and nothing on a screen has changed that. She walks down the ward, past the beds, past the machines, past the notes that nobody will read tomorrow, and she goes to the man who is frightened, and she brings him water, and she stays.

The skipper reads it in the wheelhouse, three miles from shore, and he turns the boat toward home without saying a word. The youngest crew member on the stern deck has stopped sorting gear. He is standing with a rope in one hand and his phone in the other, and he is looking at the screen, and he is thinking about the girl whose name he says too often, and he is thinking that he will never ask her the thing he was going to ask her, and the rope falls from his hand onto the deck and he does not pick it up. The other two crew members are standing where they were standing when the sound came, and they have not moved, because there is nowhere to move to on a boat, and because moving implies a destination, and destination implies a future, and the future is the thing that has just been taken from the morning.

The skipper pushes the throttle forward. The bow lifts. The engine is loud enough to fill the silence, and that is a mercy, because the silence between four men who have read the same words and cannot look at each other is not a silence anyone should have to sit in. The wake fans out behind them, white against grey water, and a gull that has been following the boat since they left the harbour is still following, because the gull does not know, because the gull is waiting for fish scraps that are not coming, and it will keep following until it gives up and turns back to the shore, and there is something unbearable about that, about the way the world carries on doing what it does when the people in it have stopped.

The shore is visible from here, a low grey line under a low grey sky—and the skipper watches it, and it does not look like home, it looks like a place he once knew the name of, and the boat is fast but the shore is not getting closer, or perhaps it is but it no longer matters, because his wife filled the thermos last night and she will have heard the same sound on the same phone in the same kitchen, and she will be standing at the window looking out at the sea, and she will not be able to see the boat yet, and he would like her to see the boat, and he would like her to know that he turned for home the moment he read the words, that there was no hesitation, that the heading was her before he had finished reading the sentence, and the sea does not care about any of this and will still be here after, and that thought is the loneliest thing he has ever
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​The Button and What It Actually Does
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⁂

There is no button. That is the first thing worth knowing, because the metaphor has done more damage than almost any other piece of language in the nuclear age. The image of a single button, pressed by a single person, producing a single outcome, has simplified the most complex and consequential decision in human history into something that sounds almost manageable. A button can be unpressed. A button implies a moment of choice, clean and binary, like a light switch. On or off. Yes or no.

The reality is a process. It involves multiple people, multiple communications, multiple confirmations, and a chain of command that varies from country to country but in every case is designed to be fast. Faster than thought, faster than doubt, faster than the kind of moral reckoning that might cause a person to hesitate. The system is not designed to allow hesitation. Hesitation, in the logic of nuclear deterrence, is a vulnerability. The machinery is built to move from decision to launch in minutes, not because minutes are all that is available, but because minutes are all that the doctrine permits. Longer than that, and someone might ask the question that the doctrine cannot survive: are we sure?

None of that is the subject of this book.

This book is not about the decision. It is about what happens after the decision has been made, the process has been completed, and the weapons have arrived. It is about the next hour, and the next day, and the next year, and the next century, and the four thousand years after that. It is about consequences. Not the consequences that military planners model, which are measured in megatons and casualty projections and fallout patterns, but the consequences that nobody models, because they are too large, too slow, and too permanent to fit inside a strategic assessment.

The people who manage nuclear arsenals will tell you what a warhead does to a city. They have detailed, extensively researched, repeatedly updated models of blast radius, thermal radiation, immediate casualties, infrastructure damage, and fallout dispersal. These models are impressive. They are precise. They are, within their own terms, accurate.

They are also, in the context of what actually happens, almost completely beside the point.

⁂

Let us begin with the first hour. Not the first hour of the war, but the first hour after it. The missiles have landed. The cities that were targeted have been destroyed. The immediate death toll is in the tens of millions, perhaps the hundreds of millions, depending on the scale of the exchange and the number of warheads involved. This number, vast as it is, is the smallest part of the catastrophe. It is the part that the strategic models account for, and it is the part that, in a terrible and precise sense, is already over. The dead are dead. What follows is about the living.

In the first hour, the living do not yet know what has happened. They know something has happened, because the alerts came, and the sky changed colour, and the ground shook, and the communications networks (mobile phones, internet, broadcast radio and television) have either gone silent or are carrying a single repeated message that nobody is updating, because the people who were responsible for updating it are no longer at their desks. But the specifics are unavailable. The scope is unknown. The question that every survivor is asking, how bad is it? The question has no answer, because the systems that would provide an answer are among the first things destroyed.

This is worth pausing on, because it is the first of many things about a nuclear exchange that the general public has never been asked to consider. We live inside an information architecture so pervasive that we have forgotten it exists. We expect to know what is happening. We expect news. We expect updates. We expect someone, somewhere, to be telling us what has occurred and what we should do about it. That expectation is so deeply embedded in the modern experience that most people cannot imagine its absence.

It is absent. From the first hour of the first day, survivors are operating without information. Not with bad information, not with delayed information, but with no information at all beyond what they can see from where they are standing. A person in a rural area sixty miles from a targeted city knows that something terrible has happened in the direction of the city. They do not know what. They do not know whether it has happened elsewhere. They do not know whether it is over. They do not know whether the air they are breathing is safe, whether the water they are drinking is contaminated, whether the food in their kitchen will be the last food they ever have access to. They know nothing. And they will continue to know nothing for days, then weeks, then longer, because the infrastructure of knowing has been destroyed alongside everything else.

⁂

In the first twenty-four hours, the secondary consequences begin. These are not secondary in the sense of being less important. They are secondary in the sense of being caused by the primary event rather than being the primary event itself. They are also, in every measurable way, more destructive than the initial exchange.

The electricity grid fails. Not in the targeted cities, where it has been physically obliterated. But across the wider region, and in many cases across the entire country, the grid fails because the grid is not a collection of independent power stations. It is a network, and networks are designed to balance load across their entire span. When multiple major nodes are simultaneously removed, the remaining network cannot compensate. The load imbalance cascades. Generators trip. Substations overload and shut down. Within hours, the grid that was not directly hit collapses under the strain of its own architecture.

This matters more than almost anything else that happens, because electricity is not one system among many. It is the system upon which every other system depends. Without electricity, water treatment stops. Without water treatment, clean water ceases to exist within days. The reservoirs are still full, but the chemical treatment processes, the pumping stations, the pressure systems that deliver water to homes and hospitals and farms are all electrically powered. Without clean water, waterborne disease begins to spread within a week. Cholera. Dysentery. Typhoid. Diseases that the modern world has largely forgotten, because the modern world has clean water, and clean water requires electricity, and electricity requires a functioning grid, and the grid is down.

Without electricity, refrigeration stops. Every hospital, every pharmacy, every food storage facility, every domestic freezer. The pharmaceutical supply chain does not merely slow down. It ceases to exist. Insulin requires refrigeration. Without insulin, every Type 1 diabetic in the surviving population is dead within weeks. That is not a projection. That is the pharmacological reality of a condition that affects millions of people worldwide. Cancer treatments, dialysis, surgical anaesthetics, antibiotics that require cold-chain storage. All of it ends the moment the power ends, and the power ends on Day One.

Without electricity, fuel distribution stops. Petrol stations are electrically pumped. Refineries are electrically operated. The fuel that remains in vehicle tanks and in above-ground storage is the last fuel there will be for a very long time, and it will be consumed within days by people who do not yet understand that it is irreplaceable.

Without electricity, communications remain dead. The mobile phone network requires powered base stations, fibre-optic backhaul, and data centres. The internet requires servers, routers, undersea cables with powered repeater stations, and the continuous active management of thousands of engineers who keep the system functioning. None of this is self-sustaining. All of it requires electricity. All of it stops.

This is not a list of inconveniences. It is a description of the systematic removal of everything that separates a modern society from a pre-industrial one. And it happens not over years or decades, but over hours and days. The distance between the twenty-first century and the seventeenth century is not, as we tend to assume, a matter of accumulated progress that would take centuries to lose. It is a matter of electricity. Remove the electricity, and the distance closes in a week.

⁂

In the first seventy-two hours, the food supply begins to fail. This requires explanation, because most people assume that food is something that exists in large quantities, stored in warehouses and supermarkets, and that the problem is one of distribution rather than existence. This assumption is wrong.

Modern food logistics operate on a system called just-in-time delivery. Supermarkets do not hold large stocks of food. They hold approximately three days' worth, replenished by a continuous flow of deliveries from regional distribution centres, which are themselves replenished by a continuous flow from producers, processors, and importers. The system is efficient. It is cost-effective. It is the product of decades of optimisation designed to minimise waste and maximise the use of shelf space. It is also, by design, incapable of absorbing any significant disruption.

When deliveries stop, the supermarkets empty within three days. Not because the food has been destroyed. Because the food was never there in any quantity sufficient to outlast the system that delivered it.

There is food in the country, of course. There is food in fields, in farms, in livestock sheds, in grain stores. But the distance between food existing and food being available to the people who need it is a distance measured in logistics, and logistics is another word for the coordinated effort of thousands of people using fuel, vehicles, communications, and infrastructure that no longer function. A wheat field in East Anglia does not feed a family in Manchester. It feeds a supply chain. The supply chain feeds a mill. The mill feeds a bakery. The bakery feeds a distribution network. The distribution network feeds a supermarket. The supermarket feeds the family. Remove any single link in that chain and the wheat stays in the field. Remove all of them simultaneously, and the country is standing in the middle of its own food supply with no means of reaching it.

The same logic applies to medicine. A hospital without electricity is not a hospital. It is a building full of people who need help and equipment that cannot provide it. Ventilators stop. Monitoring systems go dark. Operating theatres become rooms with tables in them. The drugs in the pharmacy are finite, un-replenishable, and in many cases temperature-sensitive. The staff are the same human beings who appeared in the prologue of this book. They have families. They have homes. They have the same survival instincts as everyone else. Some of them will stay. Some of them will stay until staying becomes indistinguishable from dying alongside the patients they cannot save. And then they will leave, because staying is not heroism when staying means simply being present for deaths you cannot prevent, in a building whose purpose has been erased by the absence of the systems that gave it purpose.

This is the point at which the reality of what has happened begins to arrive in the lives of survivors who may be hundreds of miles from the nearest blast site. They are uninjured. Their homes are standing. Their streets are intact. But the shops are empty, the taps have stopped running, the lights are off, and nobody is coming. Nobody is coming because the people who would come, the emergency services, the military, the government agencies responsible for disaster response, are dealing with the same catastrophe, in the same conditions, with the same absence of communication and coordination.

By the end of the first week, something else begins to fail, and it is harder to describe than electricity or food or water because it is not a physical system. It is social order. Not in the dramatic sense of looting and violence, though those will occur. In the quieter sense of the agreements, the thousands of small, invisible, daily agreements, that hold a society together ceasing to operate.

Money stops working. Not because anyone declares it worthless, but because there is nothing to buy and no system to process a transaction. A banknote is a promise made by an institution. When the institution is no longer functioning, the promise is no longer credible, and the note is paper. This does not happen through a dramatic collapse of confidence. It happens through the simple, practical discovery that the person with food does not want your money. They want something you can do for them, or something you have that they need, or nothing at all, because they have enough for themselves and see no reason to share it with a stranger holding a piece of paper.

Law stops functioning. Not because the laws have been repealed, but because the apparatus of enforcement (police, courts, prisons, the entire judicial infrastructure) requires electricity, communication, transport, wages, and a population that recognises the legitimacy of the authority behind it. When none of those things exist, the law is an abstraction. Property rights, contracts, debts, obligations: all of them are agreements enforced by institutions, and the institutions are gone. What replaces them is not anarchy in the political sense. It is locality. The people you can see, the people you know, the people who are physically present and willing to cooperate. These become the boundaries of your society. Everything beyond that boundary is unknown, unreachable, and irrelevant.

The government, if it has survived in its bunkers, is issuing orders. It is entirely possible that those orders are sensible, well-structured, and strategically sound. It is also entirely irrelevant, because the orders cannot reach the people who would carry them out, and the people who would carry them out are, in most cases, no longer organised in a way that allows them to act on orders even if they received them. A soldier who has not heard from his commanding officer in forty-eight hours, who does not know whether his family is alive, who has no fuel, no resupply, and no functioning communication with any higher authority, is not a soldier. He is a man in uniform, making decisions based on the same desperate calculus as every other survivor: where is food, where is water, where is safety, and where are the people I love.

This is the world that exists at the end of the first week. Not the world of the blast zones, where the destruction is total and the suffering is mercifully, if that word can be used, brief. This is the world of the survivors. The world of intact houses and empty cupboards. The world of clean clothes and contaminated water. The world of people who are alive and uninjured and who will, unless something changes in a way that nothing is capable of changing, begin to die of things that no person in their country has died of in a hundred years. Dehydration. Dysentery. Infected wounds that would have required nothing more than a course of antibiotics and a clean bandage. Diabetes. Asthma. Heart conditions managed for decades by daily medication that has run out and will not be replaced. The mundane, preventable, treatable conditions that modern medicine made survivable and that the absence of modern medicine makes lethal.

⁂

This book is about what happens next. Not in the next hour or the next day, but in the next year, the next decade, the next century. It is about the question that strategic doctrine never asks, because strategic doctrine is concerned with the management of risk up to the point of exchange, and has almost nothing to say about what follows.

The question is simple: how long does it take to get back?

Not back to normal. That word has no meaning in this context. Back to something. Back to organised society. Back to a functioning economy. Back to clean water and reliable food and medicine and law and education and all of the things that we take for granted so completely that we have forgotten they are things at all, rather than simply the way the world is.

The answer is the subject of this book, and the answer is the reason this book exists, and the answer is the thing that the people who hold the codes have never been required to consider.

It took four thousand years.

That number is not a metaphor. It is not an exaggeration designed to shock. It is an honest accounting of the time it took the human species to get from the first organised states, the earliest forms of what we would recognise as government, taxation, law, and coordinated labour, to the world we live in now. Four thousand years of accumulated effort, accumulated knowledge, accumulated institutional trust, accumulated infrastructure, each stage built on the foundations of the stage before it, none of it spontaneous, none of it inevitable, all of it dependent on conditions that a nuclear exchange permanently removes.

The people who built the first cities in Mesopotamia did not know they were building the foundations of a process that would eventually produce antibiotics and aeroplanes and the internet. They were solving immediate problems: food storage, water management, defence against neighbours, the organisation of labour. But each solution created the conditions for the next solution, and each generation inherited not just the physical infrastructure of the previous generation but the knowledge, the institutional memory, the social trust, and the organisational capacity that made the next stage of development possible.

This is what is meant by civilisation, and it is critical to understand that civilisation is not a thing. It is not a structure that can be damaged and repaired, like a building. It is a process. A continuous, interdependent, generational process of maintenance, transmission, and accumulation. Interrupt the process and you do not get a damaged civilisation. You get no civilisation at all. You get a population of survivors, some of them educated, some of them skilled, all of them traumatised, none of them able to restart the process from where it left off, because the process does not have a restart point. It has a beginning, and the beginning was four thousand years ago, and the conditions that made that beginning possible: a stable climate, abundant natural resources, a population that had never been exposed to radioactive contamination. Those are not the conditions that will exist on the morning after a nuclear exchange.

There is an objection to this argument that must be addressed plainly, because it is the objection that every optimist and every continuity planner will raise: but we know things now. We have the knowledge. Even if the infrastructure is destroyed, the knowledge survives in the people who survive, and in the books and the digital records that survive, and surely that knowledge accelerates the rebuilding. Surely, we do not start from scratch. Surely the second time is faster than the first.

The objection is reasonable. It is also wrong, and understanding why it is wrong is the single most important thing this introduction can convey.

Knowledge is not capability. A survivor who knows how to design a microprocessor cannot build a microprocessor. A microprocessor requires a fabrication plant. A fabrication plant requires precision engineering, rare earth minerals, ultra-pure chemicals, a stable electricity supply, a global supply chain for components, and a workforce of thousands of people trained in dozens of specialisms, each of which requires years of education in institutions that require decades of stable funding to establish. The knowledge of how to build a microprocessor is, in the absence of all of these things, exactly as useful as the knowledge of how to build a cathedral was to a Saxon farmer standing in the ruins of Roman Britain. He could see the cathedral. He could understand, in principle, that it had been built by people. He could not build another one. Not because he was stupid, but because the capability to build it required an entire civilisation operating at a level that no longer existed.

This is the prerequisite chain, and it governs everything. You cannot have advanced medicine without pharmaceutical manufacturing. You cannot have pharmaceutical manufacturing without industrial chemistry. You cannot have industrial chemistry without reliable electricity. You cannot have reliable electricity without a functioning grid. You cannot have a functioning grid without trained engineers. You cannot train engineers without universities. You cannot sustain universities without a tax base. You cannot have a tax base without an economy. You cannot have an economy without a population engaged in productive work beyond subsistence survival. And you cannot have a population engaged in productive work beyond subsistence survival until you have solved the food problem, the water problem, the shelter problem, and the security problem, which is where you started, and which took the original civilisations centuries to achieve even under favourable conditions.

Every stage depends on the stage before it. Skip a stage and the chain breaks. This is not a theoretical observation. It is the documented historical reality of every civilisational collapse in the human record. When Rome fell, the knowledge of Roman engineering did not disappear overnight. People remembered aqueducts. People could see the roads. But the capability to build new ones required an institutional, economic, and educational infrastructure that took six hundred years to reassemble. Six hundred years, and that was without radioactive contamination, without global infrastructure destruction, and without the loss of the specialist workforce that a nuclear exchange would cause.

This does not mean it will take four thousand years to rebuild. It means that the thing we have now, the thing that works, the thing that provides clean water to billions of people and food to billions of people and medicine to billions of people and the basic infrastructure of daily existence to virtually everyone alive, took four thousand years of unbroken, cumulative, interdependent human effort to produce. And the question this book asks is not whether it can be rebuilt. The question is whether the people making the decisions that could destroy it understand, in any meaningful way, what they are deciding to destroy.

The evidence suggests that they do not.

⁂

The chapters that follow will take the reader through the full architecture of what would be lost, who would bear the cost, and how long the rebuilding would take. They are written in the order that the argument requires, which is also the order that the catastrophe unfolds.

Part One examines what we built and what it cost. The four thousand years of civilisational development, laid out not as history but as a reckoning. Each stage shown as something that took longer to build than we will ever have to rebuild it. The invisible architecture of modern life: power grids, water systems, food chains, pharmaceutical supply lines, communication networks. Made visible and then, systematically, removed. The knowledge that lives not in books but in the trained minds and practised hands of specialists who die in the same proportions as everyone else.

Part Two examines who pays, who profits, and who decides. The financial architecture that funds every war through the involuntary contributions of the people least able to refuse. The sovereign debt markets, the bond traders, the pension funds, the creditor class. And what happens to all of them when the premise on which their wealth is built ceases to exist. The governments that survive in their bunkers, commanding nothing, funded by nothing, governing a country that has atomised into ten thousand foraging communities that neither need nor recognise their authority.

Part Three examines Year Zero itself. The first twelve months of survival. What is needed, what is available, what is catastrophically absent. The secondary death wave that kills more people than the initial exchange. The emergence of micro-governance structures that replace the state not through revolution but through irrelevance.

Part Four examines the long count. The generational timeline of recovery, measured not in the optimistic projections of strategic planners but in the historical evidence of what happened every other time a civilisation collapsed. The Bronze Age Collapse. The fall of Rome. The centuries of darkness that followed each one, and the slow, painful, generational effort required to rebuild even a fraction of what was lost.

The book ends with a letter. It is addressed to the people who hold the codes, and it asks them a question that this introduction has only begun to frame you have been told what the weapons do to a city. Has anyone ever told you what they do to the four thousand years of human effort that made the city possible?

If not, then this book is that telling. And if the answer, once you have heard it, does not change the way you think about the decision you have been entrusted with, then the rest of us deserve to know that too.

Because we are the ones who will carry the consequences. We always have been.

“It took ten thousand years to learn how to plant a seed. It took four thousand more to build a world from what grew. It takes four minutes to end it.”
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The number is not chosen for drama. It is not a round figure selected because it sounds impressive. It is, as nearly as historians can agree on such things, the approximate span of time between the emergence of the first organised human states and the world you woke up in this morning. Four thousand years, give or take a century. That is how long it took.

Most people, if asked, would guess longer. They would start with the caves, with the first tools, with the discovery of fire. They would reach back fifty thousand years, a hundred thousand, to the earliest evidence of human beings doing human things. And they would be right that the species is old. But the species is not the subject of this chapter. The subject is civilisation, and civilisation is not the same thing as humanity. Humanity is a biological fact. Civilisation is a project, and the project started remarkably recently, and it started not because human beings suddenly became cleverer but because a specific set of conditions came together in a specific set of places, and the people who happened to be there did something that nobody had done before. They stayed.

For most of human history, people moved. They followed food. They followed seasons. They followed herds. They built nothing permanent because permanence was not useful to people whose survival depended on mobility. A settlement was a liability. A building was a weight. The skills that mattered were the skills of movement: reading weather, reading animal behaviour, reading the land for what it could provide today, not what it might provide next year.

The shift began somewhere around 10,000 BC, in the arc of land stretching from modern-day Iraq through Syria and into Turkey and the eastern Mediterranean. The Fertile Crescent, as it came to be called, though the people who lived there did not call it anything. They simply noticed, over generations, that certain grasses could be planted and harvested, that certain animals could be kept rather than hunted, and that staying in one place, if the place was right, produced more food more reliably than moving. This was not a discovery in the way we understand discoveries. Nobody woke up one morning and invented agriculture. It was a slow, generational accumulation of observations, experiments, failures, and small successes that, over centuries, transformed the way human beings lived.

But the shift from nomadic to settled life is not where civilisation begins. Farming villages existed for thousands of years before anything resembling a civilisation emerged from them. The village is not the state. The difference between a village of two hundred people growing their own food and a city of twenty thousand people with a government, a tax system, a legal code, a standing army, and a written language is not a difference of degree. It is a difference of kind. And it is the second shift, not the first, that this chapter is about.

⁂

The first civilisations appeared in Mesopotamia, in the river
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