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      For the ones who answered when I called⁠—

      who stayed on the line, helped carry the weight,

      and reminded me that survival was never meant to be solitary.

      

      
        
        You know who you are.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

        —JOHN 1:5
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            WHAT THE SIRENS WOKE

          

        

      

    

    
      The snow came down fine and dry, the kind that didn't fall so much as drift sideways forever, and Graham stood at the western perimeter fence counting breath he couldn't see.

      Not his own. Theirs.

      Below the ridgeline, the basin had gone loud. Three days since the sirens, and Hanford—silent for fifteen years, silent the way graves and churches and deep water were silent—rang with hammers. Cutting torches hissed somewhere near the old maintenance yards, throwing blue light against the pre-dawn dark. Men called measurements to each other across the fence lines. A generator that hadn't turned over since the collapse coughed, caught, and settled into a steady animal hum that Graham felt through the frozen ground, through his boots, up into his teeth.

      Every sound carried for miles out here. That was the part nobody said out loud.

      He pulled the scarf higher over his nose and watched his people work under the string lights. Bang and Corey wrestling sheet steel over the mouth of the southern vehicle cut. Lock moving down the sensor line with a headlamp and a canvas roll of tools, patient as a surgeon. Sam directing two of the younger men on a gun position with the economy of an old man who had decided the cold was a personal insult and refused to dignify it with extra movement. And above them all, up on the water tower catwalk where nobody had assigned him, Kade with a scope and a blanket roll, holding the ridge watch the way his father used to—like noticing things was the family trade and he meant to keep the books open.

      Graham had stopped sleeping through the night again. It wasn't the baby. The baby was almost a good reason.

      It was the numbers.

      Three days ago, standing in the communications room with his son against his shoulder, he had watched Cipher press a row of switches that hadn't been touched since the world ended, and he had listened to the mountain of concrete and buried steel beneath his feet wake up and start screaming into the dark. The sirens had rolled out across the basin, across the dead grasslands and the frozen sage, out past the reactor skeletons standing along the river like the ribs of something God had given up on. Low. Steady. Ancient.

      A call home, Ghost had said.

      A beacon, Cipher had not said. He hadn't needed to. Graham had watched him not say it, and that was worse.

      Because a siren didn't check who was listening. It just told everyone, everywhere, in every direction the wind ran: we are here. We are alive. Come.

      The wind shifted, and snow stung the narrow band of skin between his goggles and scarf. Graham did his inventory without deciding to. He'd stopped fighting the habit years ago.

      Paige, underground, second residential corridor, asleep on her side with one arm thrown across the crate-slat cradle Mark had built. Their son in it—twelve pounds of furious opinion, three months old, still unnamed because naming something in this world felt like painting a target, though neither of them said that either. Down the corridor, Macy, so pregnant now that Clarisse had banned her from the ladder wells, which Macy treated as a suggestion; McCann beside her, sleeping the way he did everything, with quiet competence, one ear above the waterline. Nova and Ennis in the bunk beside them, tangled together the way the girls always ended up by morning no matter how they started. Bang's boy Grae. Tehya, who lately slept four hours and stood watch ten. Cheryl. Marcy. Addy. Sam.

      Forty-one people breathing under the Burning Ground.

      Forty-one included the woman in room three. It had included her since the night last summer when the scouts carried her down off the western flats, half-dead from the ashfall after the battle, a stranger with a burned-out detector and no name anybody could get out of her. Seven months behind the containment glass, and she still hadn't offered one. Graham counted her anyway. Counting people before they earned it was either going to be the thing that killed them all or the only thing worth defending. Some mornings he believed both.

      He counted them the way he'd once counted rounds. Dalton had been dead more than a year, and Graham still heard him on nights like this, clear as radio. You don't lead people, Graham. You carry them. There's a difference.

      Yeah. He knew the difference now. Leading was the part they saw. Carrying was the part that woke you at four in the morning doing math about sirens.

      Boots crunched behind him. Graham didn't turn. He'd learned the sound of every walk in this place, and this one was expensive—unhurried, deliberate, each step placed like a word in a sentence the man had already finished before he opened his mouth.

      Ghost stopped beside him at the fence. Snow had collected along the shoulders of his dark coat and gone unbrushed. His silver hair was the brightest thing on the ridge.

      For a while, neither of them said anything. Below, the torch light flickered blue against the snow. Somewhere down the wire, a detector chirped once—green—and went quiet.

      "Fuel's moved," Ghost said finally. "The deep stores. Water lines are pressure-tested to the lower sectors."

      "And the doors?"

      "Sealed to protocol." A pause, one flake of snow dissolving on the ridge of his cheekbone. "First time in nine years."

      Graham glanced at him. "What happened nine years ago?"

      Ghost watched the basin. "A storm."

      That was all. That was always all. Getting a story out of Ghost was like drawing well water in January—possible, but you had to really need it.

      Graham looked back at the work lights. "Cipher have anything overnight?"

      "Nothing on the eastern bands since midnight."

      "Nothing good or nothing at all?"

      "Nothing at all."

      Graham let that sit. He'd been a lot of things since the world ended—scared, starved, shot at, lost—and he had learned that quiet came in two kinds. There was the quiet of empty, and the quiet of held breath. He didn't need Cipher's oscilloscopes to tell him which kind was stretched out there beyond the eastern ridges, in the dark where the Burners were learning to hold formation.

      "How many are coming?" he asked. "Your outer people."

      "Unknown."

      "Best guess."

      Ghost was silent long enough that Graham thought he'd declined the question. Then: "Eleven stations. Some went dark years ago." His breath fogged and tore away in the wind. "Whoever is left heard the call. They'll come or they won't."

      "And if what comes isn't yours?"

      Ghost turned his head then. In the gray light his eyes were the color of the river under ice. "That's why the protocol exists."

      The vetting. Graham had read it—Cipher had walked him through the pages of it, questions and counter-questions, phrases that meant safe and phrases that meant shoot, a fifteen-year-old catechism written for exactly this morning. Paper survives, Cipher said. Paper remembers. The Watchers had planned for their own homecoming the way other men planned for funerals.

      Below them the generator hiccuped, steadied. A voice—Corey's—swore cheerfully at it. Somebody laughed. The sound rose up the ridge thin and warm and completely wrong against the frozen dark, and Graham watched Ghost's jaw work once, like a man swallowing medicine.

      Three months ago that laugh would have been a security breach. Now it was the whole point. Graham wondered if Ghost had made his peace with that, and knew better than to ask—some walls you didn't tap on to check how load-bearing they were.

      "Paige asked me something," Graham said instead. "Night the sirens went. She asked what we do if the answer to the call is bigger than the help."

      "What did you tell her?"

      "That I'd ask you."

      Something moved through Ghost's face. Not a smile. The geological memory of one. "And I would tell you," he said, "that Hanford has never been held by force."

      "Silence," Graham said. "I know. And silence is spent. You spent it. You put your hand on that console and you spent every year of it in one night." He wasn't angry. He was too tired for angry, and anyway it had been the right call; he'd have made it himself. But carrying meant counting, and he wanted Ghost to know the count was mutual. "So what holds it now?"

      Ghost looked out at the basin for a long moment. At the torches. The fences. The buried lights. The dark line of the east.

      "What's left," he said.

      The wind came up the ridge and filled the pause with snow.

      It was Graham who finally broke it, because somebody had to, and because dawn was starting to bleed gray along the eastern rim of the world and the shift below would change over soon and Paige would be awake, and he wanted five minutes of that. Five minutes of the baby's furious face and Paige's sleep-rough voice before the day started taking bites out of him.

      He'd made it three steps when the radio on his chest crackled.

      "Graham." Lock's voice, flat and even, from the western line. Lock didn't waste transmission on tone. "West ghost road. Movement at the far markers."

      Graham's hand found the radio. Beside him, Ghost had gone very still—the stillness of a man who had been waiting three days to find out what his sirens had bought.

      "How many?" Graham said.

      "One rider," Lock said. "Walking a mule. Coming slow. Coming straight in on the road like he knows it."

      A beat of static. Snow ticking against his goggles. Forty-one people breathing under his feet.

      The Burners came from everywhere now. That was the lesson of fifteen years—they'd come out of the east where the command chatter lived, down from the broken interstate in the north, up from the south, in off the coast country to the west that they'd burned through years ago. Direction meant nothing anymore. But they didn't come alone. They didn't come slow. And there wasn't a soul alive outside the wire who knew where the ghost roads ran.

      Graham looked at Ghost. Ghost was already watching the west, and there was something in the old Watcher's face that Graham had never seen there before and could not immediately name, because he had never once, in all these months, seen the man hope.

      "He knows it," Ghost said quietly. "Open the wire."

      The first of them was coming home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE FIRST TO ANSWER

          

        

      

    

    
      Tehya had been on the rider for an hour before he ever reached the wire.

      She lay prone in the western blind with the rifle socketed into her shoulder and her breath run shallow, the way Vault had taught her—not held, never held, just banked low like a stove damped for the night. Through the scope the man was a dark cutout against the snow, leading his mule down the long white spine of the ghost road at a pace that never changed. Not when the wind gusted. Not when the road bent past the rusted skeleton of a pump house where anybody with sense would have hurried. He walked like the cold was a country he'd lived in so long he'd been issued papers.

      Scout lay against her left side, a line of heat from hip to knee. The dog hadn't made a sound in an hour either. But she was watching the same man Tehya was, and every few minutes the skin along her back twitched, resettled.

      "He stopped," Tehya said quietly.

      Beside the blind, Vault didn't raise his own glass. "Far markers."

      "He's just standing there."

      "Yes."

      She kept the crosshairs on him. The man stood at the outer radiation markers with the mule's lead in one fist, facing the wire across four hundred yards of open snow, and did nothing at all. Didn't wave. Didn't call out. Didn't shift his weight. Snow gathered on his shoulders while she watched, and he let it.

      "What's he waiting for?"

      "To be seen."

      Tehya glanced up over the scope. "He was seen a mile ago."

      "He knows." Vault's eyes stayed on the road. "Coming in unseen is how you die out here. He'll stand there until we come and get him. If he crosses the markers on his own, he isn't one of ours."

      One of ours. Tehya filed that away with the other things Vault said without noticing what he'd given her.

      The wind dragged a sheet of dry snow between the blind and the road, and when it passed the man was still there, still motionless, a fence post with a heartbeat. The mule stood beside him with its head down, packed high with crates lashed under gray tarps. Whatever the crates were, he'd rigged the load to ride centered and low. Careful. Everything about him was careful in a way Tehya recognized from the inside—the caution of someone who had spent years being the only person responsible for keeping himself alive.

      Boots squeaked in the snow behind the blind. Lock, coming up the trench line with his rifle slung and a canvas folder under one arm. Below the ridge, she could see two more figures on the road from the bunker: Ghost's dark coat, and Graham a half-step behind.

      "On your feet if you want," Lock said to her. "But keep the glass on him. He expects it."

      "He expects to have a rifle on him?"

      "He'd be insulted if there wasn't."

      They went down to the wire in a loose line, Vault ahead, Scout ghosting at Tehya's knee. At fifty yards, Lock stopped them, and for a moment the two parties just stood there in the falling snow, the man at the markers and the men at the wire, like figures on two sides of an old photograph.

      Then Lock spoke, in a voice that carried flat across the snow, and what he said made no sense at all.

      "Station Five, your last flow report showed water in the diesel."

      The man at the markers answered without a beat of hesitation, his voice a dry rasp, ruined by cold or disuse or both. "Station Five doesn't burn diesel. Tank was cut to scrap in year four. I reported the scrap weight."

      "Report it again."

      "Six hundred pounds. Short two hundred." A pause. "I lied about the difference."

      "Why?"

      "Traded it for a mule."

      Tehya's eyes flicked to Lock. None of it sounded like a password. It sounded like bookkeeping, fifteen years stale, and that, she understood suddenly, was the whole design of it. Facts could be tortured out of a man. Records could be captured, memorized, recited. But the errors—the small, shameful, human fudges a man made in his own ledgers and confessed to no one—those lived in exactly one place. Cipher's catechism wasn't a list of questions. It was a mirror. Either your own life looked back at you, or nothing did.

      Lock opened the canvas folder, checked something, closed it.

      "Duress," he said.

      "Clean," the man answered. Then, tonelessly, he added a string of numbers—a frequency, Tehya thought—and Lock's shoulders came down a full inch. Later she would learn what that string meant: recited plain, it meant I'm alone and unfollowed. Recited with the last two digits reversed, it meant shoot everything behind me and don't come out for three days. The Watchers had built even their homecomings around the assumption of ruin.

      Ghost stepped past Lock to the wire.

      For a long moment the two men looked at each other through the falling snow, and nobody moved. Fifteen years, Tehya thought. Whatever was passing between them had been fifteen years in the post, and the letter was two men standing in the cold saying nothing.

      "Range," Ghost said.

      "Ghost."

      "Confirmed dead in year nine."

      "I heard that too." The rasp bent, very slightly, toward something that on a living face might have been humor. "Sounded thin."

      "Open the wire," Ghost said, and Vault was already lifting the section clear.

      Up close, Range was worse than the scope had made him. He came through the gap leading the mule and Tehya saw the frost-burned strips of skin along both cheekbones, the two fingers of his left glove sewn flat and empty, the way his eyes moved—not nervous, never still, walking the ridgelines and the blind spots and the rooflines of the ruined pump house in a rotation that had stopped being a habit and become a body function. He was maybe sixty. He was maybe forty-five and weathered like a fence rail. There was no way to know.

      Scout broke rank, trotted forward, and pushed her head against his knee.

      Everyone went still. Range looked down at the dog for a long, unreadable second—and then his ruined left hand came off the mule's lead and settled on her head, light as a man handling something on loan from a better world.

      "Dog," he said, to no one. As if confirming it against a list of things that were supposed to be extinct.

      They walked him in along the ghost road, and Tehya fell in beside the mule because somebody had to lead it and Range hadn't let go of Scout. The crates shifted under the tarps with the animal's gait, and through a gap in the lashing she saw what filled them. Not food. Not ammunition.

      Paper.

      Notebooks, hundreds of them, swollen with damp and re-dried, spines mended with wire and fishing line. Frequency logs. Contact logs. Weather. She pulled the tarp edge back an inch and read the top cover, block letters gone brown: STATION FIVE—YEAR 6—VOL. 2.

      He had kept logging. Alone in a dead relay station on the far side of a dead world, confirmed dead himself, this man had written down everything he heard on the bands for fifteen years—and when the sirens called, he'd packed it all onto a mule, because a report wasn't finished until somebody received it.

      Her chest hurt in a way that had nothing to do with the cold.

      At the inner gate, Ghost stopped. The bunker lights were visible from there, gold seams in the snow-covered ground, and Range was looking at them the way men in the old stories looked at shorelines.

      "Report," Ghost said quietly.

      Range tipped his head at the mule. "Fifteen years. It's numbered."

      "The road, then."

      "West's emptying." The rasp went flat again, official. "Everything alive between here and the coast range is moving, and none of it's moving west. Roads are filling up with people who don't know where they're going, just what they're leaving. Burner patrols are pushing them like beaters pushing birds." His eyes came up. "I crossed Station Three's ground on day four. Went in for water."

      Lock's stillness changed quality. "And?"

      "Door was open. Snow drifted in the radio room." A pause, one breath long, that was somehow the worst thing Tehya had heard all winter. "Log's gone. Nothing else touched."

      Nobody said anything. Somewhere below, faint through ninety feet of earth, a child shouted, joyful, and every man at the gate heard it and no man looked toward it.

      "How many behind you?" Ghost asked.

      Range looked back down the ghost road, at the single line of his own tracks already blurring under the snowfall, four hundred yards of white and then the gray teeth of the basin and then nothing, all the way to the edge of the world.

      "I waited two days at the river fork," he said. "Nobody came past."

      He turned back, and his eyes found the gold seams of light in the ground again, and Tehya watched fifteen years of silence stand there in the falling snow, deciding whether it was allowed to come in out of the cold.

      "You called," Range said. "I'm what answered."
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            EMPTY STATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Eleven stations. Cipher had built the board the night the sirens went out, because a call without a ledger for the answers was not a call. It was noise.

      The board stood against the west wall of the communications room now, an old cork map frame stripped of its map and hung with file cards on bent wire hooks. Eleven cards. Eleven hooks. Each card carried a station number, a frequency block, a last-known date, and a status line written in pencil, because status lines changed and ink was for things that had stopped changing.

      Three days of listening, and the board said this:

      Four stations answering. Two transmitting carrier only—a keyed signal with no voice behind it, which meant a dead man's weighted key, or wind working a broken switch, or someone alive with nothing left to say. And five stations silent.

      Cipher stood in front of the board with a pencil and made himself look at the thing he had been avoiding, which was that the board was also a census. Eleven stations had meant eleven men. The best count the board could now support was six, and honesty could not support six. Honesty supported four.

      Four, of the eleven. And one of the four was already here, asleep somewhere below with his boots on, having walked out of the far side of winter with his entire station on a mule.

      The mule's cargo occupied the corner of the communications room in eight water-stained crates. Range had refused every offer to store them in the dry archive sectors. He had carried them up himself, two at a time, placed them against the wall in station order, and said the only full sentence Cipher had heard from him since the wire: "They stay where the radios are."

      Cipher had found no fault in that reasoning.

      He had opened the first crate at 0300, when the bunker was quiet, and no one would see how carefully his hands moved. STATION FIVE—YEAR 1—VOL. 1. The cover was gone soft as cloth from handling. On the first page, in block letters, Range had written the operator's opening declaration, the one Cipher had written himself in his own Year 1, Volume 1, in this same buried room:

      
        
        I am still receiving.

      

      

      Cipher had sat with that page a long time. Two men, three hundred miles of dead country between them, fifteen years, both writing the same four words to nobody. People called radio a way of talking. It was not. It was a way of refusing to stop listening. Range understood that. There were perhaps four humans left alive who did.

      The corridor door opened behind him without a knock, which eliminated everyone but family and Macy, and family did not have that tread anymore. Macy had reached the stage of pregnancy where she moved like a laden barge coming into dock—slow, certain, and with the assumption that smaller vessels would clear the channel.

      "You made a scoreboard," she said, easing into the secondary chair. "That's morbid."

      "It is a ledger."

      "It's a scoreboard, and we're losing." She studied the cards, and the humor drained out of her face the way it did now, fast, like everyone had learned to shed it quickly to keep it from spoiling. "Five silent. Silent like Three?"

      Like Three. Door open. Snow in the radio room. The log gone and nothing else touched. Cipher had thought about Station Three for two days the way the tongue thinks about a broken tooth.

      "Unknown," he said.

      "But you have a theory."

      "I have an inventory." He touched the card for Station Three. "A raider takes food. Weapons. Fuel. Batteries." He moved his hand down the card's status line. "The station held all four. Untouched. What was taken was paper."

      "Who steals paper?"

      "Someone who can read it," Cipher said.

      Macy went still in the chair, both hands coming to rest on the curve of her belly, and Cipher watched her arrive at the thing he had not said. Frequencies. Schedules. Protocol. The logs were the Watchers written down. In the wrong hands, the logs were a skeleton key that had not yet found its lock⁠—

      The door again. No knock. Ghost came in with the cold still on his coat, Range's arrival report in one hand, and stopped in front of the board, as if granting it an audience.

      He read it left to right. Four answering. Two carrier. Five dark. Cipher watched his eyes travel the bottom row, and
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