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Chapter 1
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Ethan's boots crunched on the smooth lava floor as he swept his headlamp across the vast chamber of Kazumura Cave. The beam caught crystalline droplets falling from the ceiling, each one capturing light for a fleeting moment before joining the damp earth below. Three weeks into his research expedition, and the cave's silence still unnerved him.

"Just you and me today," he muttered to his sample case, voice echoing against black volcanic walls that had stood for centuries.

He crouched to examine a patch of pale green moss clinging impossibly to the barren rock. With careful precision, he extracted a small sample and sealed it in a collection vial. The endemic flora of Kazumura had become his obsession since graduating with his botany doctorate last spring. While his classmates chased research positions in prestigious labs, Ethan had chosen this solitary existence beneath the Big Island of Hawaii.

Ethan shifted his pack and continued deeper into the lava tube. His research grant had six months left on it, studying how these unique plant species had adapted to life without sunlight. The university cared about potential pharmaceutical applications; Ethan simply wanted to understand how life persisted in impossible places.

He paused to drink from his water bottle, sweeping his light across the ceiling again. At thirty-two, he'd spent more time studying plants than building relationships. His ex had called him "emotionally unavailable" before leaving two years ago. Maybe she was right. Maybe that's why he felt more at home in this silent underground world than in his apartment back in Hilo.

The cool, mineral-scented air filled his lungs as he exhaled slowly. Something about this place centered him. The absence of noise, of expectations, of social cues to misread. Just Ethan, his research, and the quiet resilience of life finding a way in darkness.

***
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Ethan moved deeper into the lava tube where the ceiling rose into a natural dome, creating an underground cathedral of sorts. Here, the temperature remained a constant sixty-five degrees, perfect for the delicate ecosystem that had evolved in isolation. His headlamp illuminated patches of the pale green moss that carpeted portions of the volcanic rock, but he dimmed it to better observe what he'd come to see.

In the darkness, they emerged—tiny blue-green points of light scattered across the cave wall. The bioluminescent algae he'd documented last week had spread, creating constellations against the black basalt. He knelt, setting his pack aside, and retrieved his research journal and camera.

"Magnificent," he whispered, his voice barely disturbing the profound silence.

The steady drip-drip of water from stalactites provided nature's metronome as he worked. He photographed the growth pattern, noting how the colony had expanded precisely along the moisture line where condensation gathered. With steady hands that had once field-stripped rifles in seconds, he collected samples with the same focused precision.

Ethan's thoughts drifted as he worked. Four years in the military had taught him discipline and attention to detail—skills that served him well in scientific research. But it was during his service that he'd discovered his true calling. The base in Afghanistan where he'd been stationed had attempted a small greenhouse project. While others saw it as a diversion, Ethan had found purpose in coaxing life from hostile soil.

The memory brought a half-smile to his face. From combat zones to cave systems—he'd traded one type of isolation for another.

He recorded measurements in his journal, the scratch of pencil against paper joining the ambient sounds of the cave. His agricultural chemistry background helped him understand what made these plants unique—how they'd adapted to survive without photosynthesis, instead drawing energy from chemical processes in the volcanic rock.

"You don't need the sun to thrive," he murmured to the glowing colony. "You've found another way."

The cave's tranquility wrapped around him like a blanket. No gunfire. No orders. No chaos. Just the steady rhythm of water and the soft bioluminescence that reminded him of stars in desert skies.

***
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Ethan checked his watch—1400 hours, time for the weekly check-in. He packed his samples carefully, each labeled with location coordinates and collection time, then made his way toward the northeastern branch of the cave system where he'd established his communication relay.

The setup wasn't elegant, but it worked: a modified ham radio connected to a series of signal boosters he'd positioned through the lava tube's winding passages. The final booster sat near a natural chimney in the cave ceiling, where the signal could reach the surface. Three weeks of tinkering had finally produced a reliable connection to the research team stationed at the University of Hawaii.

He powered up the equipment, adjusting dials with practiced fingers. The radio hummed to life, its green indicator light casting shadows across the stone walls.

"Base camp to surface team, Cole reporting in, over." He waited for the familiar voice of Dr. Yamamoto, the project lead.

Instead of the expected response, a burst of static erupted from the speaker. Ethan frowned, adjusting the frequency.

"—emergency protocol—" A voice broke through before dissolving into unintelligible noise.

"Surface team, please repeat. Your transmission is breaking up." He fine-tuned the settings, trying to clear the interference.

"—evacuation—immediate—all personnel—" More static consumed the message.

Ethan's pulse quickened. The words that broke through didn't sound routine. He'd heard similar transmissions in Afghanistan—urgent, clipped phrases that always preceded trouble.

"This is Cole in Kazumura. Do you copy? What's the situation topside?"

Another voice cut through, unfamiliar and strained: "—containment failure—stay in position—"

Then silence. Complete radio silence.

Ethan sat back on his heels, mind racing. Dr. Yamamoto's team had been monitoring his moss and algae samples, testing their potential applications for sustainable agriculture in low-light environments. The project had implications for food security in urban centers and potentially even off-world colonies. His isolation had purpose—they were all part of something larger.

But now...

He tried again, cycling through emergency frequencies. Nothing but dead air and occasional bursts of static.

"Come on," he muttered, feeling the weight of the cave around him. For the first time in weeks, the solitude felt oppressive rather than peaceful.

***
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Ethan trudged back to his research station, the failed communication attempt weighing on him. Whatever was happening on the surface would have to wait. Down here, in the quiet darkness, his work continued.

He arranged his collected samples on the makeshift lab table—petri dishes of moss, algae specimens sealed in preservation fluid, and several unidentified fungal growths. The bioluminescent organisms cast an ethereal blue-green glow across his workspace, eliminating the need for his headlamp.

"Focus on what you can control," he muttered, falling back on old military wisdom.

He adjusted his microscope and placed a slide containing the pale green moss beneath the lens. Its cellular structure revealed adaptations he'd never seen in surface-dwelling plants—modified chloroplasts that harvested minimal light with extraordinary efficiency.

An hour passed in careful observation and note-taking. Then two. The rhythm of scientific inquiry gradually eased his anxiety about the interrupted transmission.

Midway through documenting a particularly interesting specimen, Ethan paused. Something felt... off. He straightened, rolling his shoulders to release tension.

The air in the cave seemed different somehow. Not thinner or thicker, just... wrong. He inhaled deeply, trying to identify what had changed. The usual mineral scent of the lava tube remained, but underneath it lurked something else—something almost sweet yet simultaneously acrid.

"Imagination," he told himself, but the word sounded hollow even to his own ears.

A flutter of unease rippled through his chest. His heartbeat quickened without reason. Ethan pressed his palms against the table, steadying himself as a wave of inexplicable apprehension washed over him.

"You're fine. It's just isolation getting to you."

Four years in the military had taught him to recognize the signs of stress. Three weeks alone in a cave system would affect anyone's mental state. The disturbing radio transmission had simply triggered an anxiety response—perfectly normal under the circumstances.

Yet the feeling persisted, hovering at the edges of his consciousness like a shadow just beyond peripheral vision. Something fundamental had shifted, though he couldn't articulate what.

Ethan forced himself back to the microscope. The specimen waited, unchanged and indifferent to his discomfort. Science demanded objectivity, not emotional responses to phantom threats.

Still, as he bent over his work, the sensation of wrongness clung to him like the cave's perpetual dampness.

***
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Ethan unpacked his dinner with methodical precision—a pouch of freeze-dried beef stew, a vacuum-sealed package of crackers, and a small tin of preserved peaches. The cave's constant temperature of sixty-five degrees made every meal feel the same, neither hot enough nor cold enough to be satisfying. He stirred the reconstituted stew with a titanium spork, watching steam rise in lazy curls.

"Bon appétit," he murmured to the empty cave.

The first bite transported him elsewhere—not because the food was remarkable, but because his mind sought escape. He remembered his last day above ground three weeks ago. The research team had gathered at the small field station near the cave entrance, loading his equipment and supplies.

Dr. Amara had clapped his shoulder. "Don't go native down there, Cole. We need that brain of yours functioning when you resurface."

"Three weeks in a hole isn't going to change me," he'd replied.

Professor Kapuni had laughed, his enormous belly shaking. "That's what my ex-wife said about our honeymoon cruise. Came back seasick and pregnant."

The memory of their laughter echoed in Ethan's mind. He'd taken their camaraderie for granted then—the easy banter, shared coffee from the same pot, even their good-natured teasing about his military habits.

Ethan chewed mechanically, barely tasting the food. What were they doing now? Were they safe, given whatever emergency had triggered those evacuation messages?

He thought of Sarah, his lab partner who'd helped design his sample collection protocols. She'd handed him a small flask of whiskey before he descended. "For medicinal purposes," she'd winked.

That flask remained unopened in his pack. Saving it for when he really needed it, he'd told himself. Maybe tonight was that night.

His thoughts drifted to his parents in Oregon, his sister in Boston. When was the last time he'd called them? Before this expedition, certainly. Maybe Christmas?

Ethan set down his spork, suddenly not hungry. The silence of the cave pressed against his eardrums. No birds. No wind. No distant traffic or human voices. Just his own breathing and the occasional drip of water from stalactites.

He'd chosen this isolation—welcomed it, even. Science flourished in focused solitude. But tonight, eating his bland meal alone in the blue-green glow of bioluminescent algae, he felt the absence of human connection like a physical weight.

***
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Ethan packed the remains of his uneaten dinner and switched off his portable stove. The radio silence gnawed at him. Something wasn't right. The static-filled warnings about containment and evacuation looped in his mind, fragments that refused to form a coherent picture.

"Screw it," he muttered, grabbing his headlamp and field jacket. "Time to see for myself."

He navigated the familiar passages toward the surface, his boots crunching against volcanic rock. The journey took nearly forty minutes—a climb through increasingly narrow tunnels until he reached the metal hatch that separated his underground research station from the world above.

The hinges groaned as he pushed it open. Dusk painted the Hawaiian sky in watercolor strokes of purple and amber. Ethan blinked, his eyes adjusting after weeks in artificial light. The air felt different—cleaner somehow, lacking the faint scent of exhaust that normally drifted from the nearby access road.

He climbed out completely, standing on the small clearing that housed the research team's modest base camp. The prefab structures stood untouched, exactly as he remembered. But something was off.

Silence. Complete, absolute silence.

No distant cars on the highway. No planes crossing the sky. No voices from the research team that should have been stationed at the surface camp.

Ethan's pulse quickened. He walked toward the main structure, footsteps unnaturally loud in the stillness.

"Hello?" His voice sounded foreign even to himself. "Dr. Amara? Professor Kapuni?"

Nothing answered but the gentle rustle of palm fronds in the evening breeze.

The base camp appeared untouched yet abandoned—laptops still on desks, half-empty coffee mugs, a jacket draped over a chair. As if everyone had simply vanished mid-workday.

Ethan reached for the satellite phone in the communications hub. Dead. The emergency generator that should have kept essential systems running had shut down.

A cold knot formed in his stomach as he stepped back outside. The sunset painted everything in golden light, but the beauty felt wrong—obscene even—against the unnatural quiet.

He climbed the small rise behind the camp that offered a view of the distant highway and the small town beyond.

No movement. No lights coming on as darkness approached. Nothing.

"What the hell happened while I was down there?" he whispered.

***

[image: ]


Ethan stumbled down the access road toward town, his mind struggling to process the emptiness around him. The fading daylight cast long shadows across the pavement, untouched by tire marks or footprints.

"There has to be someone," he muttered, quickening his pace.

The outskirts of Pāhoa came into view after twenty minutes of walking. What should have been a bustling tourist spot at dusk—restaurants filling with dinner crowds, shops closing for the evening—stood frozen in time.

Ethan's boots echoed against the pavement as he entered the main street. A car sat abandoned mid-turn, driver's door hanging open. Another had crashed into a storefront, its windshield spiderwebbed but intact. No blood. No bodies. Just... emptiness.

"Hello?" His voice bounced between buildings, returning to him unanswered.

The corner market's windows were shattered, shelves ransacked. Canned goods and packaged foods littered the floor. Outside a café, tables remained set with half-eaten meals, chairs toppled as if diners had fled mid-bite.

Ethan picked up a child's stuffed bear from the sidewalk, its fur still soft and clean. He placed it gently on a bench, the simple act feeling like a ceremony.

"Containment failure," he whispered, the radio transmission suddenly making horrific sense. "Evacuation protocol."

But there had been no evacuation—only disappearance. The town looked like everyone had vanished in the same instant.

A newspaper fluttered against his ankle. The date showed three days ago. Whatever happened had been recent.

Inside the town's small pharmacy, prescription bags waited at the counter for customers who would never return. A handbag sat abandoned, contents spilled—wallet, keys, lipstick, family photos. Ethan's hand trembled as he touched the smiling faces in the pictures.

"This isn't possible," he said, but the words rang hollow against the evidence before him.

He sank onto a curb as twilight deepened around him. The first stars appeared overhead, indifferent to the catastrophe below. In the distance, a traffic light continued its meaningless cycle—green, yellow, red—directing phantom vehicles.

Ethan's scientific mind raced through possibilities—mass evacuation, quarantine, some classified military operation—but nothing explained the totality of the abandonment, the complete absence of human life.

***
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As darkness settled over Pāhoa, Ethan noticed something he'd overlooked in the fading light. Near the café tables, small mounds of fine gray powder collected in strange patterns. The dust piles formed rough human outlines—one behind the counter, others seated at tables.

His throat tightened as he approached the nearest pile. The dust had settled in a perfect silhouette of a person who'd been sitting in a chair, now tipped backward. Their coffee cup remained upright, half-full and cold.

"No," Ethan whispered, dropping to his knees beside the outline.

The dust was fine, almost like ash, but lighter. He touched it with trembling fingers. It felt warm despite the evening chill, as if it retained some essence of human heat.

Inside the café, more dust piles marked where patrons had stood or sat. A barista's outline behind the counter. A child-sized pile near a high chair. Ethan's stomach lurched as the implications crystallized in his mind.

"They didn't leave," he choked out. "They... disintegrated."

He stumbled back outside, suddenly seeing the evidence everywhere. Dust collected in car seats. Gray outlines on sidewalks where pedestrians had stood. Even the crashed car contained nothing but an empty driver's seat and a pile of warm dust on the floorboard.

Ethan knelt beside a particularly well-defined silhouette and, after a moment's hesitation, scooped a handful into his palm. It sifted between his fingers, impossibly light.

"These were people," he whispered, horror washing through him in waves. "All of them. Everyone."

The weight of understanding crashed down. The radio warnings, the empty research camp, the abandoned town—it wasn't evacuation. It was extinction.

"I'm alone," he said, the words hollow in the silent street. "Everyone's gone."

Panic rose in his chest, constricting his breathing. His military training battled with primal fear as he tried to process the incomprehensible. Had his weeks underground somehow spared him from whatever catastrophe had turned humanity to dust?

The handful of remains slipped from his fingers, scattering in the night breeze. Ethan watched it disappear, wondering if he was looking at the last remnants of civilization itself.

***
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Ethan stumbled back to the cave entrance as night descended fully over the island. The stars appeared unnaturally bright without the competing glow of civilization. He paused at the mouth of Kazumura, staring back at the darkened landscape where, just weeks ago, a community had thrived.

His hands trembled as he descended into the familiar darkness. The cave that had felt like a sanctuary now seemed like a tomb—yet it had saved him. Whatever had turned humanity to dust hadn't reached him in these ancient lava tubes.

"Focus," he muttered, voice echoing against stone walls. "One step at a time."

In his makeshift lab area, Ethan upended his research pack, dumping its contents across his folding table. He sorted through equipment with military precision—sample containers, field microscope, nutrient testing kits. Tools of scientific inquiry now repurposed for survival.

"Water purification first," he said, organizing supplies into categories. "Food stores. Medical supplies. Communications equipment."

His agricultural training sparked connections in his mind. The island's climate would support year-round growing. Wild fruit trees in abandoned orchards. Feral chickens that had likely survived whatever had happened. Seeds in hardware stores and garden centers.

Ethan grabbed his tactical flashlight and survival knife, securing both to his belt. He added empty sample bags, water bottles, and a small first aid kit to his pack.

"Tomorrow I scout Pāhoa properly. Pharmacy. Grocery. Hardware store." He checked his watch—2:13 AM. Sleep seemed impossible, but he needed to maintain his strength.

The crushing weight of isolation pressed against his chest. Ethan sat heavily on his cot, head in his hands.

"Everyone I've ever known..." The thought threatened to paralyze him.

He forced himself to breathe deeply, calling on techniques from his military days. Four counts in. Hold. Four counts out. The panic receded, replaced by cold determination.

"I'm alive for a reason," he whispered to the darkness. "Something in my biology, or being down here—something protected me."

Ethan straightened his shoulders, mind turning to the agricultural research station thirty miles north. If any answers existed about what had happened, they might be found there. Scientists. Research. Data.

"First survive," he told himself. "Then understand."

***
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The battery-powered lantern cast long shadows across the cave walls. Ethan sat cross-legged on his sleeping mat, surrounded by specimen jars filled with bioluminescent algae. Their faint blue-green glow competed with the lantern, creating an otherworldly atmosphere that matched his new reality.

He picked up a vial containing the pale green moss he'd been studying just yesterday—when the world still made sense. The delicate filaments had adapted to survive in darkness, drawing nutrients from seemingly barren rock.

"Guess we have something in common now," Ethan whispered, his voice unnaturally loud in the silence.

Images flashed through his mind: Dr. Amara's enthusiastic gestures as she explained cave ecology; Professor Kapuni's booming laugh during their last team dinner; the barista at the Pāhoa coffee shop who'd remembered his order after just two visits. All gone. Reduced to gray dust scattered by the Hawaiian breeze.

"Sarah..." The name escaped his lips before he could stop it. He hadn't called his sister in over a month, always too busy with research. Now he never would.

Ethan's chest tightened. He forced himself to breathe steadily, focusing on the rough texture of the rock beneath his fingers. The world had ended, but he was still here. The why could wait. Survival couldn't.

He reached for his field pack and extracted a water-stained notebook with a cracked spine. Flipping past pages of scientific observations, he found a blank sheet and uncapped his pen.

"Immediate needs," he wrote in block letters, underlining the words twice. Below, he listed: "WATER. FOOD. MEDICAL SUPPLIES. TRANSPORTATION. WEAPONS?"

The question mark gave him pause. He'd left that life behind, but now...

Ethan continued writing, his pen scratching against paper:

He sketched a rough map of the island, marking his current position and the research facility. Thirty miles over mountainous terrain. The facility's biosecurity measures might have protected others. Maybe he wasn't alone after all.

"Skills inventory," he wrote on the next page, listing his military training, agricultural knowledge, and electronics experience. Each could keep him alive if leveraged properly.
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Chapter 2
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The morning sun beat down with merciless intensity as Ethan emerged from the cave's cool darkness. He squinted, raising a hand to shield his eyes from the glare. The rural highway stretched before him like a ribbon of cracked asphalt, its yellow center line faded from years of tropical sun.

"Jesus," he muttered, taking in the scene.

Cars stood frozen in time—a blue sedan with its driver's door hanging open, a delivery truck jackknifed across both lanes, a minivan pulled onto the shoulder with its hazards still weakly blinking after all this time. The battery would die soon, taking with it one more pulse of human presence.

Ethan stepped onto the road, his boots crunching on scattered gravel. A grocery list fluttered against the windshield of a nearby car, held in place by a wiper. Someone's final errand.

The silence pressed against his eardrums. No distant traffic hum. No planes overhead. Not even birdsong broke the stillness—just the soft rustle of wind through sugarcane fields that had already begun reclaiming the roadside. Nature wasted no time.

"Three weeks," he whispered, running his hand along the hood of an abandoned pickup. "Three weeks is all it took."

His mind flashed to the last time he'd driven this stretch of highway. Morning commuters honking impatiently. Tourists pulling over to photograph the distant volcano. The local radio station playing island reggae while the DJ complained about construction delays.

Now there was only the wind and his own breathing.

Ethan checked his pack straps and started walking north along the highway's shoulder. His boots echoed on the pavement, each step unnaturally loud. The fields to his right had begun to spill onto the road—tendrils of vegetation pushing through cracks in the asphalt, reaching toward the center line.

A child's backpack lay in the middle of the road, its cartoon character smiling up at the indifferent sky. Ethan stepped around it, unwilling to disturb this accidental memorial.

***
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A half-mile up the road, a faded Aloha Gas sign came into view. Ethan slowed his pace, studying the station's silhouette against the cloudless sky. The convenience store windows reflected sunlight, making it impossible to see inside from this distance.

"Hello?" he called out, his voice sounding foreign even to his own ears. 

No response. Just the whisper of wind through the tall grass.

Ethan approached cautiously, military instincts resurfacing. He circled the perimeter, checking for movement or signs of recent activity. A newspaper stand by the entrance displayed headlines from three weeks ago. LOCAL FESTIVAL CANCELED DUE TO HEALTH CONCERNS.

The glass door slid open with a cheerful electronic chime that made him flinch. The contrast between the automated greeting and the emptiness inside struck him as obscene.

"Anyone here?" His question hung unanswered in the stale air.

Rows of shelves stood in disarray—evidence of panic buying in the final days. Ethan moved methodically through the aisles, his backpack open and ready. He passed over candy bars and chips, focusing instead on nuts, jerky, and dried fruit. His fingers traced labels, mind calculating shelf stability and nutritional value.

"The preservatives that everyone complained about," he muttered, examining a package of beef jerky, "might just save my ass now."

He filled a corner of his pack with protein bars and trail mix, then moved to the refrigerated section. The coolers had long since failed, their contents now science experiments in food decomposition. The smell hit him as he opened one door—a putrid reminder of how quickly things fell apart without human maintenance.

Ethan gagged, slamming the door shut.

The water aisle had been ransacked, but he found several bottles that had fallen behind a display. He tested the seal on each one before adding them to his collection.

As he worked, the silence pressed in. No muzak playing overhead. No cash registers beeping. No idle chatter from other customers.

His hands trembled slightly as he sorted through packages of seeds meant for home gardeners. The irony wasn't lost on him—an agricultural chemist reduced to scavenging through retail seed packets. Still, he pocketed several varieties, his mind already calculating growing seasons and soil requirements.

"At least I know what these can become," he whispered, finding comfort in his expertise amidst the chaos.

***

[image: ]


Ethan emerged from the gas station, his pack heavier with supplies. The sun had climbed higher, beating down on his neck as he consulted his mental map of the area. A small stream ran about a quarter mile east—he'd spotted it during previous hikes.

"Water first, everything else second," he reminded himself, shifting course toward the tree line.

The stream appeared unchanged by whatever catastrophe had erased humanity. Water burbled over smooth stones, catching sunlight in flashes of brilliance. Birds called from nearby branches—at least some life remained.

Ethan knelt at the bank, studying the clear water. His military training and scientific background converged in a single thought: test before consuming.

"Let's see what we're working with." He unpacked several items from the gas station: a small glass bottle that had held cold brew coffee, a packet of pH test strips from a pool maintenance kit, some activated charcoal tablets from the pharmacy section, and a clean white t-shirt.

From his own pack, he retrieved a small notebook and pencil. The first page already contained his survival list. He flipped to a clean sheet and wrote "WATER ANALYSIS" at the top, adding the date and location.

"Visual inspection: clear, no visible particulates, normal flow rate," he muttered while writing. "No unusual odor."

Ethan fashioned a crude filter by stretching the t-shirt over the mouth of the bottle and securing it with a rubber band. He scooped water through this improvised filter, watching as it slowly filled the container.

"Filtration test one: minimal sediment."

Next came the pH strips. He dipped one into the collected water and compared the color change against the reference chart.

"pH approximately 7.2—slightly alkaline but within normal range for drinking water."

He crushed one of the charcoal tablets and added it to a separate sample, swirling it gently.

"Activated carbon adsorption test for organic contaminants and chlorine." After letting it sit for ten minutes, he filtered it again and noted the results.

"No visible reaction or precipitation."

As he worked, Ethan's scientific mind provided temporary shelter from existential dread. Chemistry was predictable. Water either contained contaminants or it didn't. The systematic approach calmed his racing thoughts.

"Final assessment: Water appears potable based on field tests," he wrote, underlining the conclusion twice. "Begin with small amounts to monitor for adverse effects."

He filled his canteen and took a cautious sip, rolling the water around his mouth before swallowing.

***
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Ethan lowered the canteen, his throat still working the first swallow when something shifted in his peripheral vision. His hand froze mid-motion.

A whisper of movement—tall grass swaying against the wind pattern.

His muscles tensed, military training surging through his body like electricity. Four years of service had hardened certain reflexes that no amount of scientific research could dull. Ethan slowly lowered himself into a crouch, making his profile smaller as his eyes methodically scanned the perimeter.

"Contact, ten o'clock," he murmured under his breath, an old habit from patrol communications.

The grass rippled again, about thirty yards out. Not wind. Not random. Something with purpose.

Ethan's hand instinctively reached for a sidearm that wasn't there. Instead, he gripped his hunting knife—a poor substitute but better than nothing. The weight of it provided minimal comfort as he calculated his options.

"Stay or move. Stay or move," he repeated silently, weighing each choice.

The stream gurgled beside him, suddenly too loud. The birds had gone quiet. That detail registered with cold clarity—wildlife always announced danger before humans noticed it.

Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the moderate temperature. The silence pressed against his eardrums, a physical presence rather than an absence. Without human noise—no distant traffic, no airplane engines, no radio chatter—every natural sound took on exaggerated importance.

A twig snapped.

Ethan's breath caught. He eased backward toward a large boulder, maintaining sight lines on the disturbed vegetation. His heart hammered against his ribs, each beat thunderous in the unnatural quiet.

"Three weeks alone and I've already lost my edge," he chastised himself.

The grass parted slightly. Ethan tightened his grip on the knife, calculating the distance to the tree line if he needed to run. The oppressive stillness of the abandoned world made the moment stretch painfully.

Whatever lurked in the grass wasn't making classic predator movements. Too hesitant. Too cautious.

"Could be an animal," he reasoned. "Could be something else."

The weight of complete isolation suddenly felt crushing. If something happened to him here, no one would know. No one would come looking. There would be no rescue, no medical evacuation.

For the first time since discovering the empty world, Ethan felt truly vulnerable.

***
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The grass parted completely, revealing not one threat but many. 

A pack of dogs—six, no, seven of them—emerged from the underbrush. Their ribs pressed against matted fur, jaws hanging open with strings of saliva catching the sunlight. The lead dog, a mottled shepherd mix with one torn ear, bared yellowed teeth in Ethan's direction.

"Easy," Ethan whispered, though he knew better than to expect the word to mean anything to feral animals.

The pack spread out, instinctively flanking him. Their movements betrayed their strategy—cutting off escape routes, encircling their prey. These weren't pets anymore. With humans gone, they'd reverted to something ancient and dangerous.

The lead dog growled, a deep rumble that raised the hair on Ethan's arms. Another dog—some kind of pit bull with a scarred muzzle—mirrored the sound, creating a threatening chorus.

Ethan's mind raced through his limited options. Seven against one. Knife against teeth. The odds weren't favorable.

"Can't fight them head-on," he calculated, remembering his wilderness survival training. "Don't run immediately—it triggers the chase instinct."

He slowly stood to his full height, making himself appear larger while scanning his surroundings. Twenty yards to his right stood a cluster of trees with low-hanging branches. If he could reach them...

The dogs tightened their circle, reading his intentions with predatory intuition. The shepherd mix took a tentative step forward, testing Ethan's resolve.

"Back!" Ethan commanded sharply, his voice cracking from disuse.

He reached down without breaking eye contact with the lead dog and grasped a rock. The movement caused a ripple of tension through the pack—hackles raised, growls intensified.

Ethan's sergeant's voice echoed in his memory: "Wild animals are opportunity hunters. Make yourself a difficult target."

The trees remained his best option. He'd need to create a distraction, something to break their formation long enough to give him a head start.

The pit bull lunged forward suddenly, stopping short in a show of aggression. Testing him. The others shifted positions in response, muscles tensed for attack.

Ethan's fingers tightened around the rock, his other hand gripping the knife. He kept his breathing measured, knowing the next few seconds would determine everything.

***
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The shepherd mix lunged. Ethan hurled the rock at the dog's face, connecting with a dull thud. The animal yelped, momentarily disoriented.

Ethan seized his chance. He bolted toward the trees, pack exploding into motion behind him. His boots pounded against the earth, each step a desperate bid for survival. The dogs' snarls grew closer, hot breath nearly at his heels.

He reached the first tree—a sturdy banyan with low-hanging branches—and leaped. His fingers wrapped around rough bark, muscles straining as he pulled himself upward. A sharp pain tore through his calf as teeth grazed his leg, ripping fabric but missing flesh.

"Shit!" 

Ethan scrambled higher, heart hammering against his ribs. Ten feet up, then fifteen. The dogs circled below, jaws snapping at air, frustrated growls echoing upward. The shepherd mix reared on hind legs, claws scraping bark, falling short by several feet.

Ethan's breath came in ragged gasps as he straddled a thick branch. Blood pounded in his ears. Below, the pack settled into a waiting formation, patient predators knowing time was on their side.

"Not getting down anytime soon," he muttered, examining his torn pants leg. No blood, just a close call.

He unslung his backpack, mind racing through options. The dogs weren't leaving. Night would fall eventually. He needed a distraction—something to scatter them long enough for him to make a break for it.

Ethan dug through his pack, fingers finding the small collection of electronics he'd scavenged. A half-dismantled radio, batteries, wires, and a small speaker from a broken alarm clock. His hobby might save his life.

"Let's see what we can cobble together."

With practiced hands, he connected wires to the battery pack, attaching the speaker. He adjusted the radio's frequency module, creating a circuit that would generate feedback—a high-pitched electronic squeal that would hurt sensitive canine ears.

"Dogs have hearing three times more sensitive than humans," he remembered from a biology textbook. "This should drive them crazy."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
DUST OF THE
FORGOTTEN






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





