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​Chapter 1: Brownout
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I was deep in a circuit board when the world ended.

It’s typical. I spend three weeks designing a custom solar array controller and another week sourcing parts that aren’t Chinese knockoffs, and the apocalypse hits right as I finish the final connections. The lights in my garage workshop flickered once or twice, then died completely. My soldering iron went cold in my hand.

“Mo...er.” I set the iron down carefully—still hot enough to burn through the laminate workbench—and reached for my phone. No service. Emergency lights kicked on automatically; I’d wired the whole garage with a backup system last winter after that three-day outage. Another paranoid prepper project my ex-wife had bitched about before she left.

Who’s paranoid now, Karen?

I grabbed the battery-powered radio from the shelf, spinning through static until I found a signal.

“—reports of multiple anomalous objects entering Earth’s atmosphere over the Pacific. NORAD has not issued any statements, but amateur astronomers across the western states have confirmed at least seven distinct—”

The broadcast cut to static. I tried other frequencies. Nothing but white noise or panicked voices talking over each other. 

Through the small window high on my garage wall, an unnatural glow pulsed across the night sky— ripples of blue-green light like a cosmic aurora borealis over suburban Phoenix.

This wasn’t a normal blackout.

I set down the radio and moved with purpose. Lists formed in my head automatically, an engineer’s habit. The immediate requirements were to inventory supplies, secure the property, establish communications, and assess threats. I’d tackled enough troubleshooting flowcharts to know that you start with what you can control.

My workshop was already a prepper’s wet dream, though I never called myself that. Just a practical guy who understood system redundancies. A gun safe in the corner with a Mossberg 590 and a Glock 19. Six months of freeze-dried food. Water filtration system. First aid supplies that went well beyond Band-Aids and Tylenol. Enough batteries to power a small village. Tools to fix damn near anything.

The house next door erupted with yelling. The Williams family—husband, wife, two kids, one yappy dog—all spilled into their driveway, cramming suitcases into their SUV. Running to somewhere safer, I guessed, though where that might be wasn’t clear. More cars started up and down the street. Mass exodus underway.

I stayed put. Rule one of any emergency: avoid the initial panic.

Two hours later, the sky brightened with false dawn. Not sunrise—something else. I stepped into my backyard, Mossberg in hand, and looked up.

They were massive. Three disk-shaped objects hovering over downtown Phoenix, each one bigger than a stadium, their surfaces rippling with the same blue-green energy I’d seen in the sky. Silent as death but impossible to miss. My analytical brain tried to calculate their size, propulsion method, and the materials they might be made from. My human brain just kept thinking: shit, shit, shit.

Then the pain hit.

Started behind my eyes, like ice picks driving into my brain, then spread outward. A metallic taste flooded my mouth. My vision blurred, doubling the alien ships into six. I staggered back inside, nearly dropping the shotgun.

Never had migraines before. Perfect timing to start.

Back in the garage, the pain subsided slightly. I dry swallowed three Advil and rechecked my emergency radio. Most channels were dead now, but one military frequency crackled with voices:

“—deployed to containment positions but have no effective—” “—weapons systems non-responsive within five hundred meters of the—” “—civilians to remain in their homes until—”

Then silence. Complete communications blackout.

Don't panic! I need to stay busy. Back to planning.

The first forty-eight hours of any crisis are critical. I’d read that somewhere. People make bad decisions when they panic. I wasn’t going to be one of them. I methodically checked my supplies, secured entry points, and set up a monitoring schedule. If these things—whatever they were—wanted a fight, they’d find me ready.

Three days later, I’d learn just how wrong I was. 

But that night, as I took stock of canned goods and ammunition, I felt the first tickle of something beyond the headache. A strange sensation, like feeling a storm front approaching before the clouds gather. Something about those ships resonated with me in ways I couldn’t explain—like tuning forks vibrating at just the right frequency to make my skull hum.

I’d spent my life understanding electrical systems and how energy flows through circuits and components. Somehow, I knew what hung over Phoenix wasn’t just advanced technology. It operated on principles our physics hadn’t even discovered yet.

And for some reason, I couldn’t understand; some part of my brain recognized it.

Sleep didn’t come that night. Just the headache, the metallic taste, and the absolute certainty that everything was about to change. Not just the world—me.
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​Chapter 2: Dead Short
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Three days after the ships arrived, I'd settled into a routine: wake up, check the perimeter, inventory supplies, monitor radio frequencies, repeat. The headaches came and went, worse when I looked toward downtown, where the ships hovered, and better when I stayed in my workshop.

Phoenix was dying. There has been no power or water pressure since yesterday, and cell networks have been completely dead. I watched through binoculars as people looted the Safeway two miles away, first taking food and then fighting over bottled water. Classic breakdown curve—exactly what the emergency management forums had predicted for years.

I'd rigged a simple alarm system around my property—trip wires connected to battery-powered buzzers. Primitive but effective. The neighbors who hadn't fled were either barricaded inside or had already been desperate enough to try breaking into other houses. The Williams' place next door had been hit yesterday. I watched through my scope as three men kicked in the back door. Didn't intervene. Cold calculation: drawing attention wasn't worth saving someone else's Xbox.

The buzzers went off around noon on day three. Multiple triggers, coordinated movement—it's too organized for looters.

I grabbed the Mossberg, clicked off the safety, and moved to my observation post—a reinforced window slit I'd cut in the garage wall, covered with one-way film. What I saw froze my blood.

They weren't human.

Not the ships—I'd expected those to deploy something eventually. But what moved down my street wasn't guys in space suits or anything remotely familiar. Hovering three feet off the ground were what looked like metallic insects, each the size of a small car. Six articulated limbs folded against sleek oval bodies. No visible propulsion system, no exhaust, and no sound except a subtle hum that made my teeth vibrate.

Behind them rolled larger platforms carrying what could only be called cages.

"Processing units," a mechanical voice announced from somewhere on the lead machine. "Remain in your dwellings. Compliance is mandatory. Resistance will result in immediate pacification."

The headache hit me like a sledgehammer. I dropped to my knees, nearly vomiting from the intensity. That metallic taste flooded my mouth again, stronger this time, like chewing aluminum foil with metal fillings. My vision blurred, but not before I saw the neighbors across the street—the Chen family—emerge with hands raised.

One of the insect things extended a limb. Something glowed at its tip, scanning Mr. Chen from head to toe. The scan paused at his head and lingered there. A mechanical chirp, then: "Compatible. Mark for secondary processing."

Mrs. Chen screamed, lunging forward. Another limb whipped out, touching her shoulder. She dropped instantly, body convulsing. The kids wailed. More limbs, more scans. "Incompatible. Standard processing." They were herded toward the cages.

House by house, the pattern repeated. Some resisted. An old guy two doors down came out firing a hunting rifle. The bullets sparked harmlessly off the metal bodies. A limb extended, a flash of blue light, and he collapsed mid-shot. They scanned him anyway. "Incompatible. Standard processing."

The pain in my head was becoming unbearable, but something told me I couldn't be found, couldn't be scanned. Some deep instinct screamed danger louder than any rational thought.

I crawled to the back of my workshop, a corner I'd modified years ago when testing sensitive electronics. A makeshift Faraday cage—copper mesh embedded in the walls, floor, and ceiling, grounded to a buried rod. Built initially to block electromagnetic interference when calibrating instruments.

I dragged myself inside, pulled the mesh door closed behind me, and collapsed against the wall.

The relief was immediate. The headache receded to a dull throb, and the taste faded from my tongue. Whatever energy those things were putting out, the cage was blocking it.

I sat in darkness, listening to mechanical voices outside announce compatibility ratings and processing categories. Footsteps on my porch. Scratching at my front door. Then, a splintering crash as it gave way.

I held my breath, Mossberg clutched to my chest, useless as I now knew it would be. Heavy metallic sounds moved through my house, room by room, getting closer. I closed my eyes, picturing the workshop door and mentally measuring its reinforced steel. Would it hold?

Another crash. They were in the garage now. The humming intensified—my fillings practically sang—but the Faraday cage dampened it. I could sense them moving around my workbench, investigating my solar controller project, and scanning my supplies.

"Dwelling contains abnormal power configuration," one of them announced. "Scan for occupant."

The humming grew louder, more focused. A probing sensation, like someone pushing against my skull from the outside. I bit my tongue to keep from crying out. Blood mixed with the metallic taste.

"Interference detected. Unable to complete scan."

They were right outside the cage now. I could see shadows moving through the small gaps in the mesh. A limb extended, metallic tip tracing the copper wiring.

"Primitive electromagnetic shield. Disable."

I braced for them to tear it apart, to drag me out for scanning and "processing." My finger tightened on the trigger, pointless as it was.

Instead, the shadow withdrew.

"Negative. Shield technology indicates potential compatibility. Mark dwelling for specialist examination. Continue sector sweep."

The humming faded. The mechanical footsteps retreated. I stayed frozen in the cage, blood from my bitten tongue dripping onto my shirt, waiting for the trap.

None came.

Hours later, when I finally dared to peer out, the street was empty. No neighbors. No insect machines. Just abandoned cars and open doors swinging in the hot breeze. Even the bodies of those who'd resisted were gone.

I sat on my workbench, head in hand, processing what I'd witnessed. The machines, the scanning, the "compatibility" ratings—it all reeked of sorting, categorizing—humans as inventory. And whatever they were scanning for, something about me or my house had registered differently.

Then I noticed my solar controller project on the bench, which I'd been working on when everything went to hell. The circuit board had been moved and examined. Next to it lay my multimeter, its screen still active despite being turned off days ago. The display flickered between readings, cycling through numbers that made no sense—frequencies, and voltages outside its measurement range.

Something about their technology was interacting with ours. And somehow, I was caught in the middle.

I stared at the Faraday cage that had saved me, slowly understanding. It wasn't just blocking their scans; it was blocking something in me that they could detect.

"Compatible," I whispered, tasting blood and metal. "What the fuck does that even mean?"
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​Chapter 3: Salvage Operation
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Two weeks in, and my home was running like a fortress. Solar panels were reoriented for maximum stealth—positioned flat against my roof instead of angled for efficiency. It was better to get 60% output than attract attention. The rainwater collection system was expanded with some PVC I’d scavenged from an abandoned construction site. Trip wires were upgraded to pressure sensors with silent alerts wired to a panel in my bedroom.

The alien patrols—Processing Units, as they called themselves—had swept through twice more since that first visit. Each time, I retreated to my Faraday cage until they passed. Each time, they marked my house again for “specialist examination,” whatever that meant. Each time, nobody returned. 

I wasn’t complaining.

Food was becoming an issue. My stockpile was designed to supplement everyday shopping, not full survival. I needed to make a supply run.

I’d been watching the Lowe’s hardware store about two miles away through my scope. Big box stores were usually picked clean first, but this one had been in the path of an alien patrol on day one. Looters had given it a wide berth. A strategic advantage for me was that hardware stores had supplies beyond just food that most people wouldn’t think of grabbing.

I loaded my pack with essentials: a multi-tool, flashlight, water, and energy bars. I holstered the Glock on my hip, slung the empty pack for carrying loot, and waited for dusk.

The streets were unnervingly quiet. Abandoned cars created an obstacle course of rust and broken glass. No birds. No stray dogs. Just emptiness and that constant, low-level headache that never fully went away now.

I kept to the shadows, moving between cover points with the deliberate patience of someone who knew the costs of rushing. Twice, I froze as patrol drones hummed overhead—smaller versions of the insect-like machines, about the size of dinner plates. Each time, the metallic taste flooded my mouth seconds before I heard them, giving me just enough warning to hide.

The Lowe’s parking lot was a graveyard of shopping carts and abandoned vehicles. The front doors had been shattered, but the place wasn’t completely ransacked as I’d expected. I slipped inside, Glock drawn, ears straining for any sound.

“Don’t f..ing move.”

The voice came from behind the customer service desk. I pivoted, weapon raised, and found myself staring at a middle-aged guy aiming a nail gun at my face. Beside him, a teenage girl cowered, clutching a baseball bat.

“Easy,” I said, keeping my gun steady but not putting my finger on the trigger. “Not here to cause trouble.”

“Everyone’s here to cause trouble these days,” he replied. The nail gun didn’t waver. I noticed he’d modified it—removed the safety and added some kind of battery pack that shouldn’t have been there. Clever.

“I’m just looking for supplies,” I said. “Food, batteries, some electrical components.”

“Food’s mostly gone,” the man said. “But there’s plenty of hardware left. Nobody wants nails during the apocalypse.” His smile was worn but genuine.

I lowered my weapon first – a calculated risk. “Mike Reeves.”

He hesitated, then lowered the nail gun. “Ray Foster. This is my daughter, Ellie.”

The girl nodded, eyes wary beyond her years.

“You two living here?” I asked.

Ray snorted. “Not by choice. Got caught in a patrol sweep while trying to get out of the city. WE hid in the garden center under bags of mulch. Been scavenging ever since.”

I nodded toward the modified nail gun. “Nice work on that.”

“I was a construction foreman before all this. I know my way around tools,” he shrugged. “Not that it matters against their tech.”

We compared notes as I gathered supplies. Ray had seen the government response collapse within 72 hours. Military weapons had proven useless—something about the aliens’ energy fields disrupted electronics within a certain radius. Major cities were under direct control; rural areas were mainly ignored except for resource extraction.

“They’re mining something,” Ray said as he helped me load batteries into my pack. “Got a cousin in mining country up north. Said they’ve taken over all the copper mines, working them with human labor.”

“Copper?” That caught my attention. Conductor. Semiconductor with the right doping. The foundation of nearly all electronics.

“Apparently. And other metals. Rare earth stuff.”

Ellie had been silent until now. “They’re building something,” she said quietly. “In the city center. A big structure where the convention center used to be.”

I felt a chill. Downtown, where my headaches were worst whenever I looked that way.

“People talk about resistance,” Ray continued. “Rumors of military holdouts in the mountains. The guy I traded with last week mentioned a group operating from an old mine complex near Prescott.”

I filed that away. Prescott was northwest and doable on foot if necessary.

“Any word on what happens to the ‘processed’ people?” I asked.

Ray’s face darkened. “Different things based on their ‘compatibility.’ Most go to labor camps. The ‘compatibles’ though...” He trailed off, glancing at his daughter.

“They don’t come back,” Ellie finished.

We finished gathering supplies in silence. In a back storage room, I found a treasure trove of electronic components—capacitors, resistors, and spools of copper wire—materials to expand my Faraday cage and maybe even build portable versions.

As I prepared to leave, Ray stopped me.

“Hey, you got a safe place? Somewhere secure?”

I hesitated. OPSEC said never to reveal your location.

“Because we could use one,” he continued. “Aliens are sweeping this area more frequently. A matter of time before they find us.”

I studied them—weary, scared, but resourceful. The girl reminded me of someone. My sister, maybe, at that age. Been years since I’d thought about family.

“It’s not much,” I said finally. “But it’s fortified, and I’ve got a way to hide from their scans.”

Relief washed over Ray’s face. “We can pull our weight. Got tools and some food still. Ellie’s smart as hell, good with math.”

I was about to agree when the headache suddenly intensified—from background annoyance to an ice pick between the eyes. The metallic taste was so strong I gagged.

“Get down!” I hissed, dropping behind a shelf. “Patrol coming.”

“How do you—” Ray began.

“Just trust me!”

Seconds later, the distinctive hum of alien technology vibrated through the building. A drone, then another, was hovering just outside the shattered entrance.

“This way,” Ray whispered, pulling me toward the back. “Loading dock has a drainage tunnel. Used it before.”

We crawled through the darkness, which smelt of stagnant water and rot, emerging a quarter-mile away in a drainage ditch. The headache faded as we put distance between ourselves and the patrol.

“How’d you know they were coming?” Ellie asked, eyes narrow with suspicion.

I touched my temple. “Get headaches when they’re near. Worse when I’m looking right at them.”

Ray exchanged a glance with his daughter. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? A ‘compatible.’”

“I don’t know what I am,” I answered honestly. “But I know I don’t want to get processed to find out.”

They followed me home through back alleys and drainage tunnels, staying low and moving quietly. By midnight, I had two housemates and a decision to make.

If I was truly “compatible” with whatever the aliens were seeking, staying put was a death sentence. Sooner or later, those “specialists” would come to inspect my house. The Faraday cage wouldn’t hide me forever.

I needed to understand what was happening to me. And that meant heading north toward the rumored resistance. Toward people who might have answers.

Toward the mountains, where copper mines and alien interests intersected.

I spent that night adapting my solar controller design, miniaturizing it, and making it portable. If we were going to run, we’d need power. And if my growing suspicions were correct—that whatever made me “compatible” was related to electrical systems—I’d need every advantage I could engineer.

The headache never completely went away as I worked. It had become a compass, pointing toward danger. Toward alien technology.

Or maybe toward answers.
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​Chapter 4: Capacitance
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Three days with Ray and Ellie had established a routine. Ray handled physical security, reinforcing doors and windows with materials from my garage. Ellie turned out to be a natural at surveillance, setting up observation posts with sightlines covering every approach. I focused on what I knew best—power systems and electronics.﻿

We were preparing for evacuation, but not rushing it. “Proper prep prevents piss-poor performance,” Ray repeated like a mantra. Contractor wisdom that translated well to apocalypse survival.

I’d expanded the Faraday cage to cover my entire workshop. When inside, my headaches vanished completely. Outside, they remained a constant low-level throb, spiking whenever alien tech came near. A biological early warning system I couldn’t explain but had learned to trust.

“Found something you should see,” Ellie announced, returning from her morning perimeter check. Her eyes were bright with excitement—the first time I’d seen anything but wary caution there.

“Crashed drone,” she continued. “Three blocks east, in that empty lot behind the abandoned gas station. Looks recent.”

Ray frowned. “Could be a trap. They’re not stupid.”

“It’s damaged,” Ellie insisted. “Saw it go down yesterday during that electrical storm. Been watching it since. Nothing’s come to retrieve it.”

The electrical storm had been strange—localized lightning concentrated over downtown, unlike anything I’d seen before. Whatever the aliens were building was drawing massive power.

“Worth checking out,” I decided. “Might learn something about their tech.”

Ray disagreed. “Too risky. We’re leaving tomorrow anyway.”

“Which is why we need to do it now,” I countered. “Information is currency these days.”

In the end, we compromised—I would go alone to minimize exposure. Ray and Ellie would maintain watch from a distance and warn me if patrols approached.

The crashed drone was smaller than the insect-like processing units—about the size of a large dog. Its oval body had a spiderweb fracture down one side, through which pulsed a soft blue-green light. Six limbs splayed awkwardly, twitching occasionally like a dying insect.

My headache intensified as I approached, but not unbearably. The metallic taste returned, tingling across my tongue.

I circled it cautiously, analyzing what I could see. There was no obvious propulsion system, exhaust ports, or visible sensors, though it must have had them. The outer shell was unlike any material I recognized—not quite metal, not quite ceramic, with an iridescent quality that shifted colors as I moved around it.

Engineering curiosity overcame caution. I crouched beside it, examining the damaged section more closely. Through the crack, I could see components that defied conventional design principles. There were no circuit boards or wires. Instead, crystalline structures interconnected with flowing channels of what looked like liquid metal.

“What kind of technology is this?” I muttered.

As if responding to my voice, the drone shuddered. The blue-green light pulsed faster.

I should have backed away—any sane person would have—but something about the flowing energy inside called to me. I understood machines; I had spent my life taking them apart and rebuilding them. This was just another system, operating on principles I hadn’t learned yet.

I reached out and touched the damaged shell.

The world exploded into light.

My headache vanished, replaced by a crystalline clarity I’d never experienced. I could see—not with my eyes, but with some other sense—the energy flowing through the drone’s systems. Complex patterns of light and darkness, current and resistance, were projected directly into my consciousness, like a three-dimensional circuit diagram.

I could perceive the damage—disrupted pathways, severed connections—and somehow, instinctively, I knew how to redirect the flow.

My hand moved without conscious direction, fingers tracing patterns over the fractured shell. The material felt warm, almost alive. The blue-green light followed where I touched, bending to new pathways I somehow created.

The drone’s core—what would be a CPU in human technology but was something far more complex—began to glow brighter. Systems reactivated, bypassing damaged components. One limb twitched, then straightened.

I pulled my hand back, suddenly aware of what I was doing. The drone stabilized, its light steady now rather than pulsing. It wasn’t fully repaired, but it was functional again.

And it was looking at me.

A beam of light extended from its core, scanning over my body, lingering on my head. I braced for the “compatibility” assessment, for the mechanical voice announcing my processing category.

Instead, it chirped—a sound unlike the harsh mechanical tones of the processing units. Almost curious.

Then it transmitted something—not sound or light, but a pulse of information—directly into my brain. There was pressure behind my eyes, and images flashed too fast to comprehend. Coordinates, schematics, and command protocols.

Before I could process any of it, the drone’s light flared blindingly bright and then went dark—permanently this time. The energy I’d redirected had overloaded its damaged systems.

I staggered backward, blood streaming from my nose. The sudden knowledge faded, leaving only fragments—impressions rather than data. But one thing remained clear: the drone had recognized me, not as human, not as prey, but as something it had been programmed to identify and communicate with.

“Mike!” Ray’s urgent whisper came from behind a derelict car. “We’ve got company! Patrol incoming, three blocks north.”

I wiped the blood from my face, grabbed my pack, and ran. We made it back to the house just as the patrol passed the edge of our neighborhood. I slumped against the wall inside the Faraday cage, exhaustion hitting me like a physical weight.

“What happened out there?” Ellie asked, handing me a wet cloth for my bloodied face. “You were just staring at that thing for like ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes?” It had felt like seconds.

“Then it lit up like a Christmas tree,” Ray added. “Thought for sure it was calling for backup.”

I tried to explain what I’d experienced—the energy flows, the intuitive understanding, the information pulse—but it sounded insane even to my own ears.

“So you...fixed it? With your mind?” Ellie’s skepticism was palpable.

“Not with my mind. With my hands. But I could see how to do it.” I struggled to find the words. “Like when you’ve worked on engines so long you can diagnose a problem just by listening. Except I could see the energy, understand its patterns.”

Ray and Ellie exchanged looks.

“That’s why they’re hunting ‘compatibles,’” I continued, the realization building. “People like me can interface with their technology. Somehow.”

“Why would humans be compatible with alien tech?” Ray asked.

I shook my head, immediately regretting it as pain flared. “No idea. Shouldn’t be possible.”

“Unless they’ve been here before,” Ellie suggested quietly. “Long ago. Left something behind in some of us.”

The implications were too vast to contemplate with a pounding head and blood-crusted nostrils. But one thing was sure—if I could affect their technology, even unconsciously, that would make me more than just another refugee. It would make me a potential weapon.

That night, after Ray and Ellie had gone to sleep, I examined my hands in the dim glow of a battery-powered lamp. They looked the same—callused from tools, a small burn scar on the right thumb from a soldering accident years ago, normal hands. Human hands.

Yet they had channeled something today that was beyond normal, beyond human.

I turned to my workbench, where the modified solar controller sat half-completed. With trembling fingers, I picked up the circuit board, closed my eyes, and tried to recapture that crystalline awareness I’d felt with the drone.
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