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Chapter 1: The Hum Before the Silence
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The oscilloscope on Aris Thorne’s workbench drew a lazy, green sine wave, a visual representation of the background hum of civilization. He preferred the analog hiss of his older equipment, the subtle imperfections that digital instruments smoothed over. It was in those imperfections, he believed, that the truth often hid. Outside his workshop window, the dense forests of the Olympic Peninsula, Washington, were a far cry from the sterile SCIFs of his past. Here, the only signals he usually cared about were the ones he coaxed from the ether with his own strange antennas – twisted sculptures of copper and wire that dotted the clearing around his isolated cabin.

He was thirty-eight, but the lines etched around his eyes and the premature silver at his temples spoke of a life lived under a different kind of pressure. Dr. Aris Thorne, ex-SIGINT analyst, current recluse. His last official warning, a meticulously researched paper on cascading infrastructure vulnerabilities, had been filed away by some three-star general as “alarmist, if theoretically sound.” Then the “minor” Black Creek incident happened – a localized power grid collapse, a few dozen dead from failed medical equipment, a blip on the national news. For Aris, it was a deafening scream of validation he never wanted.

A sigh escaped him as he adjusted a dial. His current obsession was low-frequency, earth-based communication, systems that might, theoretically, survive what he privately termed the “Big Off.”

The screen door creaked. Sarah, his sixteen-year-old niece, stood silhouetted against the bright afternoon. “Uncle Aris? Are you... talking to rocks again?”

Her tone was light, but an undercurrent of teenage exasperation rippled through it. She’d been with him for two weeks, a summer visit brokered by his well-meaning sister who thought Aris needed “family contact” and Sarah needed “a break from her phone.” So far, neither seemed to be getting what they wanted. Sarah found his lifestyle bafflingly primitive; Aris found her constant tether to the digital world a source of low-grade anxiety.

“Just listening, Sarah,” Aris said, not turning. “The planet has a lot to say if you know how to tune in.”

“Right. Well, I’m going into Port Angeles. Need anything? Besides more tinfoil for your hats?”

He finally swiveled on his stool, a faint smile touching his lips. “Funny. No, I’m good. Just... be aware of your surroundings. And keep your phone charged.” The irony wasn’t lost on him.

“Always,” she said, already halfway out the door, earbuds in. “Text me if the aliens land.”

Aris watched her go, a familiar pang of unease tightening his chest. He’d tried, in his own awkward way, to teach her a few things – basic orienteering, how to identify edible plants, the importance of having a go-bag. She’d mostly rolled her eyes.

He turned back to his instruments. The background hum on the oscilloscope seemed... different. A subtle modulation, almost imperceptible. He leaned closer, his analytical mind kicking into gear. He cross-referenced it with his spectrum analyzer. There it was again, a faint, rhythmic pulse just below the noise floor of standard broadcasts. Too regular for natural phenomena. He felt a cold dread begin to uncoil in his stomach, a ghost of the feeling he’d had just before Black Creek.

He was reaching for a notepad when the world blinked.

One moment, the green line on the oscilloscope was tracing its familiar path, the hum of his equipment a comforting presence. The next, the screen went black. The lights in the workshop died. The low thrum of the refrigerator in the main cabin ceased. Silence. A profound, absolute silence that pressed in on him, heavier than any sound.

Outside, a faint, high-pitched whine, like a thousand dentist drills, pierced the air for a fraction of a second, then vanished.

Aris was already moving.

He looked out the window. High above, a commercial jet, glinting silver in the sun, was suddenly trailing a plume of black smoke. It wobbled, then began a sickening, uncontrolled descent, arcing silently towards the distant mountains.

No.

His breath hitched. He scanned the sky. Another one, further east, also losing altitude.

The “Big Off.” It wasn't theoretical anymore.
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Chapter 2: Zero Hour
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The training, dormant for years, surged through Aris like an electric current, overriding the initial shock. Assess. Prioritize. Act.

His cabin, built with paranoia as a silent partner, was as hardened as he could make it. The generator was in a Faraday-caged shed, but starting it now would be a beacon. His well was hand-pump operated. Food stores were extensive. Security was layered.

Sarah.

The thought sliced through his methodical threat assessment. She was in Port Angeles. In her beat-up sedan, probably listening to music, oblivious. Her car would be dead. Her phone, a useless brick.

He sprinted from the workshop to the main cabin, his eyes scanning the silent, suddenly alien landscape. The birds were still singing, a bizarre counterpoint to the falling planes. He grabbed his primary go-bag from the hall closet – a battered olive drab pack that was always ready. Seventy-two hours of essentials, plus specialized gear. He strapped a heavy hunting knife to his belt and slung his old, reliable bolt-action rifle over his shoulder. Ammunition. Water filter. Medical kit.

His mind raced. Port Angeles was a good fifteen miles by road, less if he cut through the woods, but slower, more treacherous. The roads would be chaos. Dead cars. Panicked people. Accidents.

He had to get to her.

He glanced at the wall where a detailed topographical map of the peninsula hung. He’d memorized every contour, every stream, every logging road. He plotted the quickest, most defensible route to town, avoiding the main highway as much as possible.

A low rumble echoed from the direction of the coast – not thunder. An explosion? Or something heavy crashing?

He paused at the door, forcing himself to take a deep, steadying breath. Panic was the enemy. His past failures, the warnings ignored, the ghosts of Black Creek – he shoved them down. Guilt was a luxury he couldn't afford. Right now, only Sarah mattered.

He stepped outside. The air felt strange, charged. The usual background EMF, the invisible ocean of signals they all swam in, was gone. It was like a sixth sense had been abruptly severed.

He made a quick check of his property. The solar panels on the roof were inert. The wind turbine, usually spinning lazily, was still. He secured the cabin, deadbolting doors, shuttering windows. It wouldn't stop a determined mob, but it would deter the opportunistic.

As he headed towards the tree line, a flicker of movement caught his eye. Old Man Hemlock, his nearest neighbor about a mile down the dirt track, was standing in his yard, staring up at the sky, a bewildered expression on his face. His ancient pickup truck was stalled halfway out of his driveway.

Aris didn't have time to explain. He just raised a hand in a brief, grim acknowledgment and plunged into the woods.

The forest, usually his sanctuary, felt different. The silence was unnerving. No distant drone of traffic on Highway 101. No hum of unseen powerlines. Just the rustle of leaves, the snap of twigs under his boots, and the frantic thumping of his own heart.

He pushed himself, moving with a speed and agility that belied his years spent hunched over electronics. The mental image of Sarah, alone and terrified in a town rapidly descending into chaos, was a relentless spur.

He crested a small rise that gave him a partial view of the highway in the distance. It was already a parking lot. Cars were stopped at odd angles, doors ajar. People were milling about, confusion and fear etched on their faces. He saw a plume of smoke rising from what looked like a multi-car pile-up.

This was just the beginning. The veneer of civilization was paper-thin. He knew how quickly it could tear.
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Chapter 3: Town in Chaos
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The outskirts of Port Angeles were a disorienting landscape of stalled vehicles and bewildered people. Aris skirted the main roads, using alleys and wooded patches, his senses on high alert. The initial confusion was rapidly morphing into something uglier. Shouts echoed, not all of them fearful; some held an edge of anger, of opportunism. A distant crash of breaking glass.

He needed to find Sarah’s car first – a faded blue sedan, usually parked near the waterfront coffee shop she favored. He moved with a grim efficiency, his rifle held at a low ready, his gaze constantly scanning. People gave him a wide berth, their eyes flicking from his determined face to the weapon. He projected an aura of dangerous competence, a deliberate choice. In this new world, weakness was an invitation.

He found the coffee shop. Its large front window was shattered, dark coffee pooling on the sidewalk amidst the glittering shards. No sign of Sarah’s car. His heart hammered. He forced himself to think. Where else would she go? The library? The small cinema?

A sudden commotion erupted a block away. A crowd had gathered around the entrance of a supermarket. He could hear yelling, the thud of impacts. Looting had started. He saw a man run past, arms laden with canned goods, a desperate, feral look in his eyes.

Aris pushed on, his anxiety for Sarah a cold knot in his gut. He cut through a small park. Two men were struggling over a backpack, grunting, their faces contorted. He bypassed them, his focus unwavering.

Then he saw it – her blue sedan, parked haphazardly near the ferry terminal, one door slightly ajar. Relief washed over him, so potent it almost buckled his knees. But it was immediately followed by a fresh wave of fear. Where was she?

He approached the car cautiously. Empty. Her backpack was on the passenger seat, her useless phone lying on top. He scanned the area. The ferry terminal was a scene of growing panic. People were shouting at the ticket booths, gesturing at the massive, silent ferries docked at the piers. Others were simply staring out at the water, their faces blank with disbelief.

“Sarah!” He kept his voice low, controlled, but urgent. He circled the terminal building, peering through windows.

He found her near the public restrooms, huddled against a wall, her face pale, eyes wide with terror. A couple of rough-looking men were standing a few feet away, watching her, muttering to each other. They hadn’t approached her yet, but the predatory intent was clear.

“Sarah!” he called again, a little louder this time.

Her head snapped up. “Uncle Aris!” The relief in her voice was a physical blow. She scrambled to her feet and ran to him, throwing her arms around him. He held her tight for a moment, the familiar scent of her shampoo a grounding anchor in the madness.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice rough.

She nodded, trembling. “My car just... died. Everything died. People are... going crazy.”

The two men who had been watching her took a step back when they saw Aris, their eyes lingering on his rifle. He met their gaze, his expression unyielding, until they looked away and shuffled off.
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