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The Lights Die

––––––––
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PART I — GLOBAL BLACKOUT (Selene’s POV)

Selene Vey balances the tablet on her knee, stylus flicking through lines of encrypted data that have become her second language. Neural-ID implant trials. Memory stabilization. Patterns of fire in the human brain she has been chasing for ten years. The terminal around her hums like a hive: boarding calls blaring overhead, families chattering, the faint static of televisions cycling news in endless loops.

She shuts it all out. The hum is ordinary. The hum means control.

Then the hum stops.

First, it’s just her tablet—screen freezes, then dissolves into static blue. She frowns, presses the side panel. Nothing. She pulls at the neural patch at the base of her skull, tries to push the thought-feed. Static. No data.

She looks up. Every gate screen along the concourse flickers, bright white bars crawling like veins across black. Phones rise in hands around her like lanterns, but one by one they dim, falter, die.

The air-conditioning cuts. A silence folds over the crowd, unnaturally heavy, like the whole building is holding its breath.

Then the lights themselves fail.

The airport plunges into a half-darkness broken only by blood-red emergency strips along the floor. A child wails, sharp and piercing. People laugh nervously, expecting power to return in a heartbeat. A reboot. A patch.

It doesn’t.

Selene’s breath clouds in the sudden stillness. She stands, tablet clutched tight, eyes darting across the concourse. No announcements. No guidance. Just thousands of passengers looking at each other as if waiting for someone to explain.

She feels the implant at her neck again. Static. Dead.

The silence gnaws at her. She has spent her life tuned to the endless hum of machines, of servers, of always-on. Now the absence feels like being trapped underwater.

And in that quiet, she realizes something she cannot yet say aloud:

This isn’t a power outage.

This is erasure.

Part II — The Panic (Lena’s POV)

Lena Park grips the stuffed bear tighter, the fabric already damp with the sweat from her palms. She had kissed her daughter goodbye not twenty minutes ago, watched her join the boarding line for a connecting flight to Vancouver. She had promised—promised—she’d be waiting at the other end.

Now the line has dissolved into chaos.

No screens announce departures. No intercom voices call for passengers. The crowd surges against the gates like a tide slamming against glass. People shove, curse, plead. A woman beats on the check-in counter with her fists until her knuckles bloom red.

Lena pushes through, searching for the gate her daughter vanished through. Gate C19. C19. Remember it. Don’t forget.

Her phone is a corpse in her hand. She stabs the power button again and again. Nothing. She yanks out the extra battery, swaps it in. Dead. She looks up, desperate for anyone with authority.

Security personnel in navy uniforms try to hold lines, but their scanners blink uselessly. Passports waved in the air mean nothing; the glass gates won’t open. A man in a suit shouts he has “priority status”—someone slams him to the floor, kicks him until blood spatters the tile.

The bear slips from Lena’s grip. She snatches it up, clutches it against her chest. Her daughter’s scent still lingers on the fabric, strawberry shampoo and the faint sweetness of sleep.

She shoves forward, calling, “Yun-hee! Yun-hee!” Her voice breaks. The crowd drowns her out.

Her mind scrabbles for logic. There will be manifests. The staff will keep records. There are systems, protocols—

But the faces around her tell her what she doesn’t want to believe. Pale, terrified, empty-handed faces, stripped of proof, of place, of identity.

For the first time in her life, Lena realizes she cannot prove she is a mother. She has no documents, no phone, no child in sight—only a stuffed bear in her arms and a voice raw with shouting.

And no one is listening.

Part III — Collision of Strangers (Aya’s POV)

Aya López plants her back against a column, knees drawn tight, charcoal smudging her fingers. She works fast, jagged lines tearing across the scrap of receipt paper: mouths open in terror, bodies crushed together, the thick block of a soldier’s silhouette.

If she doesn’t draw it, it isn’t real. If she doesn’t capture it, it will vanish.

The surge comes again, a wave of people breaking against her small frame. She stumbles, hits the tile hard. A boot nearly catches her ribs—then a hand clamps her shoulder, hauling her up.

“Move,” a voice barks. A man’s. Hard, commanding.

She twists free, glaring at the broad-shouldered stranger with the scarred jaw. Military haircut, eyes scanning the crowd like a battlefield. Of course it’s a soldier.

“I’m not your recruit,” she spits, clutching her sketch.

“Didn’t say you were,” he snaps back, but he positions himself between her and the next crush of bodies anyway.

Before she can retort, another figure steps forward—tall, well-dressed, calm where everyone else is frantic. “Let’s not panic,” the man says, voice smooth as silk. “This is a system failure. They’ll reboot within the hour.” His gaze sweeps the crowd like he owns it. “Stay calm. Trust me.”

Aya laughs, bitter, charcoal scratching across her paper as she captures his profile. “The system isn’t coming back,” she mutters, not caring if he hears.

She shades the man’s eyes darker than they are, as if already hollow.

Part IV — First Violence (Kieran’s POV)

Kieran Holt has seen panic before. On deployment, on streets torn apart by riots, in villages where the line between soldier and scavenger vanished overnight. Panic smells the same everywhere: sweat, piss, hot metal.

The airport reeks of it now.

He forces himself forward, breaking through the press of bodies toward the checkpoint. Guards in body armor wave useless scanners, shouting orders no one follows.

Then it happens—inevitable, like a match catching flame.

A man yanks a knife from his boot, lunges at another who clutches a case of bottled water. Shouts, screams, the hiss of blood.

Kieran reacts before thought. Muscle memory. He drives through the chaos, arm snapping around the attacker’s wrist. The knife clatters. His fist cracks against the man’s jaw, dropping him flat. Too fast, too brutal—the soldier in him rising unbidden.

The crowd recoils, stunned into silence for a heartbeat. Eyes turn toward him: fear, suspicion, gratitude twisted into the same expression.

He wipes his hand on his jeans, jaw tight. He doesn’t want to be this man anymore. Doesn’t want to be violence.

But Selene—the woman with the sharp, clinical eyes—watches him from across the checkpoint. Not with horror. With recognition.

And Kieran knows: the old instincts aren’t gone. They never left.
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Memory survives where proof and safety burn.
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