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Chapter 1 — The Wrong Turn
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The road had been straight for so long that Elias barely remembered when it began to curve.

He noticed it only because the radio went silent.

Not static. Not a crackle or fading signal. Just silence—clean, abrupt, unnatural, like someone had reached into the car and pressed a mute button on the world. The dashboard clock blinked once, then steadied. 11:43 p.m.

Elias frowned, tapping the radio once with his finger. Nothing.

He told himself it was nothing.

The night had already been quiet before that—too quiet, maybe—but he had been driving for hours, the highway stretched thin and empty beneath his headlights. He had taken this route to avoid traffic, or maybe because his phone’s map had suggested it. He wasn’t entirely sure anymore. All he knew was that he had needed to keep moving.

Ahead, the road forked.

There was no sign. No reflective paint. Just two lanes splitting apart like a thought he hadn’t finished yet. The left curved gently, disappearing into trees. The right dipped downward, darker, narrower, as if it had been worn by fewer tires.

Elias slowed.

For a moment—only a moment—he considered stopping. Pulling over. Checking his phone again. But the phone lay dark in the cup holder, its screen stubbornly black despite a full charge just an hour earlier.

“Left,” he murmured to himself. “Safer.”

But his hands turned the wheel right.

The car descended.

The trees thinned, then vanished altogether. Streetlights appeared—not gradually, but suddenly, as if someone had flicked a switch. Rows of them lined the road ahead, evenly spaced, glowing a dull amber that didn’t quite push back the darkness between them.

Buildings emerged beyond the lights.

A city.

Elias blinked, surprised enough to lift his foot from the accelerator. He hadn’t expected a city. Not here. Not after miles of nothing but forest and road.

A sign stood at the roadside, half-hidden by shadow. He slowed further, angling the headlights toward it.

The sign was blank.

Not faded. Not vandalized. Just... blank. A metal rectangle bolted to two poles, its surface clean and empty, reflecting the headlights without offering a single letter in return.

“That’s odd,” Elias said.

His voice sounded too loud inside the car.

The road widened into a proper street. Sidewalks appeared. Storefronts lined the way—bakeries, clothing shops, a pharmacy—each one intact, lights glowing faintly behind glass. But there were no cars parked along the curb. No pedestrians. No movement at all.

It looked abandoned, but not ruined.

As if everyone had simply left at the same time.

Elias drove deeper into the city.

The tires hummed softly against the asphalt. The streetlights passed overhead in steady rhythm. His headlights swept across window after window, revealing interiors frozen mid-purpose: a chair pulled out from a table, a stack of papers beside a register, a coat hanging from a hook by a door.

Still, he felt no immediate fear.

Only a growing sense of displacement, like walking into the wrong classroom during an exam.

At the first intersection, he saw traffic lights hanging above the crossroad. They glowed green in all directions.

“All green?” he muttered. “That can’t be right.”

He stopped anyway.

The city remained still.

No wind stirred the scraps of paper on the sidewalk. No hum of electricity accompanied the lights. Even the faint buzz he associated with cities—the distant engines, the murmur of lives overlapping—was absent.

He waited.

Nothing changed.

Elias drove on.

After three more intersections, unease began to creep in—not sharp, not panicked, but insistent. A pressure behind his eyes. A subtle tightening in his chest.

He tried the radio again.

Silence.

He tried rolling down the window. Cool air flowed in, carrying no scent—no exhaust, no food, no damp concrete smell. Just air.

Too clean.

He passed a bus stop. The bench was empty. A route map hung behind it, protected by glass.

Elias pulled over.

The car idled softly as he stepped out onto the sidewalk. His shoes echoed when they touched the pavement, the sound snapping back at him too clearly.

He approached the bus map.

Every colored line was there. Every stop marked with a small circle.

But none of the stops had names.

Just circles, connected by lines, leading nowhere specific.

A chill traced its way up his spine.

“Okay,” he said, louder than before. “Okay.”

He looked down the street, then back the way he’d come.

The road behind him was darker than he remembered.

The streetlights still stood, but their glow seemed dimmer, as if something had turned them down while he wasn’t looking.

Elias returned to the car.

He started the engine, turned the wheel, and drove back the way he thought he’d entered the city.

Five minutes passed.

Then ten.

The buildings repeated—not exactly, but close enough to unsettle him. A café with a cracked window. A bookstore with a faded awning. A narrow alley between two brick buildings, shadowed and deep.

He was sure he’d seen that alley before.

He slowed, scanning for the blank sign at the city’s edge.

It didn’t appear.

Instead, the road curved gently to the left, revealing more buildings, more lights, more empty streets.

“No,” Elias whispered. “No, no.”

He made a sharp turn at the next intersection, then another, then another—choosing directions at random, his pulse quickening with each turn of the wheel.

The city absorbed him without resistance.

Every street led to another street. Every intersection offered options that felt identical in weight and wrongness. There were no landmarks tall enough to orient himself. No skyline. No distant tower.

Just streets.

Just lights.

Just the oppressive absence of life.

He stopped again, hands gripping the steering wheel.

“This is just a town,” he told himself. “A quiet one. That’s all.”

He checked the dashboard clock.

11:43 p.m.

It hadn’t moved.

Elias swallowed.

He reached for his phone again. The screen flickered once—hope surged—then went dark.

“No service,” he muttered. “Of course.”

He opened the car door and stepped out.

The city seemed to lean closer when he did.

It was a ridiculous thought, and yet he couldn’t shake it—the sense that the buildings were listening, that the spaces between them were paying attention.

“Hello?” he called.

His voice traveled down the street, bounced off brick and glass, and returned to him thinner, altered.

Hello.

No answer followed.

He walked to the nearest building—a small grocery store with a bell hanging above the door. The sign above it displayed a painted image of fruit and bread.

No words.

Elias pushed the door open.

The bell rang.

Inside, the lights flickered on as if responding to his presence. The store was neat, stocked, and silent. Shelves of canned goods lined the walls. A refrigerated section hummed faintly at the back.

The air smelled faintly of dust and metal.

“Anyone here?” Elias asked.

Nothing.

He stepped further inside. His footsteps echoed softly on the tiled floor. He glanced behind the counter—an open ledger lay there, pages yellowed, filled with neat handwriting.

The entries stopped mid-sentence.

Elias didn’t touch it.

A sense of trespass prickled at his skin, though there were no signs warning him away. No cameras. No alarms.

Just the weight of being somewhere he wasn’t expected.

He backed out of the store.

The bell rang again as the door closed behind him.

Outside, the streetlights flickered.

Once.

Twice.

Then steadied.

Elias froze.

He hadn’t imagined that. He was sure of it.

He looked up and down the street. The buildings remained still, but the silence had changed. It felt thicker now, less passive.

As if it had noticed him.

A sign across the street caught his eye—one he hadn’t seen before.

It was mounted to the side of a building, a simple metal plaque. Elias crossed the street slowly, his footsteps unnaturally loud in the quiet.

The plaque bore a single symbol.

A circle, bisected by a vertical line.

He stared at it.

“What does that mean?” he whispered.

The city did not answer.

A low unease settled in his stomach, cold and heavy. He had the sudden, irrational thought that he shouldn’t have spoken aloud—that sound mattered here, in a way he didn’t yet understand.

He returned to his car.

As he drove, he began to notice more symbols—etched into walls, painted faintly on doors, scratched into pavement. Always variations of simple shapes. Circles. Lines. Squares broken at one corner.

None of them accompanied by words.

The city, it seemed, preferred silence.

Elias turned onto another street and slowed.

Ahead, the road narrowed, funneling him toward what looked like a central square. The buildings opened up, revealing a wide open space dominated by a dry fountain at its center.

He parked at the edge of the square.

The fountain was ornate, carved with figures whose faces had been smoothed away by time—or something else. At the base, water stains marked where it once flowed.

Elias approached it cautiously.

The square felt different.

Not more dangerous. Just more aware.

His footsteps echoed louder here, rebounding off surrounding buildings. He circled the fountain, noting more symbols carved into the stone.

The same circle-and-line motif.

Repeated.

Deliberate.

“This place...” he murmured. “What is this place?”

As if in response, a sound drifted across the square.

Not a voice.

Not quite.

It was the faintest whisper of movement—a soft scrape, like fabric brushing against stone. Elias spun toward it, heart hammering.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
W

SILENT
STREETS






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





