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The warehouse was a world of eighty-five decibels. 

For Dave, eighty-five decibels was the sound of safety. It was the rhythmic clack-clack-clack of the sorting trays, the hydraulic hiss of the forklifts, and the low-frequency thrum of the industrial HVAC system. It was a predictable, mechanical environment where every sound had a source and every vibration had a reason. At the warehouse, you knew exactly why the floor shook. 

He liked the noise. It filled the gaps in his head. 

But when he pulled his silver Camry into the cul-de-sac at 5:45 PM, the noise changed. The suburban silence wasn't a lack of sound; it was a weight. It was a thirty-decibel pressure that sat on his chest the moment he stepped out of the car. 

"Hey, Dave," his neighbor, Miller, didn't say. 

Miller was standing in his own driveway, three houses down. He was holding a garden hose, watering a patch of brown grass that refused to turn green. He didn't wave. He didn't nod. He just stood there, the water arching in a perfect, shimmering curve, his eyes fixed on something just past Dave’s shoulder. 

Dave felt the first itch then. A small, three-out-of-ten irritation at the base of his skull. 

He walked to his garage. He needed the red-handled garden trowel. Sarah wanted to plant marigolds along the walkway—something to "brighten the place up," she’d said. 

He opened the pegboard cabinet. 

The trowel was gone. 

Dave stared at the empty hook. He remembered putting it back. He was a man of systems; a warehouse worker doesn't survive twenty years without knowing where his tools are. He could visualize the red rubber grip, the serrated edge of the steel blade, the way it hung at a slight 15-degree angle. 

Gone. 

"Sarah?" he called out as he entered the kitchen. 

"In the den!" she shouted back. 

"Did you move the trowel?"

"The what?"

"The red trowel. From the garage."

"No. Maybe Leo had it?"

Dave looked out the kitchen window. Leo was in the backyard, sitting on the swing set, his feet dragging in the dirt. He wasn't holding a trowel. He wasn't doing anything. He was just staring at the fence line. 

Dave looked back at Miller’s house. The neighbor had turned off the hose. He was gone. The driveway was empty, the wet asphalt already starting to steam in the afternoon heat. 

That night, for the first time, Dave heard it. 

It was 3:12 AM. The house was at its quietest—roughly 22 decibels. Sarah was breathing beside him, a steady, 12-cycle-per-minute rhythm. 

Mmmmmmmmmm.

It was a 60-hertz hum. 

Dave lay on his back, eyes wide, staring at the popcorn ceiling. He knew what it was. It was the electricity in the walls. It was the refrigerator. It was the transformer on the pole outside. It was the baseline of modern life. 

But tonight, it sounded different. It sounded intentional. 

He got out of bed, his joints popping with a sound like dry twigs snapping. He walked to the window and parted the blinds. 

The cul-de-sac was bathed in the orange glow of the high-pressure sodium streetlights. Everything looked monochromatic, filtered through a layer of rust. 

He looked at Miller’s house. 

In the upstairs window—the one that should have been a dark bedroom—there was a faint, blue flicker. It wasn't the warm glow of a television. It was the sharp, 6500-Kelvin strobe of a computer monitor. 

Someone was awake. Someone was watching. 

Dave touched the glass. It was cold. 

He didn't know it yet, but the clock had started. The zero-hour was over. The 60-hertz hum was no longer a sound; it was an invitation. 

He went to the kitchen and poured a glass of water. He didn't turn on the light. He sat at the table and waited for the sun. 

He didn't feel tired. He felt... calibrated. 

On the white siding of the house across the street, just below Miller’s flickering window, Dave noticed a dark streak. A stain. It looked like a finger pointing down. 

"I see you," Dave whispered to the empty kitchen. 

The hum in the walls seemed to vibrate a little harder, a sympathetic resonance that rattled the back of his teeth.
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Chapter One: The Keys
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The shift at the warehouse ended at 4:30 PM. Dave clocked out using his plastic badge, the corner of which was chipped. He walked to the parking lot. The air was 82 degrees and smelled of hot asphalt and diesel exhaust. 

He climbed into his truck, a 2018 Ford F-150. He placed his lunch cooler on the passenger seat. He drove the four miles to his house, maintaining a speed of exactly thirty-five miles per hour in the residential zones. 

When he arrived home, he followed his usual sequence. He entered through the side door, kicked his work boots off onto the rubber mat, and walked into the kitchen. He took his keys out of his pocket. They were on a heavy ring with a bottle opener and a small LED flashlight. 

He reached for the ceramic bowl on the counter where the keys always lived. He paused. He didn't drop them in the bowl. He decided to set them on the granite countertop instead, right next to the toaster, so he would remember to grab them when he went back out to get the mail later.

He went to the bathroom, splashed cold water on his face, and sat on the edge of the tub for five minutes. His lower back ached. It was a dull, consistent pressure. 

"Dave? You home?" Sarah called from the living room.

"Yeah," he said. 

"Leo has soccer at six. Can you check the tire pressure on the van before we go?"

"Sure."

Dave stood up. He walked back into the kitchen. He went to the spot by the toaster. 

The keys were not there.

He looked at the ceramic bowl. It was empty except for a stray penny and a dry cleaning receipt. He looked under the toaster. He moved the bread box. 

"Sarah?"

"Yeah?" 

"Did you move my keys? I put them right here by the toaster."

Sarah walked into the kitchen. She was holding a laundry basket. "I haven't even been in the kitchen, Dave. I've been upstairs with Leo."

"I just put them down," Dave said. He looked at the floor. He looked behind the microwave. "I walked in, took them out of my pocket, and put them right here."

"Maybe you left them in the truck?"

"I didn't leave them in the truck. I had them in my hand when I walked in the door."

He went back to the side door. He checked his boots. He checked the bathroom. He went out to the truck and checked the ignition, the cup holders, and the floor mats. Nothing. 

He came back inside. Sarah was standing by the counter now. 

"Are you sure you didn't pick them up and carry them somewhere else?" she asked.

"I’m sure, Sarah. I’m thirty-eight, I’m not senile."

He felt a small, sharp heat in his chest. It wasn't anger; it was a physical tightening. He began to open the kitchen drawers. He pulled out the junk drawer, the silverware tray, and the cabinet where they kept the plastic containers. He moved every item. 

He checked the fridge. He checked the freezer. He took everything out of the pantry. 

"Dave, relax," Sarah said. "They'll turn up. Use my set for the van."

"I need my keys. My work badge is on that ring. I can't get into the warehouse tomorrow without it."

He spent the next two hours retracing his steps. He looked under the sofa cushions. He looked in the pockets of the jeans he had worn the day before. He went into Leo’s room and asked the boy if he’d seen them. Leo didn't even look up from his tablet. 

By 8:00 PM, the house was a mess of moved furniture and open drawers. Dave’s hands were shaking slightly. He sat at the kitchen table. The house was quiet, except for the hum of the refrigerator. 

He looked at the trash can under the sink. It was a stainless-steel step-can. 

He got up and opened the lid. On top of the coffee grounds and a crumpled paper towel sat his keys. The LED flashlight was facing upward.

Dave stared at them. He didn't reach for them immediately. 

He had not used a paper towel since he got home. He had not made coffee. 

"I found them," he said. His voice was low.

Sarah came into the kitchen. "Where were they?"

"In the trash."

Sarah laughed, a short, tired sound. "How did you manage that? You must have had them in your hand when you threw something away."

"I didn't throw anything away," Dave said. He looked at her. Her face was neutral, just the usual tired expression she wore at the end of the day. "I put them on the counter."

"Well, you obviously didn't, Dave. Unless the house is haunted."

"It's not funny," he said. 

"I'm not saying it's funny. I'm saying you're tired. You've been working a lot of overtime."

Dave reached into the trash and pulled the keys out. He wiped the coffee grounds off the metal with his thumb. The weight of the keys felt different now. He held them tightly in his palm, the metal teeth digging into his skin. 

He looked at the counter where he was certain he had placed them. Then he looked at Sarah. 

"You didn't put these in there?" he asked.

Sarah stopped smiling. "Why would I do that, Dave? Why would I hide your keys in the garbage?"

"I don't know. Maybe a joke."

"It’s not a joke. I’ve been doing laundry. Why are you looking at me like that?"

"I’m just asking."

Dave went to the sink and rinsed the keys under the faucet. The water was cold. He dried them with a clean towel and put them in his pocket. He didn't put them back in the ceramic bowl. 

That night, Dave lay in bed. Sarah was breathing deeply beside him, her weight shifting occasionally. Dave stared at the ceiling. He felt the weight in his chest again. It was heavier now. 

He heard a sound. A faint, rhythmic thudding coming from outside. 

It was the neighbor’s dog. A black lab that lived three houses down. It was barking at something in the dark. 

Dave looked at the digital clock. 11:45 PM. 

He wondered why the dog was barking. He wondered if someone was in the alley. Then, he wondered how his keys had moved six feet from the counter to the inside of a closed trash can. 

He didn't sleep. He listened to the dog. Every time the barking stopped, the silence felt worse, like something was holding its breath.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two: The Hum
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At 4:00 AM, the black lab three houses down barked four times. Dave counted the seconds between the barks. Four seconds. Six seconds. Four seconds. The dog was not barking at a squirrel or a passing car. Those patterns were erratic. This was rhythmic. 

Dave sat up in bed. His eyes felt like they had been rubbed with fine-grit sandpaper. He rubbed them with the heels of his hands, pressing until white spots bloomed in his vision. The weight in his chest had moved up to his throat. 

He got out of bed, moving slowly so the mattress springs wouldn't alert Sarah. He walked to the window and pulled the blind back half an inch. 

The street was illuminated by the orange glow of the streetlights. Mr. Miller’s house was dark, except for a small blue light in a second-story window—likely a television left on. The dog barked again. Three times. 

Dave went to the kitchen. He did not turn on the light. He stood by the counter, near the toaster. He looked at the trash can. He reached into his pocket and felt the keys. They were still there. 

He heard it then. 

It was a low-frequency vibration. It wasn't coming from outside. It was coming from the wall behind the refrigerator. He stepped closer, pressing his ear against the drywall. 

The sound was a steady, mechanical drone. It was approximately 60 hertz, the standard frequency of alternating current in North America. But it was louder than the refrigerator’s compressor. It had a secondary layer—a faint, metallic clicking that happened every ten seconds. 

He moved his ear to the left. The sound stayed the same. He moved to the right, toward the pantry. The sound grew muffled. 

The source was behind the kitchen wall. 

Dave spent the next ninety minutes standing in the dark, tracking the sound. He followed it into the living room. He followed it into the hallway. It was constant. It didn't fluctuate with the air conditioner cycling on or off. 

At 6:00 AM, the alarm on his phone vibrated on the nightstand upstairs. Dave went to the bathroom and looked at himself in the mirror. The skin under his eyes was a bruised purple color. There was a burst capillary in his left sclera, a small red dot against the white. 

"You're up early," Sarah said, leaning against the doorframe. She was wearing her bathrobe. 

"I couldn't sleep," Dave said. He picked up his toothbrush. 

"Is it your back?"

"No. The dog was barking. And there's a noise in the walls."

Sarah frowned. She stepped into the bathroom and leaned her head toward the wall. "I don't hear anything."

"It's low. You have to be quiet to hear it."

"Maybe it's the pipes, Dave. Or the neighbor's AC unit. Go to work. You'll feel better once you're moving around."

Dave didn't respond. He brushed his teeth for exactly two minutes. 

The shift at the warehouse was ten hours. Dave’s job was to operate a reach truck, moving pallets of industrial fasteners from the receiving dock to the high-bay racking. The warehouse was loud—90 decibels. The constant roar of the ventilation fans and the beeping of the forklifts usually filled his head. 

Today, it felt different. The noise of the warehouse didn't drown out the hum. It seemed to vibrate in sync with it. 

At 10:30 AM, Dave nearly clipped a racking upright. His foot slipped off the deadman pedal, and the reach truck lurched to a halt. 

"Watch it, Dave!" his supervisor, Mike, yelled from the floor. "You're dragging today."

"I'm fine," Dave said. 

"You look like hell. Go take ten."

Dave went to the breakroom. He sat at a plastic table and opened his cooler. He had a ham sandwich and a bag of pretzels. He didn't eat. He stared at the vending machine in the corner. It was humming. The sound was identical to the sound in his kitchen. 

He stood up and walked over to the machine. He pressed his hand against the glass. The vibration traveled up his arm, through the bone, into his shoulder. 

"What are you doing, Dave?" 

It was a coworker, a guy named Rick. 

"The compressor is failing," Dave said. 

Rick looked at the machine. "It’s a vending machine. It’s supposed to make noise."

"Not this noise. It's too high. It's off-cycle."

"Whatever, man. Just don't let it eat my dollar."

Dave went back to his truck. He finished the shift, but his movements were 15% slower than his average. He was calculating the distance between his house and the warehouse. Four miles. The hum was in both places. 

That meant it wasn't the house. Or it wasn't just the house. 

He drove home at 5:00 PM. He didn't turn on the radio. He listened to the engine. 

When he pulled into the driveway, he saw Mr. Miller standing in his front yard. Miller was a man in his sixties with a gray beard and a limp. He was holding a yellow plastic bag, picking up dog waste. 

Dave stayed in his truck. He watched Miller. The man moved slowly. He looked toward Dave’s truck, squinting against the setting sun. He raised a hand in a brief wave. 

Dave didn't wave back. He watched Miller's hand. It was shaking. 

He’s nervous, Dave thought. 

He got out of the truck and walked toward his house. As he passed the gas meter on the side of his home, he stopped. He leaned down. 

The hum was there. It was coming from the meter. A low, vibrating throb that felt like it was being pumped into the foundation. 

He went inside. Sarah was in the living room, folding Leo’s soccer jerseys. 

"The dog is gone," Dave said. 

"What?"

"Miller’s dog. It’s not in the yard. It’s not barking."

"It’s five o'clock, Dave. It’s probably inside eating dinner."

"He was outside. Miller. He looked at me. He was shaking."

Sarah put a jersey down. She looked at Dave, her eyes moving over his face, recording the red dot in his eye and the way his hands were gripping the strap of his lunch cooler. 

"Dave, sit down. I'm making pasta. Just sit down and watch the news."

"I need to check the basement," Dave said. 

"Why?"

"The gas meter is vibrating. It’s not supposed to do that. If there's a pressure imbalance, it could be dangerous."

He didn't wait for her to answer. He went to the basement stairs. The air in the basement was 65 degrees and smelled of concrete dust and old cardboard. He walked to the corner where the main lines entered the house. 

He put his ear to the primary support beam. 

The hum was louder here. It wasn't 60 hertz anymore. It was faster. A rhythmic, pulsing sound. 

Thump. Thump. Thump.

It matched the rhythm of the dog's barking from 4:00 AM. 

Dave reached into his pocket and pulled out a heavy Maglite. He clicked it on. He began to shine the light along the rim joists, looking for wires that shouldn't be there. He looked for holes in the concrete. 

He found a small, circular indentation in the mortar near the ceiling. It was the size of a dime. 

He touched it. It was cold. 

"What are you doing?" 

He jumped, the flashlight beam swinging wildly across the room. Leo was standing at the bottom of the stairs. 

"Don't sneak up on me," Dave snapped. 

"Mom says dinner is ready. Why are you looking at the wall?"

"There's a problem with the foundation," Dave said. His voice was a whisper. "Go upstairs. Tell your mom I'll be there in a minute."

Leo stared at him for three seconds before turning and running back up the stairs. 

Dave turned the light back to the hole in the mortar. It wasn't a hole. It was a sensor. Or a microphone. It had to be. 

He turned off the flashlight. In the dark, the hum seemed to grow in volume until it was the only thing he could hear. It wasn't just in the walls anymore. It was in his teeth. It was in his chest. 

He went upstairs and sat at the table. He picked up his fork. 

"You okay, Dad?" Leo asked. 

Dave looked at the pasta on his plate. It was covered in red sauce. 

"I'm fine," Dave said. "I'm just tired."

He looked at the window. Through the reflection of the kitchen light, he could see the dark shape of Miller’s house. 

He knew Miller was listening.
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Chapter Three: The Car
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At 6:15 AM, the sun was at an angle of approximately 15 degrees above the horizon. The light hit the windshield of Dave’s truck, creating a glare that forced him to squint. He backed out of the driveway, his foot hovering over the brake pedal.

He stopped the truck. 

Forty feet down the street, parked directly across from the Miller residence, was a dark gray sedan. It was a late-model Toyota Camry. The windows were tinted to a level that Dave estimated was 20%—darker than the legal limit for front side windows in his state. 

He put the truck in park. He stared at the sedan for sixty seconds. The tailpipe was not emitting exhaust. There was no one visible in the driver’s seat, but the tint made it impossible to be certain. 

The car did not belong to the Millers. They drove a tan Buick. It did not belong to the Henderson family next door; they had two SUVs. 

Dave pulled a small notepad from his visor and wrote: Gray Camry. JKL-4492. 6:16 AM.

He drove to the warehouse. Throughout his shift, he checked the time every thirty minutes. He moved 142 pallets. His lower back pain had increased from a dull throb to a sharp, localized heat near the L5 vertebra. He drank three cups of black coffee. The caffeine did not make him feel alert; it only made his heart rate sustain a rhythm of 95 beats per minute while sitting still.

He returned home at 5:10 PM. 

The gray Camry was still there. It had not moved an inch. The tires were aligned exactly as they had been in the morning. 

Dave parked his truck in the garage and closed the door before getting out. He entered the house through the kitchen. The smell of roasted chicken was present—3.5 out of 10 on an olfactory intensity scale. 

"Dave?" Sarah called from the living room.

"The car is still there," Dave said. He didn't take off his boots. He went to the front window and moved the curtain.

"What car?"

"The gray Toyota. It’s been sitting there for eleven hours. It’s facing our house."

Sarah walked over and looked over his shoulder. "It’s a public street, Dave. Maybe someone is visiting the Millers."

"No one went in or out. I checked the alignment of the tires this morning. It hasn't moved."

"You checked the tires?" Sarah moved back a step. She was holding a stack of mail. "Dave, people park on the street all the time. Maybe it broke down."

"If it broke down, there would be a note. Or the hazards would be on. Or it would be towed."

Dave watched the car. A man walked past on the sidewalk, walking a small terrier. The man didn't look at the Camry. He didn't look at Dave’s house. 

"I’m going to go talk to them," Dave said.

"Talk to who? There’s no one in the car."

"You don't know that. You can't see through the tint."

Dave walked to the front door. He felt a cold sensation in his fingertips—vasoconstriction, a symptom of his heightened stress response. He opened the door and stepped onto the porch. 

The air was humid, 88%. The sound of the neighbor’s dog began—two barks, a pause, then three. 

Dave walked down his driveway. He kept his hands at his sides. He reached the sidewalk and approached the Camry. As he got closer, he looked for a reflection in the tinted glass. He saw only himself: a man in a sweat-stained work shirt, hair uncombed, eyes bloodshot and rimmed with grey circles. 

He reached the driver’s side window. He knocked on the glass. The sound was a dull thud. 

There was no movement inside. 

He leaned closer, cupping his hands around his eyes to block the sun. He pressed his face against the glass. 

The car was empty. 

There was a fast-food bag on the passenger seat and a pair of sunglasses on the dashboard. There was nothing else. No recording equipment. No sensors. 

Dave stood back. He looked at the Miller house. Mr. Miller was standing behind his screen door. He was motionless. 

Dave walked back to his house. His heart was thumping against his ribs. 

When he went inside, Sarah was standing in the hallway. She was holding her phone. 

"Who were you talking to on the phone earlier?" Dave asked.

Sarah blinked. "What? No one. I was checking the grocery list."

"I heard the hum change when you were upstairs," Dave said. "It got higher. Like a data transmission."

"Dave, stop it. You’re scaring Leo."

Leo was sitting at the dining room table, his chemistry textbook open. He was looking at Dave. His expression was neutral, but his fingers were gripping the edge of the table hard enough that the knuckles were white. 

"I'm not doing anything," Dave said. "I'm looking out for this family. There is an unidentified vehicle monitoring the house, and there are devices in the basement walls. I’m the only one noticing it."

"There are no devices, Dave. We lived here for six years. It’s an old house. It makes noise."

"I found the hole, Sarah. I showed it to Leo."

Sarah looked at Leo. Leo looked down at his book. 

"It was just a hole in the wall, Mom," Leo whispered.

Dave felt a surge of heat in his neck. "It wasn't just a hole. It was positioned for maximum acoustic pickup."

He walked past them and went into the kitchen. He opened the utility drawer and pulled out a roll of heavy-duty duct tape. 

"What are you doing with that?" Sarah asked.

"If you won't listen to me, I'll handle it myself," Dave said. 

He went to the front door and began to tape the edges of the window frame. He moved with a mechanical efficiency, tearing the tape into strips of equal length. He covered the gaps where the glass met the wood. 

"The air carries the sound," Dave muttered. "If I seal the gaps, the sound can't escape."

He didn't eat dinner. He sat on the floor by the front door, leaning his back against the wood. He held his heavy Maglite in his lap. 

Through the thin gap in the tape, he watched the gray Camry. 

At 9:00 PM, the streetlights hummed to life. 

At 10:15 PM, the Camry’s headlights flashed once. 

Dave jumped to his feet. He gripped the flashlight. He waited for the door to open. He waited for someone to step out. 

Nothing happened. The car remained dark. 

Dave didn't move. He stayed by the door. He began to calculate how long he could stay awake. He had gone thirty-eight hours without significant sleep. According to his research, hallucinations usually began after seventy-two hours. 

I’m still in the safe zone, he told himself. I’m still seeing things as they are.

He looked at the tape on the window. It was black and silver. It looked like a seal. It looked like a barrier. 

He heard Sarah crying in the bedroom upstairs. The sound was 55 decibels. It was a soft, rhythmic sobbing that matched the frequency of the hum in the walls. 

Dave turned off his flashlight and sat back down. He began to count the barks of the dog.
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Chapter Four: The Watcher
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At 1:15 AM, Dave’s chin hit his chest. His neck muscles spasmed, and his eyes snapped open. He had been unconscious for approximately four seconds. 

He was still sitting on the floor by the front door. The duct tape he had applied to the window frame smelled of synthetic adhesive—a sharp, chemical scent that irritated his nostrils. He checked the gap. The gray Camry was still there, JKL-4492, its shape outlined by the orange light of the streetlamp.

His hands were shaking. The frequency was roughly 5 hertz—a fine tremor in his fingers that made it difficult to grip the Maglite. He checked his pulse by pressing two fingers against his carotid artery. 102 beats per minute. 

He stood up. His knees made a dry, popping sound. He needed a better angle. From the floor, he could only see the lower half of the Camry. He needed to see the roof. He needed to see if there were any antennas or sensors mounted on top that he had missed in the daylight.

He walked to the stairs. He avoided the third step, which he knew emitted a 65-decibel creak. He reached the second floor. 

Sarah’s bedroom door was closed. The sobbing had stopped. The only sound from the room was the steady, mechanical whir of a white-noise machine. Dave hated the machine. It produced a broad-spectrum frequency designed to mask external sounds. To him, it sounded like a scrambler—something Sarah was using to hide the signals coming from the walls.

He entered the guest bedroom. He did not turn on the light. 

He walked to the window and moved the blind. From this height, fifteen feet above the ground, he had a clear view of the Camry’s roof. It was smooth. There were no visible modifications. 

However, he noticed something else. 

A light was on in the Miller house. Not the blue television light from before, but a small, white light in the garage window. It was flickering. 

Dave pulled a chair over to the window and sat down. He rested the Maglite on the sill. He began to record the flickers in his notepad. 

Short. Short. Long. Pause. Short.

It wasn't a standard Morse code. It was a sequence of pulses. He looked at the Camry. He waited for a response. 

At 2:45 AM, the Camry’s interior light turned on. It stayed on for exactly three seconds before turning off. 

Dave’s stomach tightened. The sensation was a physical contraction of the abdominal wall. 

"They're talking," he whispered. 

He stood up and went back to the hallway. He needed to tell Sarah. He needed her to see it so she would stop looking at him with that specific expression—the one where her eyebrows pulled together and her mouth stayed slightly open. 

He walked into their bedroom. The white-noise machine was on the nightstand. Sarah was asleep, her back to the door. 

Dave walked to her side of the bed. He looked at the nightstand. 

The spot where Sarah usually kept her laptop was empty. The charging cable was coiled on the floor like a dead snake. 

Dave felt a surge of heat in his face. Sarah always charged her laptop at night. She used it for her administrative work. 

He looked around the room. The closet door was slightly ajar. He walked over and pushed it open. The laptop wasn't there. 

He went back to the kitchen. He moved as fast as he could without running. He checked the bag he had seen Sarah carrying earlier. It was empty. 

He went to the basement. 

The hum was still there, a constant 60-hertz throb. Dave went to the corner where he had seen the hole in the mortar. He shined his light on it. 

The hole was gone. 

In its place was a smooth patch of fresh, grey cement. It was still damp. He touched it; his finger left a shallow indentation. 

Someone had been in the basement while he was watching the car. Someone had filled the hole. 

Dave backed away from the wall. His breathing was rapid—30 breaths per minute. 

"Sarah," he muttered. 

She was the only one who could have done it. Or she had let someone in. While he was focused on the Camry, while he was taping the windows, she had gone down here and destroyed the evidence. 

He went back upstairs. He didn't go to the bedroom. He went to the kitchen and opened the junk drawer. He found a pair of pliers and a screwdriver. 

He walked to the refrigerator. He pulled it away from the wall. The metal coils on the back were hot—110 degrees. The dust on the floor was undisturbed except for the tracks left by the refrigerator’s wheels. 

He looked at the wall. There were no wires. No microphones. 

"They're inside the drywall," he said. 

He took the screwdriver and pressed the tip against the plaster. He pushed. The tool sank into the wall with a crunching sound. He twisted it, carving out a hole the size of a golf ball. 

He reached inside. His fingers felt the cold, rough back of the drywall and the wooden stud. He felt a wire. 

He gripped it and pulled. It was a standard cable, sheathed in yellow plastic. It was the power line for the kitchen outlets. 

Dave stared at the wire. He knew it was a power line, but he also knew that wires could carry more than just electricity. They could carry data. They could carry the hum. 

He took the pliers and snipped the wire. 

The kitchen lights went out. The refrigerator stopped humming. The house was silent. 

Dave stood in the dark. He felt a sudden, sharp relief. The silence was 35 decibels—the quietest the house had been in days. 

"Dave?" 

Sarah’s voice came from the top of the stairs. It was high-pitched, vibrating with a frequency of approximately 250 hertz. 

"Dave, why are the lights off? What was that noise?"

Dave didn't answer. He stayed behind the refrigerator, holding the pliers. He looked at the dark shape of the Camry through the kitchen window. 

Without the hum of the refrigerator, he could hear the neighbor's dog again. It was barking. 

One long bark. One short. 

The code had changed.
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Chapter Five: The Codes
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The kitchen was silent. The absence of the refrigerator's 60-hertz hum felt like a vacuum. Dave sat at the kitchen table, his hands resting on the wood. The darkness was not absolute; the orange glow from the streetlamp filtered through the gaps in the duct tape on the window, casting long, rectangular shadows across the linoleum.

His pulse was 98 beats per minute. His eyes burned, the surface of his corneas feeling dry and brittle. He had been awake for approximately fifty hours.

At 7:00 AM, the mail carrier's truck—a Grumman LLV—pulled up to the curb. Dave watched through the taped window. The carrier, a man in a blue uniform, placed a bundle of paper into the box and drove away.

Dave did not wait. He opened the front door and walked down the driveway. The air was 74 degrees and 80% humidity. He reached into the metal box and pulled out three envelopes and a glossy flyer.

He went back inside, locking the deadbolt and the chain. He sat at the table and spread the mail out. 

The first item was a utility bill from the city. The second was a credit card offer. The third was a letter from Leo’s school. The fourth was a flyer for "GreenGrowth Lawn Care."

Dave picked up the flyer. It featured a photo of a perfectly manicured lawn and a man holding a garden hose. 

He looked at the text. “Is your grass struggling? Let us help you grow.”

He looked closer. The word "struggling" was printed in a font that was slightly smaller than the rest of the sentence—perhaps by half a point. The letter 'g' in "grass" had a small ink smudge on the tail. 

He turned the flyer over. There was a list of services: Aeration, Fertilization, Weed Control. 

Dave took a pencil from the counter and circled the letters that were smudged or misaligned. 

G. S. L. H. W.

He stared at the letters for ten minutes. He rearranged them in his mind. 

H. L. G. S. W.

"He Looks, Gary Sees, Watch," Dave whispered. 

Gary was Mr. Miller’s first name. Dave had seen it on a piece of mail months ago. 

He picked up the utility bill. He looked at the usage graph. The bar for June was 12% higher than the bar for May. He hadn't used the air conditioner any more than usual. He hadn't left the lights on. 

"The transmission," he said. 

The extra electricity wasn't being used by his appliances. It was being used by the devices in the walls. The city was charging him for the power they were using to monitor him. It was a closed loop. 

"Dave? What are you doing?"

Sarah was standing in the doorway of the kitchen. She was dressed for work, but her hair was unwashed and her eyes were rimmed with red. She was holding a flashlight. 

"I'm reading the mail," Dave said. He didn't look up. 

"The power is out in the kitchen and the dining room, Dave. The food in the fridge is going to spoil."

"The food is already contaminated," Dave said. "I saw the way the seal on the milk was broken yesterday. You didn't notice, but I did."

Sarah stepped into the kitchen. The beam of her flashlight hit the wall where Dave had cut the drywall. 

"You cut the wires," she said. Her voice was flat, vibrating at a frequency of 210 hertz. "Dave, you destroyed the wall. Why would you do that?"

"I had to stop the signal. I couldn't think with that noise."

"There is no signal! You’re having a breakdown, Dave. I called your sister. She’s coming over."

Dave finally looked up. His eyes felt heavy, the lids sagging. "You called her? Why? So you could coordinate?"

"Coordinate what? We're worried about you! You haven't slept in three days. You're sitting in the dark circling letters on a lawn flyer."

"Look at the 'g', Sarah." He pushed the flyer toward her. "Look at the smudge. It’s a marker. It tells the driver which houses are 'struggling'. That’s the code. They use the mail because no one suspects it."

Sarah didn't look at the flyer. She looked at the pliers on the table next to Dave’s hand. 

"I'm taking Leo to my mother's," she said. 

"No." Dave stood up. The chair scraped against the floor, a 75-decibel screech. "It’s not safe out there. The Camry is still parked on the street. If you leave, they’ll pick you up. They’ll use you to get to me."

"The Camry is gone, Dave! It drove away twenty minutes ago!"

Dave turned and looked at the window. He moved the tape. 

The street was empty. The spot where the gray sedan had been was now just a rectangle of dry asphalt surrounded by damp pavement from the morning dew. 

Dave felt a cold rush in his chest. "They moved it because they know I'm onto them. They're repositioning."

"No one is repositioning! It was a car, Dave. Just a car."

Sarah turned and walked toward the stairs. "Leo! Get your bag! We're leaving now!"

Dave moved toward the hallway. He felt a sharp pain in his back, a 7 out of 10 on the pain scale. He reached the bottom of the stairs before Sarah could reach the top. 

"You aren't taking him," Dave said. His voice was a low, intense whisper. "I have to protect him. You don't understand the weight of this. If they get him, they’ll use the frequencies on him. He’s only twelve. His brain isn't developed enough to handle the 60-hertz pulse."

"Get out of the way, Dave," Sarah said. She was crying now. 

Dave looked at her. He saw the way her hands were shaking. He saw the way she was looking at the pliers he was still holding in his right hand. 

He hadn't realized he was still holding them. The metal was cold against his palm. 

"I'm the only one who can keep him safe," Dave said. 

He didn't move. He stood at the base of the stairs, a 185-pound barrier. 

Upstairs, he heard Leo’s door open. He heard the boy’s footsteps—light, hesitant. 

"Dad?" Leo asked. 

Dave looked up. Through the banister, he saw his son’s face. The boy looked small. He looked like a target. 

"Go back in your room, Leo," Dave said. "I'm talking to your mother about the mail."

He looked back at Sarah. He saw the phone in her hand. The screen was lit up. She was dialing a number. 

9. 1. 

Dave lunged. 

He didn't hit her. He grabbed the phone from her hand and threw it against the wall. The plastic casing cracked. The screen went dark. 

"No more calls," Dave said. 

He felt a strange, calm sensation wash over him. The weight in his chest was gone. For the first time in days, he felt like he was in control. 

He went to the front door. He took the heavy Maglite and the roll of duct tape. 

"I'm going to secure the perimeter," he said. "Stay in the living room. Don't go near the windows."

He walked out onto the porch. He didn't look at the street. He looked at Mr. Miller’s house. 

The garage door was opening.
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Chapter Six: Fortification
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The garage smelled of old oil, oxidized aluminum, and the damp, earthy scent of the concrete floor. Dave stood in the center of the space, his Maglite tucked under his arm. His vision was beginning to blur at the edges—a phenomenon known as peripheral flickering, common after fifty-five hours of wakefulness.

He looked at his workbench. The tools were arranged by size: the wrenches, the screwdrivers, the claw hammer. 

In the corner, leaned against the lawnmower, were three sheets of half-inch plywood left over from a shelving project two years ago. He walked over and ran his hand across the wood. The surface was rough, 40-grit texture from being sanded. 

"The glass is the weakness," Dave said. His voice sounded like it was coming from a speaker ten feet away. 

He picked up a circular saw. The weight of the tool—exactly 10.5 pounds—felt significant. He checked the blade. The carbide teeth were sharp. He didn't plug it in. The kitchen circuit was dead, and he didn't want to alert Miller by using the outdoor outlet. 

He found a hand saw instead. 

He moved the plywood to the sawhorses. He began to cut. The sound was a rhythmic shuck-shuck-shuck, roughly 1.5 strokes per second. The physical exertion caused sweat to bead on his forehead and drip onto the wood. Each drop created a dark, circular stain that expanded at a rate of 2 millimeters per second. 

The Stain.

He looked at the marks. They were almost perfect circles. They looked like the smudge on the lawn care flyer. 

He stopped sawing. He looked out the small, dirty window of the garage toward Miller’s house. 

On the side of Miller’s garage, near the foundation, there was a dark patch on the white vinyl siding. It was an irregular shape, perhaps caused by splash-back from a gutter or a leaky hose bib. But to Dave, the shape was deliberate. It was a silhouette. It pointed directly toward his own kitchen window. 

"It’s a marker," Dave whispered. 

He finished the first cut. His back was screaming—a sharp, 8-out-of-10 pain that radiated from his lumbar down to his left calf. He ignored it. He carried the first piece of plywood into the house. 

Sarah was in the living room. She was sitting on the sofa, holding Leo’s hand. Leo was staring at the blank television screen. 

"Dave, please," Sarah said. Her voice was steady, but her pupils were dilated—a sign of the sympathetic nervous system's fight-or-flight response. "Just let us go to my mom’s. We won’t call anyone. We just need to get out of the dark."

"The dark is safer," Dave said. He didn't look at her. He went to the kitchen window. 

He held the plywood up against the frame. It was a near-perfect fit. He took a box of three-inch deck screws and his cordless drill. 

The sound of the drill—a high-pitched whine at 85 decibels—filled the kitchen. Zip. Zip. Zip.

He drove the screws through the wood and into the window casing. He didn't care about the damage to the trim. The trim was cosmetic. The plywood was structural. 

"Dad, you're blocking the light," Leo said. 

"I'm blocking the line of sight," Dave corrected. "If they can't see in, they can't calibrate the frequencies. It’s basic physics, Leo. You should know that from school."

He moved to the back door. It had a large glass pane in the upper half. He measured it with his eyes. 24 by 36 inches. 

He went back to the garage, cut the second piece of wood, and returned. 

By 11:45 AM, the kitchen and the back entry were completely sealed. The only light came from the living room, where the sun was still hitting the front windows. 

Dave walked into the living room. He looked at the large picture window that faced the street. 

"This is the last one," he said. 

"No, Dave! No!" Sarah stood up. "You can't board up the whole house. We’re trapped in here!"

"You're not trapped. You're safe."

"I’m calling the police," Sarah said. She reached for the landline on the end table. 

Dave was faster. He stepped across the room—his boots thudding on the carpet—and ripped the cord from the wall jack. The copper wires inside the sheath were exposed. 

"I told you," Dave said, his voice dropping to a low, vibrating growl. "The lines are compromised. They can use the phone lines to track the internal acoustics of the room. Do you want them to hear everything we say?"

Sarah backed away, pulling Leo with her. They retreated toward the stairs. 

"Dave, look at yourself," she whispered. 

Dave caught his reflection in the picture window. He looked like a man made of grey clay. His skin was sallow, his eyes two dark pits with flickering red embers in the center. He looked at his hands. They were covered in sawdust and grease. 

He looked past his reflection, out at the street. 

Mr. Miller was standing on his front porch. He was holding a glass of water. He wasn't drinking it. He was just standing there, looking at Dave’s house. 

Then, Miller did something that made Dave’s blood turn to ice. 

Miller raised the glass. He tilted it slightly, and a small amount of water spilled onto the porch. He used his foot to smear the water into a shape. 

A stain. 

Dave’s heart rate spiked to 120. He grabbed the last piece of plywood and slammed it against the picture window. 

"They're signaling!" Dave screamed. 

He began to drive screws into the window frame, one after another, as fast as the drill would turn. Zip-zip-zip-zip.

"Leo! Get the duct tape from the kitchen! Now!"

Leo didn't move. He was frozen on the third step of the stairs. 

"LEO!"

The boy jumped and scrambled toward the kitchen. 

Dave finished the last screw. The living room plunged into a thick, artificial twilight. The only light came from the cracks around the plywood and the hallway leading to the back of the house. 

Silence descended. It was a heavy silence. 

Dave leaned his forehead against the plywood. He could hear his own heartbeat. He could hear the blood rushing through his ears—a sound like the ocean, or like white noise. 

Then, he heard it. 

Thump.

It came from the roof. 

Thump. Thump.

Something was walking on the shingles. 

Dave gripped the drill. He looked up at the ceiling. 

"They're on the house," he whispered. 

He turned to Sarah, who was huddled at the top of the stairs with Leo. 

"They’re on the roof," Dave said. "They're trying to find an entry point through the attic vents."

He ran to the hallway closet and grabbed the ladder. 

"I have to seal the hatch," he said. 

He didn't see the look on Sarah’s face—the look of a woman who realized that the man she loved was gone, replaced by a machine of pure, unadulterated terror. 

He only saw the stains. They were everywhere now. On the walls. On the ceiling. In the patterns of the carpet. 

The house was a map of their intentions. And he was the only one who could read it.
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Chapter Seven: The Surveillance
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At 55 hours and 12 minutes without sleep, the 60-hertz hum changed state. It was no longer a sound. It was a flavor, he could taste it. 

Dave stood in the hallway, the cordless drill heavy in his hand, and realized his mouth tasted of copper. Every time the hum pulsed, a sharp, metallic tang coated the back of his tongue. He pressed his tongue against his molars. He could feel the vibration in the roots of his teeth, a rhythmic buzzing that felt like a low-voltage current being fed directly into his jawbone. 

Thump.

The sound from the roof was not a frequency he could measure. It was heavy, irregular, and organic. It wasn't the mechanical click of the Camry’s door or the rhythmic bark of the dog. It was a dull, wet impact against the shingles directly above the hallway.

"They're through the first layer," Dave whispered. 

He looked at the attic hatch in the ceiling. It was a square of white-painted wood, 24 by 24 inches. It looked like a trapdoor. 

"Dave, please come down from there," Sarah’s voice floated up from the living room. She sounded thin, like a recording played on a worn-out tape. 

Dave didn't answer. He couldn't. If he opened his mouth, he was afraid the metallic taste would spill out and stain the carpet. 

He grabbed the aluminum stepladder from the closet. The metal felt impossibly cold, 50 degrees or lower, though the house was a stagnant 78. He set the ladder beneath the hatch. His movements were sluggish, his motor coordination lagging by approximately 0.5 seconds. When he reached for the next rung, his hand closed on empty air twice before finding the metal. 

He pushed the hatch up. 

A wave of heat hit him—110 degrees of trapped, attic air. It smelled of fiberglass insulation and scorched dust. He climbed through the opening, his boots sinking into the pink tufts of the insulation. 

The attic was a triangular cavern of shadows. The only light came from the small, circular vents at either end of the gable. 

Dave crawled toward the center of the house, staying on the wooden joists. If he stepped on the drywall, he would fall through the ceiling. His balance was at 60% capacity; his inner ear felt like it was filled with thick syrup. 

Thump.

It was louder now. Directly above him. Something was shifting its weight on the plywood roof deck. 

Dave pulled the Maglite from his belt and shined it upward. The rafters were bare, the nails from the shingles protruding through the wood like tiny, rusted teeth. He looked for a breach. He looked for a hole where a camera or a gas line could be inserted. 

He saw a shadow move near the north vent. 

He froze. His heart rate was a sustained 130 beats per minute. He could hear the blood thundering in his ears, a sound like a heavy machine gun firing into sand. 

"I see you," Dave croaked. 

The shadow didn't move again. It was just a bundle of wires—the old coaxial cables for the television antenna. But Dave watched them for ten minutes, waiting for them to twitch. 

The heat was beginning to affect his cognitive processing. He felt a bead of sweat roll down his ribs, and for a second, he was certain it was a microphone wire being fed under his skin. He slapped at his side, nearly losing his balance on the joist. 

He needed to see outside. He needed to know where the "Thumper" was. 

He crawled to the gable end that faced Miller’s house. He took a 1/2-inch spade bit from his pocket and fitted it into the drill. He pressed the tip against the wood of the exterior wall. 

The drill screamed. The sound in the confined space was 105 decibels. It tore through the silence of the house like a saw through bone. 

Zip. Zip. CRUNCH.

The bit broke through. A tiny circle of blinding white daylight stabbed into the dark attic. 

Dave pressed his eye to the hole. 

The world outside was overexposed, the colors bleeding into one another. He saw Miller’s yard. He saw the tan Buick. 

And he saw Miller. 

The neighbor was standing in the middle of his lawn. He was holding a long, telescopic pole—the kind used for cleaning gutters or swimming pools. Miller was reaching upward, toward the edge of his own roof. 

But then, Miller turned. He looked directly toward Dave’s house. 

Dave flinched back, his head hitting a rafter. The impact caused a bloom of white sparks in his vision. 

He knows, Dave thought. The hole. He saw the light change.

Dave looked back through the hole. Miller was gone. 

Then, the "Thump" happened again. This time, it wasn't on the roof. It was inside the attic. 

A small, gray shape darted across the insulation ten feet away. 

Dave lunged toward it, his hand gripping the heavy Maglite like a club. He swung. The light hit a rafter with a sickening crack. 

The shape scurried toward the eaves. It was a squirrel. A common gray squirrel, likely seeking relief from the heat. 

Dave stared at the spot where it had vanished. 

"Clever," he whispered. 

He didn't believe it was a squirrel. He knew how they worked. They used drones that looked like animals. Biomimetic surveillance. The "thump" was the landing gear. The "scurrying" was the surveillance. 

He turned the drill back to the wall. He began to bore more holes. One. Two. Five. Ten. 

He created a firing line of apertures. Through each one, he saw a different slice of the neighborhood. 

In one hole, he saw Sarah standing in the driveway. 

Wait. 

He looked closer. 

Sarah was outside. She had Leo by the hand. They were walking toward the street. 

"No," Dave said. 

He tried to move, but his legs felt like they were made of lead. His muscles were in a state of tetany, locked by exhaustion and adrenaline. 

"Sarah! Get back inside!" 

His voice didn't carry. It was muffled by the insulation and the heavy plywood he had nailed over the windows. 

He watched through the half-inch hole as a car pulled up to the curb. It wasn't the gray Camry. It was a white SUV. Sarah’s sister. 

They were leaving. 

Dave felt a surge of pure, unadulterated terror. If they left the perimeter, they were unprotected. The frequencies would hit them at full strength. 

He turned and scrambled back toward the hatch. He didn't care about the joists anymore. He slid, his legs breaking through the drywall of the hallway ceiling. 

CRACK.

His left leg plunged through the plaster. He was hanging from the ceiling, his boot dangling in the air of the hallway below. 

"SARAH!" he screamed. 

The metallic taste in his mouth was overwhelming. It tasted like blood.
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Chapter Eight: The Threat
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The drywall was 5/8-inch thick. It didn't break cleanly. As Dave’s left leg plunged through the ceiling, the gypsum fractured into jagged, chalky daggers that sliced into his calf. He felt the heat of the friction first, followed by the sharp, 9-out-of-10 sting of the lacerations. 

He was suspended. His right knee was pinned against a wooden ceiling joist, the rough-hewn pine digging into his patella. His left leg dangled in the hallway below, the boot swinging in the stagnant air of the house. 

The hum was no longer a sound. It was a physical weight pressing against his molars. It tasted like a mouthful of pennies—bitter, electric, and cold. Every time he breathed, the dust from the shattered drywall coated his throat, mixing with the metallic taste until he felt he was swallowing liquid lead.

"Sarah!" he roared. 

His voice was a 90-decibel rasp. It didn't sound like his own. It sounded like the grinding of the warehouse conveyor belts. 

Below him, he heard the front door open. The deadbolt clicked, the chain rattled, and then the heavy thud of the door hitting the stop. 

"Leo, run! Get to the car!" Sarah’s voice was a frantic 300-hertz spike. 

Dave lunged upward, trying to pull his leg from the hole. The jagged drywall acted like a one-way valve; the more he pulled, the more the edges bit into his skin. He reached down and gripped the joist with both hands, his knuckles white, the tendons in his forearms standing out like bridge cables. 

He ignored the pain. Pain was just in his head. Pain was a signal that the perimeter had been breached from within. 

With a guttural heave, he yanked his leg upward. The sound of the drywall tearing was a wet, sickening crunch. He rolled onto the attic catwalk, his breath coming in ragged, 40-per-minute gasps. His left pant leg was soaked in dark, viscous blood. It looked black in the dim attic light. 

He didn't check the wound. He scrambled toward the hatch. 

He descended the ladder so fast he missed the bottom two rungs, falling onto the hallway carpet. The impact sent a jolt of white-hot agony through his spine, but he was already moving. He ran toward the kitchen. 

He couldn't go out the front. He had screwed the plywood into the frame from the outside-in on the porch, then reinforced it from the inside. It would take too long to back the screws out. 

The back door. He had only used three screws there. 

He grabbed the claw hammer from the kitchen counter. The 16-ounce steel head felt light, almost weightless, in his hand. He swung at the plywood. 

THWACK.

The vibration traveled up his arm, rattling the bones in his shoulder. He drove the claw into the gap between the wood and the door frame. He leaned his entire 185-pound frame against the handle. 

The wood groaned. The screws began to yield, the threads stripping through the soft pine of the frame with a sound like a flurry of small firecrackers. 

POP. POP. SNAP.

The plywood fell away, clattering onto the back porch. Dave stepped out into the light. 

The sun was at a 45-degree angle. The brightness was an assault. His pupils, dilated from fifty-six hours of darkness and adrenaline, could not contract fast enough. The world was a white, featureless void. 

He squinted, his eyes streaming tears. He rounded the corner of the house, his boots pounding on the grass. 

The white SUV—a late-model Honda Pilot—was idling in the driveway. The exhaust was a translucent grey plume in the humid air. Sarah was in the driver’s seat. Leo was in the back, his face pressed against the glass, his eyes wide and unblinking. 

Sarah’s sister, Beth, was in the passenger seat. She saw Dave first. Her mouth opened in a silent 'O' of terror. 

Dave reached the driver’s side window. He slammed his fist against the glass. 

"GET OUT!" he screamed. "THE CAR IS TAGGED! SARAH, LOOK AT THE ROOF!"

He could see it now. On the roof of the white SUV, there was a small, black plastic fin. To any other observer, it was a shark-fin antenna for satellite radio. To Dave, it was a localized frequency emitter. It was the source of the metallic taste. 

Sarah didn't look at the roof. She shifted the car into reverse. 

"Dave, stay back!" she yelled through the glass. Her face was contorted, her skin pale. "We're going to the hospital! You're hurt, Dave! Look at your leg!"

Dave looked down. His left boot was filled with blood. It was overflowing, staining the white concrete of the driveway. 

The Stain.

He looked across the street. Mr. Miller was standing on his porch again. He was holding a cell phone to his ear. He was pointing at Dave. 

"He's calling them in!" Dave shouted. 

He raised the claw hammer. 

"SARAH, UNLOCK THE DOOR!"

The SUV began to move. Sarah backed out of the driveway, the tires screeching on the asphalt. 

Dave didn't think. He didn't calculate the physics of the impact or the legal ramifications of the act. He lunged at the moving vehicle. 

He swung the hammer. 

The steel head hit the driver’s side window. The tempered glass didn't shatter; it turned into a spiderweb of a million tiny fractures. 

Sarah screamed. The car jerked, the rear bumper clipping the mailbox as she swung the nose of the SUV toward the street. 

Dave ran alongside the car. He was at a full sprint, his heart rate hitting 160. He could feel the heat from the engine, the smell of burning rubber and gasoline. 

"I'M SAVING YOU!" he yelled. 

He swung the hammer again, this time at the side mirror. The plastic housing exploded, the glass shards flying into the air like diamonds. 

The SUV accelerated. It pulled away from him, the distance growing from five feet to twenty to fifty. 

Dave stopped in the middle of the street. He was heaving, his lungs burning with the 80% humidity. He watched the red taillights of the SUV disappear around the corner of the cul-de-sac. 

Silence returned to the street. 

It was a heavy, 40-decibel silence. 

Dave stood there, the hammer hanging at his side. He looked down at the street. 

Where the SUV had been idling, there was a dark, wet patch on the asphalt. It was a leak from the air conditioning—condensation. 

But to Dave, it was a trail. A marker left by the car so the satellites could follow it. 

He looked at Miller’s house. Miller was still on the porch. He was no longer on the phone. He was just watching. 

"You did this," Dave whispered. 

The metallic taste in his mouth intensified. It felt like his teeth were melting. He turned toward Miller’s house. 

He didn't feel the pain in his leg anymore. He didn't feel the exhaustion. He felt a singular, crystalline purpose. 

The source of the hum wasn't in his house. It was in Miller’s. The "Thumper" on the roof, the gray Camry, the coded mail—it all led back to the man on the porch. 

Dave began to walk across the street. He didn't run. He moved with a slow, mechanical gait. 

He gripped the hammer. 

The sun began to dip below the tree line, casting long, distorted shadows across the suburban lawns. Dave’s shadow stretched out before him, a long, dark stain that reached
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