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      The pop shook the windows like a gunshot.

      I sprawled across my bed, on top of the covers. The sheets were too hot to touch. The ceiling fan pushed dead air around my room in slow, useless circles.

      My phone read 8:00 PM on the dot.

      I’d been dying of boredom for three hours.

      Then the fan stopped.

      The AC cut out with a dying mechanical shudder. Every light went dark at once. The silence hit like something physical.

      Like pressure against my eardrums.

      I sat up.

      Outside the window, the entire street had gone black. Not just our house.

      Every house.

      The streetlights. The porch lights. The blue glow of televisions bleeding through curtains. All of it—gone. The only light left in the world was the pale, sweating moon above the roofline.

      I should have been scared.

      I was grinning so hard my cheeks hurt.

      Downstairs, my parents’ voices escalated immediately into that rapid-fire, practical panic they saved for emergencies. My dad thundered toward the kitchen. My mom muttered something about her call not going through.

      The freezer. They’d obsess over the freezer for at least twenty minutes. The expensive steaks. The ice cream.

      They wouldn’t come upstairs for anything.

      I was off the bed before the thought finished.

      I obviously hadn’t planned on the power grid failing, but I had been planning to sneak out tonight for four days. Every detail locked in.

      Tyler waited two streets over, parked under the dead oak on Birchwood, engine off. He’d been texting since seven.

      U coming?

      Then:??

      Then just: Chloe.

      The blackout wasn’t a complication.

      It was a gift.

      I grabbed my crossbody bag from the hook on the back of the door. No light needed. I’d lived in this room for sixteen years.

      Phone, lip balm, the folded twenty I’d saved from my last babysitting job. I clipped the strap across my chest and moved straight to the window.

      The screen was the hard part. Old, slightly swollen in the humidity, stuck in the bottom left corner. I’d practiced twice that week. Fourteen seconds if I kept my cool.

      I dug my fingers into the frame and pushed up.

      The screen gave with a soft, sucking pop.

      I froze.

      A blinding white beam of light suddenly swept across our front lawn, cutting through the absolute pitch-black of the blackout. I flattened my back against the siding, my heart kicking against my ribs.

      Arthur Pruitt.

      Oak Ridge Court’s self-appointed, wannabe FBI agent. Of course, he was already out there in his stupid high-vis vest with his tactical flashlight. The guy lived for this kind of drama.

      I held my breath, waited for the beam to tilt up to my window.

      It didn’t.

      The light hit our downstairs kitchen window and locked there. He was just standing in the street, watching my parents freak out about the freezer. Fucking creep.

      I stayed perfectly still, my shoulders pressed to the wall, counting the seconds in the sweltering heat. Listened.

      My mom’s voice, still downstairs. My dad opened a cabinet.

      I waited until Arthur finally swept his flashlight away toward the Kellermans’ house down the street.

      Once the yard went completely black again, I exhaled. I pushed the screen out onto the roof and set it down on the hot shingles with agonizing care.

      Then I climbed through.

      The heat hit first. The roof had baked in direct sun all day. Even now, after 8 PM, the black shingles pushed warmth up through the soles of my sneakers. I stood on the slope of the lower porch roof. Pressed my fingertips to the window ledge.

      Took one second to let my eyes adjust.

      The neighborhood looked like a photograph of itself. Same houses. Same manicured hedges. Same driveways. But drained of all color. All light.

      Still. Like a held breath.

      The incline wasn’t steep, but the dark made it feel different than my practice runs.

      Steeper. Less forgiving.

      I inched sideways along the roofline toward the corner. Weight low. Each foot placed with care so the shingles wouldn’t crackle. One slow step.

      Then another.

      My heart hammered.

      The good kind.

      I reached the corner gutter. Wide aluminum, bolted under the edge of the roof. I turned. Faced the house. Lowered myself over the edge. The metal burned under my palms—hot and gritty with dried leaves.

      I dangled. Gauged the drop with my sneakers.

      Let go.

      The landing jarred up through my knees. The damp mulch gave, but not enough. I threw a hand out and caught myself. Stood fast. Checked my palms.

      Nothing serious.

      I shook the mulch off my fingers and stepped back onto the lawn.

      And then I felt it.

      The silence.

      Not quiet. Silent.

      No AC units. No distant televisions. No refrigerators humming through open windows. The neighborhood had always made a constant, low electrical sound—a sound I’d heard every single day of my life without once registering it consciously.

      Gone. Completely and utterly gone.

      Just the cicadas. Just the distant, confused bark of someone’s dog three streets over. The air sat on my skin like a warm, wet cloth. Without the artificial push of a dozen AC units, the heat felt different.

      Still. Suffocating. Almost biological.

      I stood on the back lawn with my bag against my hip and stared at the dark shapes of the houses crowding the cul-de-sac.

      Something about the silence felt wrong.

      Not dangerous. I told myself it wasn’t dangerous.

      Just off.

      Like the neighborhood had exhaled and forgotten to breathe back in.

      I pulled out my phone. Tyler’s last text glowed on the screen.

      Chloe.

      I started typing—On my way—but the signal bars showed nothing. Not even one. Towers overwhelmed. Every anxious person on the street calling the power company at once.

      I tucked the phone away.

      Moved fast. I had to move before the towers cleared.

      I turned toward the back fence line—the wooden slats separating our yard from the neighbor’s property.

      Greg Patterson’s side.

      Golden Retriever Greg, my dad called him. The guy who brought a casserole when my grandmother died. The guy whose lawn looked like a golf course.

      His yard was the dark gap between me and the side street.

      I took three steps toward the fence.

      And stopped cold.

      From somewhere on the other side of the wooden slats—in the thick, hot darkness of Greg’s driveway—I heard it.

      A heavy, wet, dragging sound.
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      I didn't move.

      The sound came again.

      Heavy. Wet. Rhythmic. Like something waterlogged being hauled across concrete in slow, grinding pulls.

      My hand found the fence post in the dark. The rough wood bit into my palm. I stood completely still and stared at the gap between the slats, seeing nothing but black on the other side.

      It's nothing. Greg was probably dragging out a hose. A bag of mulch. Some ridiculous piece of lawn equipment he felt compelled to organize at eight thirty in the evening because that was exactly the kind of man Greg Patterson was.

      I almost convinced myself.

      Then the sound stopped.

      The silence that replaced it was worse.

      I counted to five. Kept my breathing shallow. Listened for footsteps, for a door, for anything that would explain it away and let me keep moving.

      Nothing.

      I had to get to the side street. Tyler was waiting. The longer I stood here frozen against my own back fence, the worse this got — the cell towers would clear, my mom would check the freezer situation, my dad would do his ritual lap of the house to make sure all the windows were locked.

      Move.

      I pulled out my phone. Checked the signal bars out of habit.

      Still nothing. Not a single bar. The tiny battery icon in the corner glowed an angry, thin sliver of red.

      Thirty percent gone since I'd left my room. The heat was draining it fast.

      I typed a text to Tyler anyway — Two minutes, almost there — and hit send. The little wheel spun once and froze.

      Sending.

      Not sent. Just sending. Spinning into nowhere.

      I shoved the phone back into my bag.

      The smart move was to cut along the fence line and reach the side gate before Greg came out of wherever he'd gone. Thirty feet of open lawn, then the wooden gate latch, then the sidewalk, then freedom. I'd done this in my head a hundred times.

      I pushed off the fence post and moved.

      I stayed low, keeping to the deep shadow of the fence line. The grass was damp under my sneakers — softer than the baked concrete of the driveway, quieter. I pressed my left shoulder close to the fence and walked fast. One step. Two.

      The dragging sound started again.

      Closer this time.

      Right on the other side of the fence.

      I stopped. Dropped instinctively into a crouch, one knee hovering above the wet grass. My pulse spiked so hard I felt it in my throat.

      It's just Greg.

      Just Golden Retriever Greg. The man who shoveled our driveway without being asked. Who returned our trash cans from the curb before we even got home. Who had called me sport every summer since I was seven years old.

      But the sound was wrong. The weight of it was wrong. It wasn't a hose. It wasn't mulch.

      Something heavy. Something that shifted and settled unevenly. Something that made the concrete groan.

      I needed to see.

      The fence was

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/the-witness--new-main-untied.jpg
ION ESIMAI

THE
WITNESS

BOOK 2 : THE BLACKOUT






OEBPS/images/ciparum-press-for-white-bacground.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


