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​Chapter 1: The Silence Broken 

Let me tell you a secret about the end of the world. It is not like the movies.

There are no cool leather jackets, no dramatic background music, and definitely no heroic speeches. In real life, the apocalypse is just incredibly boring, intensely terrifying, and mostly, it is just silent.

My name is Brynn. Two years ago, I was just a regular acoustic engineering graduate. I used to worry about my student loans, my messy hair, and why the guy I liked left me on read. Today, my biggest worry is whether I will step on a piece of broken glass and die. That is not a metaphor. If I make a sound, I die. It is that simple.

Right now, I am standing in the middle of a ruined pharmacy. The signboard outside used to say ‘Walgreens’, but the 'W' and 'A' fell off months ago. Now it just says ‘lgreens’. It is funny the things you notice when you have not spoken to another human being for exactly three hundred and sixty-five days.

The pharmacy smells like old dust, dried leaves, and something rotten that I really do not want to investigate. Sunlight is fighting its way through the dirt-caked windows. Nature is taking over. Green vines are wrapping around the aisles, crawling over shelves that used to hold shampoos and protein bars. It looks almost poetic, like a painting. But I cannot appreciate the art. I am too busy trying not to breathe too loudly.

I take a step. I do not just walk. Walking is for people who live in a safe world. I slide my foot forward, testing the linoleum floor. I press down slightly. Does it creak? No. Okay, I put my full weight on it. Then, I bring my other foot forward. It takes me five minutes to cross a distance you would normally cover in ten seconds. Patience is not a virtue anymore; it is the only currency that matters.

I am looking for batteries. Lithium-ion, specifically. High yield. Without them, I am as good as dead.

You see, I am an engineer. In college, people used to make fun of us. They called us geeks. But when the sky lit up with the X-Class solar flare and the global EMP wiped out every circuit board on the planet, the geeks were the only ones who understood what was happening. Unfortunately, understanding the problem does not mean you can fix it. Especially when the EMP interacted with that stupid experimental chemical they put in the city water supply.

That chemical reaction created the Echoes.

I pause in the middle of the pharmacy aisle. My chest feels heavy. Not from fear, but from the device strapped around my ribs. It is my own invention. I call it the jammer. It is a terrible, uncomfortable, ugly piece of machinery. It consists of scavenged copper coils, a bulky battery pack held together by duct tape, and a circuit board I ripped out of a ham radio.

The jammer vibrates constantly against my skin. It bruises my ribs. It leaves red marks that ache every time it gets cold. But I love it. I love it more than I have ever loved anything in my life. The jammer emits a localized, low-frequency white noise. Humans cannot hear it. But the Echoes can. More importantly, the frequency scrambles the electromagnetic field around me. It masks the acoustic signature of my beating heart. To the monsters outside, my heartbeat sounds like static. To them, I am just a broken television set. I am invisible.

But the jammer takes a lot of power. And my current battery is flashing a tiny red LED light. Red means dead. And dead means, well, dead.

I scan the shelves. Cough syrup. Expired condoms. Dusty bottles of vitamins. Why is it that in every apocalypse, people loot the toilet paper but leave the vitamins? It makes no sense. I need electronics. I need the back room.

I slowly maneuver around a fallen display of greeting cards. ‘Happy Birthday!’ one card says, featuring a smiling cartoon dog. I stare at it for a second. I turned twenty-six last month. Or maybe it was this month. I lost track of the days. I did not have a cake. I had half a can of cold baked beans. It was not exactly a party.

The silence of this world is heavy. It is not the peaceful silence of a library or the calm silence of a bedroom at night. It is an aggressive, oppressive silence. It pushes against your eardrums. It makes you want to scream just to prove you still exist. Sometimes, I open my mouth and just move my lips, pretending I am singing a song. I have not used my vocal cords in a year. If I tried to speak right now, I think it would just sound like dry leaves rustling.

I miss voices. I miss the annoying sound of traffic. I miss my mother calling me just to ask if I ate my lunch. I miss the sound of a notification on my phone. I miss everything. But mostly, I miss the feeling of someone else. The touch of another human being. I have been alone for so long that my own skin feels alien to me. I hug my knees at night just to feel some pressure, to remember what it is like to be held. It is a pathetic substitute.

I shake my head. Focus, Brynn. Stop being sentimental. Sentimentality gets you killed.

I reach the back of the store. The pharmacy counter is shattered. Glass covers the floor like ice. This is the tricky part. I have to step over the glass without making a crunch. I lift my leg high, holding my breath, and place my boot on a clear patch of tile. Safe. I do it again. Safe.

Behind the counter, there is a metal door. The stockroom. I gently push the handle. It is unlocked. I slide inside.

The stockroom is dark. My eyes adjust. Cardboard boxes are stacked everywhere. Most of them are ripped open and empty. Scavengers came through here a long time ago. But scavengers are usually looking for drugs or food. They do not care about the boring stuff.

I drop to my knees. It hurts, but I ignore it. I start checking the bottom shelves. Dust coats my gloves. Empty. Empty. Empty.

Then, I see it.

Tucked behind a fallen box of adult diapers, there is a small plastic crate. I pull it out slowly. My heart does a little jump. Inside the crate are blister packs of high-yield lithium batteries. They must have fallen off the top shelf during the initial panic and rolled to the back. There are at least twenty of them.

I close my eyes and let out a long, silent breath of relief. I am going to live. I can power my jammer for another six months with this haul. I am so happy I could cry. But crying makes your nose sniffle, and sniffling makes noise. So, I do not cry. I just smile a tight, dry smile.

I start packing the batteries into my canvas backpack. I wrap each blister pack in a spare shirt so they do not clink against each other. I am methodical. I am an engineer, after all. We like systems. We like order.

Click.

My hands freeze. The battery pack hovers in mid-air. The blood in my veins turns to ice water.

Click. Click. C-c-click.

It is coming from outside the metal door. From the main floor of the pharmacy.

I know that sound. Everyone who is still alive knows that sound. It is an Echo.

I lower the battery pack to the floor. It takes me twenty seconds just to put it down. I slowly shift my weight and peek through the small crack between the metal door and the frame.

There it is.

It used to be a man, I think. He is wearing a tattered business suit. The tie is still perfectly knotted around his neck. But that is where the humanity ends. His skin is pale, almost translucent, stretched tight over his bones. He is unnaturally thin, moving with jerky, rapid twitches. But the worst part is his face.

Where his eyes should be, there is a thick, hardened calcified growth. It looks like dirty quartz. The chemical reaction mutated them, blinding them completely. But nature always compensates. Without sight, their hearing became supernatural.

The Echo tilts his head. His mouth opens, revealing sharp, broken teeth. His jaw unhinges slightly, and he makes that sound again.

Click.

It sounds like a dolphin’s echolocation mixed with the breaking of dry twigs. It is the most terrifying sound in the world. He is sending out sound waves, waiting for them to bounce back, painting a picture of the room in his mutated brain.

He is hunting.

I stop breathing. Literally. I pinch my nose shut. I close my eyes. I pray to whatever God is left watching this ruined planet.

My jammer vibrates against my chest. Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. It is working. The low-frequency static is masking my heartbeat. The Echo’s head snaps in my direction. He heard the door, maybe, or sensed a shift in the air currents. He takes a step toward the stockroom.

He moves with terrifying speed. One second he is by the greeting cards, the next he is standing right outside the metal door. I can smell him through the crack. He smells like copper, stale blood, and ozone.

He tilts his head right against the metal door. He is inches away from me. If I sneeze, if I shift my weight, if my stomach growls, he will punch through this cheap metal door and tear my throat out before I can even blink.

I stay perfectly still. I am a statue. I am a ghost. I do not exist.

The Echo clicks again. The sound vibrates through the metal door and rattles my teeth. He is listening for a pulse. He is listening for the rhythm of life. But all he gets back from my direction is the messy, scrambled static of my jammer.

He lets out a frustrated, low hiss. It sounds like steam escaping a pipe. He turns his head away. He twitches once, twice, and then he darts toward the front of the store, disappearing into the sunlight.

I wait. I wait for ten full minutes. I count every second in my head. One Mississippi, two Mississippi. When I reach six hundred, I finally let go of my nose and take a shallow breath through my mouth.

I am alive. I survived. Again.

I look down at my backpack. The batteries are waiting. I just need to pack them up and sneak back to my hideout. My hideout is a miserable little boiler room in the basement of an old apartment building, but right now, it sounds like a five-star hotel.

I reach into the crate to grab the last blister pack of batteries.

And then, something changes.

It happens in a fraction of a second, but it feels like slow motion. The hairs on my arms stand up straight. A sharp, metallic taste floods the back of my mouth. The air pressure in the small stockroom drops so fast my ears pop. It smells intensely of burning plastic and ozone.

I know this feeling. It happened on the very first day. The day the world ended.

It is an EMP aftershock.

The atmosphere above us was damaged by the solar flare. Every now and then, the charged particles trapped in the atmosphere discharge locally. It is like a dry lightning storm that you cannot see, but you can feel.

"No," I mouth silently. "Please, no."

I look down at my chest. The duct-taped battery pack of my jammer gives a bright, angry blue spark. It sizzles, a tiny trail of smoke rising from the copper coils.

The comforting, steady vibration against my ribs stutters. It coughs.

And then, it stops.

The jammer is dead. The silence in the room is absolute.

I am completely exposed.

For the first time in a year, the steady, rhythmic thumping of my heart echoes clearly in the silent world. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. To my ears, it sounds loud. To the Echoes, it must sound like a massive, ringing dinner bell.

I freeze. I wait. Maybe the aftershock did not travel far. Maybe the Echo is already blocks away.

From the front of the pharmacy, a sound shatters the quiet. It is not a click this time. It is a high-pitched, piercing shriek. A scream of pure, starving rage.

He heard me.

The shriek is immediately answered by another one from outside. And then another. And another. They are calling to each other. They found meat.

Panic, cold and sharp, floods my veins. I don't care about the noise anymore. I don't care about being careful. I grab my canvas backpack, swing it over my shoulder, and look at the back exit of the stockroom.

I have maybe ten seconds before they reach the door.
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For three hundred and sixty-five days, my life was governed by a single, unbreakable rule. Keep quiet.

Silence was my religion. I worshipped it. I tiptoed through the ruins of the world like a ghost afraid of waking the living. I did not drop things. I did not cough. I definitely did not run. Running meant heavy footsteps. Running meant heavy breathing. Running meant your heart pumping blood so fast it sounded like a drum solo to the monsters waiting outside.

But right now, the silence was gone. My jammer was completely dead. I was no longer a ghost. I was a giant, flashing neon sign in a pitch-black room.

I kicked the metal back door of the pharmacy. I did not care about the noise anymore. The rusted hinges let out a horrible, high-pitched scream as the door banged open, hitting the brick wall of the alleyway outside.

I bolted.

The sunlight hit my eyes, blinding me for a split second. My boots pounded against the cracked asphalt. Thud. Thud. Thud. To my own ears, the sound was deafening. It was like I was stomping on bubble wrap with every step. And underneath the sound of my boots, there was something worse. My heartbeat. It was hammering against my ribcage. Without the jammer to mask the electromagnetic pulse, I knew exactly what I sounded like to them. I was a walking, breathing, terrified piece of meat.

Behind me, the world exploded into chaos.

Glass shattered. The massive front windows of the pharmacy caved in as multiple bodies crashed through them. I heard the terrifying, rapid-fire clicking of the Echoes. It was no longer a slow, investigative sound. It was frantic. It was the sound of a pack that had found its prey. Then came the shrieks. High-pitched, starving screams that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up straight.

I ran faster. I did not look back. Looking back slows you down. That is a basic rule of survival, right up there with checking your shoes for spiders.

I turned a corner, leaving the alley and bursting onto the main street. Once upon a time, this was a busy avenue. Cars would have been honking, people would have been rushing to work holding expensive coffees, and life would have been normal. Now, it was just a graveyard of rusted metal and overgrown weeds.

The street was an obstacle course. Abandoned cars were piled up everywhere, covered in thick green vines. Sunlight baked the asphalt, making the air feel heavy and thick. I sprinted toward a yellow taxi, leaped onto the hood, and vaulted over the roof. My foot slipped on a patch of wet moss on the windshield, and I landed hard on the other side, scraping my knee against the ground.

Pain shot up my leg, but adrenaline pushed it away. Adrenaline is a funny thing. It makes you feel like a superhero for about five minutes, and then it leaves you feeling like a crushed bug. I scrambled to my feet and kept running.

My lungs were already burning. You have to understand, I had not eaten a proper meal in a year. My diet consisted of canned beans, stale crackers, and whatever rainwater I could boil. I was weak. I was tired. And my canvas backpack, filled with those precious lithium batteries, was bouncing against my spine with the weight of a dozen bricks.

The clicking noises were getting louder. They were catching up. The Echoes did not get tired. They did not have lactic acid building up in their muscles. They were just pure, mutated predatory instinct.

I needed a diversion. I needed to break their focus.

I spotted a narrow side street to my left. It was blocked by a massive pile of debris—broken furniture, empty trash cans, and shattered glass panels from an old office building. I changed direction, pushing my tired legs to move just a little bit faster.

As I passed the debris pile, I reached out with both hands and shoved a rusted metal dumpster as hard as I could.

It tipped over, crashing into a stack of empty steel barrels and glass windows. The noise was glorious and horrific at the same time. Metal screeched against metal. Glass shattered into a million tiny pieces. The crash echoed down the empty city blocks, bouncing off the concrete walls like a bomb going off.

For a normal person, the sound would make you cover your ears. For an Echo, whose hearing was dialed up to a thousand, it had to be absolute torture.

I heard a chorus of pained shrieks behind me. The clicking stopped for a moment. I smiled, panting heavily, tasting blood in the back of my throat. I had bought myself a few seconds.

I did not stop running. I ducked under a collapsed fire escape and kept pushing forward. My vision was getting blurry at the edges. I was breathing so hard my throat felt like it was coated in sandpaper.

Just a little further, I told myself. Just find a place to hide.

But I was celebrating too early. I forgot that the Echoes did not just run on the ground. They climbed.

I was passing underneath the rusted awning of an old movie theater when something dropped from the sky.

It landed right in front of me with a heavy thud, cracking the pavement.

I slammed on the brakes, my boots skidding on the dust.

It was an Echo. It must have scrambled up the side of a building and jumped across the rooftops to cut me off.

Up close, it was a nightmare. It was a woman once. She was wearing the shredded remains of a floral summer dress. Her skin was a sickening shade of pale gray, pulled so tight across her skull that she looked like a skeleton. The calcified, quartz-like growth completely covered the upper half of her face. She had no eyes, but her head snapped directly toward me, locking onto the sound of my ragged breathing.

She opened her mouth, revealing teeth that were jagged and broken from chewing on bone. She hissed.

I had exactly two seconds to make a decision. I could not outrun her. She was between me and the rest of the street.

I reached to my side and unclipped my only weapon. It was a heavy steel crowbar. I had wrapped the handle in thick duct tape to give me a better grip. I was not a fighter. I was an engineer. I liked solving problems with math, not violence. But in this world, sometimes the only equation that matters is hitting something hard enough so it stops moving.

The Echo lunged.

She was impossibly fast. She did not run; she practically flew through the air, her clawed hands reaching for my throat.

I swung the crowbar like a cricket bat. I put every ounce of my remaining strength into my arms, twisting my hips just like they teach you in sports.

Crack.

The heavy steel connected with the side of her head. The impact sent a painful shockwave all the way up my arms to my shoulders. The sound was sickening, like a heavy rock smashing into a hollow watermelon.

The Echo was knocked out of the air. She slammed into the side of an abandoned car, denting the door, and fell to the ground. Dark, oily blood splattered across the dusty pavement.

I stood there for a microsecond, gasping for air, staring at the body. I had actually done it. I had killed one.

But there was no time to celebrate.

From the end of the street, the clicking returned. It was louder this time. The diversion from the dumpster was over. They had reoriented themselves. They had locked onto the sound of the fight.

I looked down the avenue. Three more Echoes dropped from the sides of the buildings, landing on the street like spiders. Behind them, I could see the shapes of at least half a dozen more pouring out of the alleyway I had just escaped from.

A single Echo was a death sentence. A pack of them was a massacre.

My heart sank. My hands were shaking so badly I almost dropped the crowbar. I turned around and desperately searched the street for a way out. All the doors were boarded up. The buildings were smooth glass and concrete. There was nowhere to hide on the surface.

Then, I saw it.

About fifty yards away, right in the middle of a wide intersection, there was a green railing. A concrete staircase leading down into the ground. A subway entrance.

It was a terrible idea. Going underground meant giving up the open sky. It meant trapping yourself in a dark tube. But staying on the street meant getting ripped to pieces in the next thirty seconds.

I chose the terrible idea.

I gripped my backpack straps and sprinted for the subway entrance. The pack of Echoes shrieked, realizing their prey was moving again. They scrambled over the abandoned cars, their movements terrifyingly fast and coordinated.

I reached the stairs. I did not walk down. I practically threw myself down the concrete steps, taking them three at a time. I tripped near the bottom, scraping my elbow against the wall, but I forced myself back up instantly.

The subway station was completely pitch black. The sunlight from the street barely reached the bottom of the stairs. The air down here was cold, damp, and smelled like ancient urine and mold. It was the smell of the old world decaying.

I ran past the rusted turnstiles. I jumped over a pile of old luggage. I could not see my own hands in front of my face, but I knew the layout of subway stations. Just find the platform. Find the tracks. Run into the tunnels and hope there are enough twists and turns to lose them in the dark.

I reached the edge of the platform. I did not hesitate. I jumped down onto the tracks. The gravel crunched loudly beneath my boots.

I turned left and sprinted into the massive, yawning mouth of the tunnel. It was like running inside a closed coffin. The darkness was absolute. I kept one hand trailing along the cold, grimy wall of the tunnel to guide me. My breathing echoed off the rounded ceiling, sounding unnaturally loud.

I thought I was being smart. I thought the underground maze would save me.

I was wrong.

I ran for about two hundred yards into the dark. My legs were burning so badly they felt like they were going to snap. My lungs were screaming for oxygen. But I pushed through the pain, believing that safety was just ahead.

And then, I hit a wall.

Literally. I slammed face-first into something hard and unyielding. The impact knocked the wind completely out of me. I fell backward, landing hard on the sharp gravel between the train tracks.

I groaned, clutching my face. My nose was bleeding. I reached out in the dark, my hands frantically feeling the space in front of me.

Concrete. Rocks. Twisted metal rebar.

It was a cave-in.

The tunnel ceiling had collapsed years ago. A massive wall of rubble completely blocked the path. There was no way through. There was no small gap to squeeze past. It was a solid, impassable dead end.

I was trapped.

I scrambled to my feet, my chest heaving, panic finally taking full control of my brain. I pressed my back against the cold rubble. I looked back down the tunnel toward the subway platform.

At the far end of the tunnel, near the faint, gray light of the station, I saw movement.

Silhouettes. Pale, twitching shapes dropping down from the platform onto the tracks. One. Two. Five. A dozen.

They did not run this time. They did not shriek. They just clicked.

Click. Click. C-c-click.

The sound multiplied, echoing off the tunnel walls, wrapping around me, drilling into my brain. The echolocation told them exactly where I was. They knew I was cornered. They knew I had nowhere to go.

They began to walk forward. Slowly. Deliberately.

They were enjoying the hunt. The sound of my racing heartbeat was bouncing off the walls, guiding them right to me in the absolute darkness.

I backed up against the rubble until there was nowhere left to go. The sharp rocks dug into my spine. I was clutching the useless, dead jammer on my chest with one hand, and holding my crowbar with the other. But what good was a crowbar against a dozen monsters in the dark?

I was twenty-six years old. I had survived a global apocalypse. I had survived the collapse of society. I had survived a whole year of total, crushing isolation. I had learned to build machines out of garbage. I had learned to walk without making a sound.

And it was all going to end right here, in a dirty, collapsed train tunnel.

The clicking grew deafening. They were close now. I could smell them. That horrible mixture of stale blood, ozone, and rotting meat filled the cold air. They were surrounding me, cutting off any impossible angle of escape.

My strength finally gave out. The crowbar slipped from my trembling fingers and clattered onto the tracks.

I did not want to fight anymore. I was just so unbelievably tired.

I slid down the wall of rubble until I was sitting on the ground. I pulled my knees to my chest, wrapped my arms around my legs, and buried my face in my knees.

I closed my eyes tightly. I thought about the sun. I thought about my mother’s voice. I thought about what a warm cup of coffee used to taste like. I tried to fill my mind with good things so I wouldn't feel the teeth when they finally came.

The clicking stopped.

A heavy, predatory silence filled the tunnel. The only sound left in the world was the frantic, doomed rhythm of my own beating heart.

From the darkness directly in front of me, the alpha of the pack let out a deafening, victorious shriek.

I heard the sound of its clawed feet launching off the gravel. The rush of air as it jumped.

It was coming for me in the dark.
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They say your life flashes before your eyes when you are about to die. I think that is a lie made up by movie directors. My life did not flash before my eyes. I did not see my childhood birthday parties. I did not see my college graduation. I did not see the face of my first crush.

Instead, my mind went completely blank. All I could focus on was the smell. The monster leaping towards me smelled like a mix of old copper coins, rotten eggs, and wet dog.

I squeezed my eyes shut. I pulled my knees tighter to my chest. I waited for the teeth. I waited for the claws to rip into my skin. I braced myself for the worst pain imaginable. I just hoped it would be fast. Please, God, let it be fast.

But the pain never came.

Instead of a bite, I felt a sudden, violent rush of wind against my face.

Then, I heard a sound. It was not a click. It was not a shriek. It was a wet, heavy, slicing sound. It sounded exactly like a butcher bringing a heavy meat cleaver down on a thick piece of chicken on a wooden chopping block. Shhhk.

Something heavy and wet splashed across my face and my shoulders. It felt warm.

The weight of the monster never hit me. A heavy object slammed into the gravel tracks right beside my left boot. It made a dull, empty sound. Like a sack of
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