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Silence Complete




The silence was the first thing. And the last.




Six months had passed since the world had held its breath and forgotten to exhale. For Liam Kade, the silence was a physical entity, a pressure against his eardrums, a weight on his soul. It was in the hollow echo of his footsteps on the pavement of what was once Sixth Avenue and in the rustle of a thousand forgotten newspapers skittering across deserted intersections, pushed by a wind that had no one left to annoy.




He stood on the precipice of the St. Regis building, thirty stories above the asphalt canyons of the city. The late afternoon sun bled across the sky, painting the undersides of the clouds in hues of bruised purple and fiery orange. Below, the city was a sprawling, silent monument to a departed civilization. Cars, millions of them, stood motionless in the streets, their vibrant colors muted by a fine layer of dust, like artifacts in a vast, open-air museum. Nature, patient and relentless, was already beginning its reclamation. Emerald moss softened the edges of concrete barricades, and tenacious saplings pushed their way through cracks in the sidewalks. A herd of deer grazed peacefully in the urban meadow that had once been Bryant Park.




Liam drew his jacket tighter, the fabric worn and familiar. The autumn air was crisp, carrying the scent of damp earth, decaying leaves, and the faint, metallic tang of rain on cold steel. He had learned to parse the city’s new smells, just as he had learned its new sounds. The groan of a skyscraper settling on its foundations, the lonely cry of a hawk circling overhead, the whisper of the wind through a thousand shattered windowpanes—this was the city’s new language, and he was its sole student.




His shelter was a penthouse apartment in this very building. It had panoramic views, a well-stocked pantry of non-perishables he’d consolidated from neighboring units, and, most importantly, a functioning fireplace. He had established a routine forged from the twin necessities of survival and sanity. Mornings were for scavenging—food, water, tools, books. Afternoons were for maintenance—reinforcing his shelter, tending to the small herb garden he cultivated on the terrace, reading. The nights were the hardest. The nights were when the silence grew teeth.




He leaned against the cold stone of the parapet, his gaze sweeping over the horizon. He was looking for a light. A wisp of smoke. A reflection where none should be. It was a ritual he performed every sunrise and every sunset, a desperate, foolish prayer to a god he no longer believed in. There was never anything. Not once.




The ‘Event,’ as he had taken to calling it in his journal, had been silent and swift. One moment, the world was a cacophony of life—traffic, laughter, arguments, music. The next, it was gone. Everyone. Vanished. There had been no struggle, no bodies, no signs of panic. Just an instantaneous, inexplicable emptiness. Cars had coasted to gentle stops. A half-eaten sandwich lay on a park bench. The world had been left behind mid-sentence.




He closed his eyes, and a memory, sharp and unwelcome, pierced the quiet of his mind. He was in his office, the scent of coffee and ozone from the printers filling the air. His colleague, Sarah, was laughing at a joke he’d just made, her head thrown back, her smile a brilliant flash of life. He had turned to his computer screen for a second, just a single second, and when he looked back, she was gone. The chair was empty. Her laugh still seemed to hang in the air, a phantom echo. The entire office, the entire city, the entire world, had fallen silent in that one, heart-stopping instant.




A gust of wind, stronger this time, pulled him from the memory. It moaned through the steel skeleton of an unfinished skyscraper nearby, a long, mournful sound that vibrated deep in his chest. Loneliness was no longer a feeling; it was the environment, the very air he breathed. Sometimes he would talk to himself, his own voice sounding alien and intrusive, just to remember what human speech felt like on his tongue. He was twenty-eight years old, an engineer who used to build bridges. Now, he was just a ghost haunting the ruins of his own world, fighting to keep the encroaching madness at bay.




The sun finally dipped below the horizon, and the city’s deep shadows merged into a single, dark ocean. He knew he should go inside, bolt the door, and light the fire. But he lingered, his gloved hands gripping the cold stone. It was in these moments, caught between the departed day and the encroaching night, that a fragile, desperate thought would surface. The world was vast. This was just one city. The silence here might be complete, but what about elsewhere?




The thought was a dangerous spark in the tinderbox of his despair. Hope was a liability, a vulnerability. But tonight, for some reason, the spark refused to die. It glowed with a stubborn, quiet intensity. He had survived. He was intelligent, capable, and alive. And as long as he was alive, sitting still was not an option.




Tomorrow, he decided, turning his back to the abyss. Tomorrow he would stop just surviving. He would start searching.
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Searching for Traces




The morning after the storm broke clean and cold, the city washed new. Puddles like slivers of mercury lay scattered across the rooftops, reflecting a sky of impossible blue. For Liam, the storm had scoured away more than just the city’s dust; it had swept clean the corners of his own mind, leaving behind a raw, aching clarity. The silence felt different today. Less like an absence, more like a presence. A question waiting for an answer.




He spent the day in a methodical grid search of the blocks surrounding his high-rise. It was a habit born of necessity, but today it was fueled by a renewed, albeit fragile, sense of purpose. He was looking for traces. Not of the dead, but of the living. A footprint that wasn’t his own. A recently opened can. Anything to prove he wasn’t the last echo in this concrete tomb.




The city, in its decay, offered up its secrets reluctantly. He moved through the silent canyons, his senses on high alert. The creak of a wind-tossed sign, the distant clatter of a loose piece of metal—sounds that would have been lost in the din of the old world were now startlingly distinct. He had learned to read the language of the city’s decay, the subtle shifts in the environment that spoke of time and entropy.




He entered a small, independent bookstore, the bell above the door giving a single, cheerful jingle that sounded like sacrilege. Dust motes danced like fairies in the slanted columns of light piercing the grime on the windows. The air smelled of paper, mold, and forgotten stories. He ran his fingers along the spines of books, the textures ranging from smooth, glossy covers to the brittle, fabric feel of older tomes. It was a place of ghosts, every volume a record of a mind that no longer was.




In a back room, a small office, he found a diary. It was bound in cheap, pink plastic, a silly unicorn on the cover. He almost dismissed it, but some instinct made him open it. The pages were filled with the looping, earnest cursive of a teenage girl named Maya. He sat in the dusty office chair and read about her dreams of college, her frustrations with her parents, her secret crush on a boy in her chemistry class. The words were so alive, so full of the mundane, beautiful anxieties of a world that was gone. He felt like a voyeur, a grave robber of memories.




Her last entry was dated the day before the Event. It was short, the handwriting hurried. *”Mom and Dad are fighting again. It’s so loud. I wish they would just stop. There’s a weird noise outside, too. Like the whole sky is humming.”*




*The sky is humming.* The phrase sent a chill down Liam’s spine. He remembered it now. A low, pervasive thrum, almost subliminal. He had dismissed it as a migraine coming on. He tucked the diary into his backpack, a relic of a lost world he felt compelled to protect.




He continued his search, the girl’s words echoing in his mind. He worked his way through a residential building, its lobby a mausoleum of fake plants and faded promotional posters. He cleared the apartments floor by floor, his movements practiced and efficient. It was on the seventh floor, in apartment 7B, that he found it.




The door was slightly ajar. He knew, with a certainty that made the hair on his arms stand up, that he had checked this building weeks ago. He had marked the door with a chalk ‘X’ to show it was cleared. The ‘X’ was still there, but the door was open.




He drew the hand-ax from his belt, its weight a small comfort. He pushed the door open. The apartment was like all the others, a snapshot of interrupted life. A half-eaten bowl of cereal on the kitchen counter, the milk long since evaporated into a chalky residue. But something was different. In the thin layer of dust covering the hardwood floor of the living room, there was a track. A single, distinct mark. The clean swipe of a bag or a box being dragged. And next to it, faint but undeniable, was a partial footprint.




It was smaller than his. Much smaller. The tread was not from a work boot like his. It was a sneaker.




His heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic, trapped bird. He crouched, his fingers hovering over the print, afraid to touch it, afraid it would vanish. It was recent. The dust around it was disturbed, not settled. It couldn’t have been more than a day or two old.




He wasn’t alone.




The thought didn’t bring the relief he had always imagined. It brought a jolt of pure, undiluted fear. For six months, the only dangers he had faced were the elements, infection, and his own despair. The possibility of another human being, a complete unknown, was a variable he was not prepared for. Were they friendly? Hostile? As terrified as he was?




He stood slowly, his eyes scanning the room, the silent shadows in the corners. The entire city, which moments ago had felt empty and dead, was now charged with a terrifying presence. The silence was no longer empty. It was listening.















