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Chapter 1 – A Town Without Signal
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The highway into Ridgeway was a long ribbon of cracked asphalt, winding through pine-choked hills that swallowed the horizon. The rain had been falling in a thin, unbroken sheet for hours, turning the road into a reflective black mirror. John Carpenter sat hunched behind the wheel of his old Ford, wipers squealing against the glass. His phone lay on the passenger seat, the screen stubbornly blank, no bars, no service.

The last text he’d sent had been an hour ago, somewhere outside the county line—ETA unknown, roads bad. Since then, nothing. Not even the hint of a signal.

“Maybe the tower’s down,” muttered Peter Parker from the passenger seat, his hoodie pulled tight against the cold creeping through the vents. His voice carried the strained patience of someone trying not to acknowledge how wrong it all felt.

John grunted, keeping his eyes on the centerline. “Or maybe Ridgeway’s just... like this.”

From the back seat, Hermione Granger closed her book, the pale glow from her flashlight throwing her face into sharp relief. “That’s not how phone networks work, John. There should still be—” She glanced at her own phone, lips pressing together. “Mine’s dead, too.”

It wasn’t just the phones. As they rolled deeper into town, the familiar signs of life faded. No headlights coming the other way. No storefront lights. No blinking traffic signals at the intersections. Only the dark silhouettes of buildings, dripping with rain, windows black.

By the time they passed the rusting Welcome to Ridgeway – Population 3,211 sign, the air in the car had turned thick with unspoken tension.

The first figure they saw stood at the corner of an empty intersection. A man, middle-aged, wearing a faded green parka and a wide-brimmed hat. He didn’t move as they approached, didn’t wave, didn’t even turn his head. Just stood there, head tilted slightly down, as if watching the puddles forming around his boots.

John slowed. “You see him?”

“Yeah,” Peter said. “And I don’t like it.”

Hermione leaned forward between the seats. “Maybe he’s waiting for someone. Or stranded.”

But as they rolled past, the man’s eyes followed them without a single muscle of his face changing. No wave. No nod. Just that quiet, unnerving stare.

The street opened up into Ridgeway’s main strip, a long row of two-story brick buildings with wooden awnings. Shops with names painted in hand-lettered script—Ridgeway Mercantile, Hastings Hardware, Sweet Crumb Bakery. All of them shut tight. A newspaper stand sat overturned on the sidewalk, pages plastered wetly against the pavement.

The gas station at the far end looked promising. John pulled in, gravel crunching under the tires, but the pump’s digital display was dark. The convenience store door was locked, a cardboard sign hanging crooked inside: Back at sunrise.

Peter pressed his palms to the glass, peering inside. “No one’s in there. No clerk. No lights.”

John tried the door anyway. Locked.

The rain intensified, hammering the metal awning overhead. Somewhere far off, a faint metallic clang echoed, as if something heavy had fallen.

“Alright,” John said, rubbing his jaw. “We need to find shelter, somewhere with people. Someone who knows what’s going on.”

They got back in the car and drove on. Ridgeway wasn’t big, but the streets seemed to twist into each other, loops of identical intersections that made it feel larger than it should. Twice, John found himself back at the same shuttered bakery they’d passed twenty minutes earlier.

The second time, Hermione spoke up. “We’re going in circles.”

“I’m following the road,” John said, gripping the wheel harder.

“No,” she said, more firmly, “the roads are leading us in circles.”

The third time they passed the silent man in the green parka, he was standing in the middle of the street.

John swerved to avoid him, heart pounding. The man didn’t flinch, didn’t step back. Just turned his head to watch them pass, his hat dripping.

Peter’s voice cracked. “We need to get out of here.”

They finally stopped outside the Ridgeway Inn, a squat, wide building with peeling white paint and a sign swinging in the wind. The lobby windows were dark, but the front door stood slightly ajar.

John killed the engine. “We’ll check it out. Maybe there’s a generator inside.”

The three of them stepped into the lobby. The air was stale and cool, with the faint scent of mildew. A reception desk sat at the far end, a set of tarnished brass keys hanging on hooks behind it. A guest ledger lay open, pen resting beside it, as if someone had been in the middle of checking someone in.

No one was there.

The silence pressed in, broken only by the sound of rain dripping from their coats onto the scuffed wooden floor.

“Hello?” Hermione called out. Her voice seemed to vanish into the dim hallways beyond.

John moved behind the desk, scanning for anything useful—maps, emergency numbers, a flashlight. Instead, he found a small battery-powered radio, its metal casing scratched and dented. He switched it on.

A burst of static filled the air. Then a voice, faint and distant: ...do not attempt to leave town... until sunrise... roads are compromised... shelter in place...

The message repeated, the tone flat and mechanical, as if recorded long ago.

Peter’s eyes widened. “What does that even mean? ‘Compromised’ how?”

Hermione stepped closer to the radio. “Play it again.”

John fiddled with the dial, but the signal didn’t change. The same warning, on an endless loop, fading into static at the edges.

They decided to stay in the inn for the night. The second floor rooms were small but intact, each with a single bed and a rain-streaked window overlooking the empty street.

John took the first watch, sitting in a chair by the window with the radio in his lap. The rain eased to a thin drizzle, and in the distance, he could see the man in the green parka still standing in the street, head tilted upward now, as if staring at the clouds.

Around midnight, something moved in the far end of the street. Shapes, hunched and slow, emerging from the alleys. Too far to see clearly, but enough for John to notice the strange way they moved, like they were testing the ground with each step.

He leaned forward, squinting. The man in the parka didn’t move. The shapes approached him, and for a moment, John thought they were going to stop. Instead, they passed right through him.

The parka man blurred for an instant, as if the rain had erased part of him, then solidified again.

John’s grip tightened on the radio. The voice crackled once more: ...do not attempt to leave town... until sunrise...

When he blinked, the parka man was gone.

By the time Hermione relieved him for watch, John had told himself he must have imagined it. The rain. The lack of sleep. The road messing with his head.

But when he woke just before dawn, Peter was standing at the window, pale and silent.

“They’re still out there,” Peter said quietly.

John joined him, looking out over the street. The rain had stopped completely. The road glistened under the first grey light of morning. No one was there.

And yet, far down the street, on the corner by the bakery, a green parka fluttered in the wind.
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Chapter 2 – The Stranger at the Gas Station
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The sun never truly rose in Ridgeway. Morning was a thin smear of pale light filtered through clouds so heavy they seemed to sit on the rooftops. The air was damp and cold enough to seep through clothing, and every sound carried too far.

John, Peter, and Hermione stood in the Ridgeway Inn’s lobby, their breath faintly visible, staring at the radio as if it might offer something new. It didn’t. The same loop played again, each repetition making the words feel less like advice and more like an order.

“Staying here until sunrise might be pointless,” Peter muttered, his voice hoarse from a sleepless night. “If this is sunrise.”

Hermione tucked her arms around herself. “The warning said the roads were compromised. If we don’t know what that means, we could be walking into something worse than... whatever’s here.”

John’s eyes wandered to the keys hanging behind the desk. “What’s worse is waiting around until something finds us.”

They decided to move—carefully. The gas station they’d seen last night was the most obvious target. Even if the pumps didn’t work, there might be supplies, tools, maybe a map that actually made sense.

The streets were different in daylight, though daylight was generous—more a dull silver glow than sunlight. The shadows were softer, but the emptiness was sharper. Storefronts that seemed simply dark last night now looked abandoned for years. Window glass was cloudy, frames warped by damp. The air
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