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Chapter One
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Doug never liked mornings, but this one bit at him differently. He lay in bed, blanketed by a silence so complete it pressed on his eardrums. No birds, no wind, not even the old dog across the alley barking at passing cars. The silence was a heavy, unfamiliar thing, and even when he tried to shake it off, it clung to him like static charge.

He stretched, rolled to his side, and stared at the alarm clock: 7:03. The digital numbers glowed with an unnatural clarity. By now, he should have heard the neighbor's television set, or the distant drone of traffic on Main Street, or the sharp clatter of the mail slot. Instead, nothing. 

He dressed in record time, skipping the shave and yanking on a pair of jeans that still smelled faintly of last night’s Italian takeout. The kitchen was just as quiet—the refrigerator’s hum was the only sign the world hadn’t been power-washed into oblivion. 

After three minutes of standing at the window, Doug’s nerves started to itch. The sky was a mustard yellow, looking like a volcano had erupted somewhere in Indonesia. He didn’t see a single person walk by, which was odd for a weekday morning in a town where everyone knew the price of milk and the color of your curtains.

Outside, the air was cool and thick with the dew of early spring. Doug's shoes squeaked on the porch. He scanned the street: No mail truck, no Gloria Pearson walking her terrier, no joggers in fluorescent shorts. A bike lay abandoned on the sidewalk like a dropped pencil. 

He stepped down to the curb, cupped a hand to his mouth, and called out, not expecting an answer. The echo of his own voice made him flinch. He paced the block, peering into windows, looking for a light, a shadow, a silhouette caught behind a curtain. Everything stared back with the empty stillness of a waiting room.

The bakery’s sign flickered in the window across the street, its neon letters promising FRESH DONUTS, but the shop inside was dark, the stools empty. Doug tried the door to the bakery, found it unlocked, and let himself in. The usual sweet smell lingered in the air, but no one stood behind the counter, and racks of pastries sat untouched, meaning that no one had entered to buy last night's delicacies baked around 3am. 

He helped himself to a bear claw, his hands trembling as he wrapped it in a napkin. Then he took the key from under the register, locked up, and left the sign still glowing for customers that would never arrive.

On a hunch, he jogged over to the police station. The front lot was empty. Inside, the radio squawked aimless static, and the coffee in the break room had gone cold. Doug checked every room, every cell, every emergency line. Nothing. He sat in the chief's chair for a moment, hand to his brow, staring at the unblinking red light on the voicemail system. The many messages were all from the day before.

By midday, Doug had canvassed the whole of Oak View’s downtown. He found cars with keys in the ignition but no drivers, open doors to shops and houses, and televisions blaring to nobody. He called out names, knocked on doors, and even left chalk messages on the pavement: WHERE IS EVERYONE?

When he drove his beat-up cruiser out to the edge of town, he half expected the world to reset itself and people to appear—maybe some weird mass hallucination, or a town-wide prank he’d missed on the department calendar. But the fields and farmhouses stood just as empty. He stopped at the gas station on Route 12, where the door beeped politely at his entrance, but no one manned the counter. He took a soda, left a five on the till, and drove north.

The feeling grew as he passed through neighboring towns. Same story. Empty schools, silent playgrounds, deserted strip malls and gas stations. The only movement was the wind flipping yesterday's news in the gutter. There were a few doomsday headlines that scream out IS THE WORLD COMING TO AN END? etc.  

Maybe it had. 

Doug started to worry about more than just missing persons. He worried about the air, about some sudden sickness, or maybe something worse—a chemical leak, a biological weapon, or even something he’d never trained for.

He didn’t find any bodies. Not even a stray dog. The world just... stopped.

Doug kept moving until dusk painted the sky a bruised purple. He parked on the shoulder and listened to the hum of insects and the rasp of his own breathing. It was only then, as darkness crept over the empty earth, that Doug let himself shiver and said, to no one, “God, I hope it’s just aliens.”
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Doug’s first instinct was to make a list. That’s what you did when you lost your keys, your wallet, your grip on reality—you documented, you mapped it out, you looked for patterns. So, he took down notes on a yellow legal pad, the kind he used for parking infractions and the occasional grocery run. He started with the obvious: People were gone. 

Next, he went through every room of his house, pen in hand, looking for overlooked oddities. There weren’t any. No rumpled sheets in the spare room, no muddy footprints tracking in from the backyard, no calls left on the answering machine. Even his neighbor’s car was still idling in the driveway until it petered out, presumably out of gas, with a morning coffee left to chill in the cupholder.

He listened, straining for distant sirens, helicopters, or even the low-flying hum of a crop duster. All he got back was the soft tick of his wall clock and the occasional creak of old pipes. It was unnerving, but not as unnerving as the moment he wandered out his back door and saw the neighborhood wildlife had staged a silent coup.

Two squirrels chased each other in slow-motion circles around an abandoned garbage can. A raccoon, bold as a city councilman, rooted through the Petersons’ recycling bin. Doug spotted a loose herd of cats slinking past backyard fences, their tails high, eyes sharp and expectant. Even the dogs, unleashed and unguided, wandered the sidewalks in small confused packs, stopping to sniff at every tree as if it held the answer to their predicament.

Doug realized that, outside of himself, animals were the only creatures left with a pulse.

He went to the garage and dragged out his old bicycle, thinking it’d be easier to patrol on two wheels and maybe conserve gas—just in case. On his first loop around the neighborhood, he called out to every living thing he saw. A beagle answered with a mournful bay. A parrot mimicked, “Hello? Hello?” from a windowsill.

Doug gathered the beagle first. She wore a faded pink collar and whined at every closed door she passed. He named her Daisy, though the tag read “Muffin,” and led her home with a leash he found in a mailbox. Over the next few days, he added to his collection: A ginger tomcat with a torn ear, a schnauzer who insisted on peeing on his porch rug, and a trio of finches who moved into his living room and chirped at the sunrise.

He fed them from the remains of his refrigerator and from bags of kibble and seeds scavenged at the pet store. The animals, once wary, soon followed him everywhere. He talked to them constantly—out loud, because why not? —and found himself assigning personalities, roles, even voices.

“You’re the muscle,” he told the schnauzer, who barked in agreement.

“Recon,” he said to the cats, who blinked slowly and disappeared for hours at a time only to return with twigs and, once, a shiny button.

He slept less, unsure what might happen if he dropped his guard, but the animals seemed to keep the darkness at bay. One night, as rain pattered the roof and Daisy snored at his feet, Doug realized they had become his family. A lopsided, domesticated, and slightly pungent family, but a family nonetheless.

Their company helped, but the questions gnawed at him. Why were only the humans gone? Why was he the exception? Each night, he walked the perimeter of his street, sometimes in his robe, with Daisy and the cats flanking him. He’d look up at the sky, waiting for a sign, a flare, the glow of engines. Sometimes, he swore he saw something move among the clouds.

But always, the world was silent—except for the sounds of paws on pavement and the low, comforting rumble of animals who needed him as much as he needed them.
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By the fourth day, Doug had mapped a search pattern that rivaled the sweep for a lost toddler at the county fair. He started with the ring of small towns bordering Oak View, making a looping, deliberate circuit in his battered cruiser and marking each place off on a paper road atlas he found in his glovebox. 

The names—Plainfield, East Starling, Penrose—blurred into one another, their main drags all variations on the same theme: A gas station with a hand-lettered sign, a post office with a flag that never lowered, a diner with Formica counters frozen in time. Some lunches had been left on the counter to rot.

He’d cruise slowly down the empty streets, eyes straining for movement. Sometimes, in the quietest moments, he imagined a curtain twitching or a shadow darting behind a minivan, but it was always a trick of light or the wind unsettling a screen door.

He made a habit of leaving notes behind in every shop and public building. He’d scrawl his name, the date, and a promise to check back in a week. Sometimes he added a joke or drew a fat smiley face, as if whoever came after him might need the morale boost. 

In Penrose, he left a sticky note on the counter of a flower shop. In East Starling, he scrawled “DOUG 4/13” in Sharpie on the back of a pizza menu. The act gave him a strange comfort—proof, in some small way, that he’d been here, that someone might notice.

Nothing changed on the human front, but the wildlife seemed to grow bolder with every empty day. At the Penrose hardware store, a family of opossums had taken over the garden supply aisle, feasting on spilled seed and bedding down in a pile of burlap sacks. In the high school parking lot, Doug watched a herd of deer graze amid the rows of abandoned cars, steam curling from their nostrils in the chilly morning air. 

Once, in a strip mall hair salon, he startled a red fox perched on the counter, its bright eyes unblinking as it watched Doug from its throne of flattened hair capes.

The farther he ranged, the stranger the world seemed to get. It wasn’t just the emptiness; it was the feeling that something new had slotted into the gaps people left behind. Evidence was everywhere if he looked for it. He found a city bus in the next town over, idling at a stoplight with its windshield wipers going, the seats empty and the doors wide open. 

At the hospital, the self-check-in kiosk flashed a welcome message on an endless loop, as if cheerfully inviting ghosts to their appointments. One morning, as the sun came up over Route 6, he spotted a flock of wild turkeys marching in single file down the double yellow line, unconcerned by the absence of traffic.

If Doug had been the type for metaphysics, he might have wondered if the world was running on autopilot, the rules still in place but the players gone. Instead, he scribbled more notes and kept moving, his list of questions getting longer and his snack stash running low.

Then, the lights started.

It was just after midnight on his sixth day, while he was passing through the remains of a strip center on the outskirts of Willow Run. He’d stopped to refill his thermos at a convenience store—coffee, burnt and acrid, but better than nothing—when he saw the flicker. A blue-white pulse, stuttering in time with the freezer unit, glowed from the back of the store. 

Doug stepped closer, nerves jangling. The light had the cold, clinical brightness of a hospital corridor, and it threw stark shadows across the spilled bags of chips and the row of lottery tickets behind the counter. He peered through the door’s porthole window, expecting to see some electrical fault or maybe a fire. Instead, he saw nothing except the light itself, blinking a frantic Morse code across the linoleum.

He went inside, cautious and slow. Every step seemed to echo in the aisle. The light came from a battered vending machine, wedged between racks of discount soda and a dormant ATM. The face of the machine was smashed, its interior exposed to the air, but the LED display still blinked in a pattern—on-off, on-off, with a regularity that was almost purposeful. 

Doug watched it for a full minute, half-hypnotized. Then he laughed, a dry, shaky sound. You
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