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            "The woods were silent. It wasn't a natural stillness, not the quiet of a sleeping forest, but the heavy, expectant silence of a stage waiting for the actors to find their marks."
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July 12th, 1968
Blackridge County, West Virginia
The cicadas screamed louder than the truck engine.

Dennis Anderson leaned against the passenger window of his father’s rusted pickup as dark mountains rolled past beneath a fading orange sky. Heat lightning flickered silently beyond the tree line.

The radio crackled with static.

His father slapped the dashboard. “Damn thing’s busted again.”

But Dennis barely heard him.

Underneath the static...

...someone was talking.

It wasn’t a radio host, and it wasn’t music, but it was a voice.

“—Control, this is Echo Team... repeat... subject moved below Sector Four...”

Dennis slowly turned the tuning knob. The signal sharpened and another voice cut through:

“Keep lights off near the treeline.”

His father glanced over.
“You hear me, boy?”
Dennis raised a finger for silence.

The transmission hissed louder. Then came something strange. A sound that didn’t belong on any radio frequency. It wasn’t human. It wasn’t mechanical. It was almost like distant whale calls mixed with backwards speech.

The truck radio suddenly died. Every light on the dashboard flickered out. The engine coughed. And Outside, the woods went silent.

No crickets.
No frogs.
Nothing.
Then—A bright white light flashed deep between the trees.

Gone instantly.

His father froze. For the first time in Dennis’s life, the old man looked afraid.

Very quietly, he muttered: “They started it again.”
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Chapter One

“The Signal”
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BLACKRIDGE WAS THE kind of town people forgot existed.

One main road. One gas station. One diner where everybody smoked too much and knew too much about everybody else. The paper mill coughed gray smoke over the valley day and night like the mountain itself was dying slow.

Dennis biked through town with a coil of radio wire hanging from his backpack and grease smeared across his hands.

July heat pressed down like a wet blanket.

Outside Harlow’s Hardware, old men sat in rocking chairs talking about Vietnam and baseball while a transistor radio played scratchy country music.

Nobody noticed the military trucks rolling north toward the mountains, But Dennis did.

Three olive-green vehicles with no markings. Canvas-covered backs.

He slowed his bike.

One of the drivers stared directly at him as they passed.

Not angry. Not curious. Just watching.

Like Dennis already knew too much.

That night, Dennis climbed into the attic above his family’s garage where he kept his homemade radio equipment.

Wires covered the walls.

Old vacuum tubes glowed orange.

Maps of nearby hills sat pinned beside frequency charts.

His older brother Andy had helped him build most of it before leaving for the Army two years earlier.

Before dying overseas. At least that’s what the telegram claimed.

Dennis slipped on his headphones and adjusted the dial.

Static flooded his ears.

Then—

“—testing perimeter lights...”

He sat upright instantly.

The same voice from the truck.

He grabbed a notebook.

The signal continued:

“Sector Three breach contained. Repeat. Subject returned below ground level.”

Another voice answered:

“How long until moonrise?”

Dennis frowned.

Moonrise?

Static burst violently across the speakers.

Then came the sound again.

That impossible noise.

Low.

Echoing.

Almost alive.

His attic light flickered.

Outside the window, somewhere beyond the hills...

A white glow appeared above the trees.

Dennis stood frozen.

Then the voice whispered through the radio:

“It hears us now.”

The transmission cut dead.

Dennis started combing through his older brothers boxes looking for anything that could explain what was happening.

Then his eyes landed on a thick folder.

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE

CLASSIFIED

PROJECT: OPERATION PAPER MOON

DATE: October 2nd, 1959

LOCATION: Blackridge Mountain Research Site

PURPOSE:

Investigate anomalous electromagnetic activity discovered beneath Blackridge Mountain during mining excavation.

FINDINGS:

	Signals exhibit non-random response patterns.

	Frequencies interfere with memory retention and sleep cycles.

	Personnel report auditory hallucinations and recurring dreams.

	Exposure linked to emotional instability and identity confusion.


INCIDENT REPORT:

At 02:14 hours, Subject demonstrated apparent awareness of observation personnel.

Researchers reported hearing personal conversations repeated back through inactive radio equipment.

Three staff members remain missing.

Excavation access sealed pending federal review.

AUTHORIZED SIGNATURE REDACTED

Dennis kept combing through the papers and eventually found recent radio transcripts.

Transcript A — July 3rd, 1968


CONTROL: Echo Team respond.

ECHO TEAM: We lost visual near Marker 12.

CONTROL: Clarify “lost visual.”

ECHO TEAM: It went underground again.

UNKNOWN AUDIO: [low-frequency distortion]

CONTROL: Did anyone else hear that?

ECHO TEAM: Hear what?

CONTROL: ...Never mind.



Transcript B — August 14th, 1968


SCIENTIST: Subject responds to emotional stimulus.

MILITARY COMMAND: Explain.

SCIENTIST: It repeats grief strongest.

MILITARY COMMAND: Meaning?

SCIENTIST: It learns pain faster than language.



Transcript C — FINAL LOG


UNKNOWN MALE: If this transmission reaches outside Blackridge County, do not answer voices coming from the forest after dark.

[7 seconds static]

UNKNOWN MALE: They are learning names now.
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Chapter Two

The Trucks Don’t Stop at Night
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DENNIS DIDN’T SLEEP.

He sat in the attic until morning, headphones still around his neck, the radio dimly humming like it was breathing.

Every time he closed his eyes, he heard it again.

That low, impossible sound beneath the transmission.

Like something speaking through water.

Downstairs, his father left for work before sunrise without saying a word about the previous night. He just stared at Dennis for a few seconds longer than usual... then shut the door harder than necessary.

By the time Dennis biked back into town, Blackridge already felt different.

Not visibly.

But like the air had been rearranged.

The diner still opened on time. The mill still smoked. The same dogs barked at the same fences.

But people weren’t looking at each other the same way.

They were listening.
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Outside Harlow’s Hardware, the old men weren’t talking about baseball anymore.

They were silent.

One of them kept turning a pocket radio in his hands like it might explain something if he stared hard enough.

Dennis slowed his bike near the curb.

That’s when he saw them again.

The military trucks.

Same olive green.

Same no markings.

But now there were more.

Six of them.

Parked at different points around town like a loose net.

A soldier stood outside the post office holding a clipboard. Another at the gas station pump. One near the diner window.

Watching.

Not moving.

Just... waiting.

Dennis stepped off his bike slowly.

A man in uniform glanced at him.

Held his gaze.

Then looked away too quickly, like he wasn’t supposed to acknowledge him at all.

That was worse.
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At school, nobody mentioned the lights.

Nobody mentioned the transmission.

But something had changed in the hallways.

Kids were quieter than usual.

A girl Dennis recognized from math class kept asking people the same question twice.

Not because she didn’t hear the answer.

But because she didn’t believe she had asked it the first time.

In English class, the teacher paused mid-lecture.

Stared at the chalkboard.

Then wrote a single sentence without explanation:

“DO NOT TRUST WHAT YOU HEAR AFTER SUNSET.”

He erased it immediately after.

His hand was shaking.
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At lunch, Dennis sat alone on the far end of the cafeteria.

He opened his brother Andy’s folder again under the table.

He couldn’t stop reading it.

One line kept sticking in his mind:

Frequencies interfere with memory retention and identity stability.

Identity stability.

Like a machine breaking down.

Like a person could glitch.

Across the cafeteria, a fork dropped.

Clang.

Every head turned at once.

Too fast.

Too synchronized.

Even Dennis felt it—like a reflex that wasn’t entirely his own.
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That night, Dennis set up a second receiver.

He didn’t know why.

He just knew one wasn’t enough anymore.

He ran a wire out the attic window toward the trees behind the house. The wind was still, which felt wrong. Even the insects were quieter than usual.

At exactly
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