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ONE


I’d always believed happiness was an illusion, dismissing it as a cruel trick played on ordinary souls like mine. It wasn’t something a person like me could really ever expect to have, especially after enduring so much pain, torture, and heartache in all my years of life. The one thing I never expected, though, was for things to get worse.

“Nora. Nora Anders?” the nurse dressed in light blue called into a mostly empty waiting room. The only people there were a gray-haired older couple holding hands and myself. She pressed her lips into a thin smile when she saw me stand. “How are you today, Ms. Anders?”

“Good,” I lied, as I usually did when I went to the doctor. Or really anyone that asked about my day.

Telling people I was good when I wasn’t was a habit I developed at a young age. If I said more, people asked more, and I never had been very good at talking about myself. It wasn’t like the nurse really wanted to hear about my shitty day, or life, for that matter.

“Busy day?” I asked, knowing it wasn’t based on the number of people in the waiting room.

“No, thankfully,” she said, gesturing to the chair. “How’s the weather?”

“The sun is shining,” I replied, knowing that was what she probably wanted to hear unless it made her feel bad for being trapped inside taking care of sickly patients. “A little too hot for me.”

She typed into her computer to pull up my chart. “I love hot weather. You’re here for a follow-up?”

“Yep,” I said, folding my hands into my lap as my leg bounced.

The last place I wanted to be was in the doctor’s office. If it hadn’t been for my sister, I probably wouldn’t even have bothered attempting to treat my condition.

I had things I needed to be doing, like working. Since the divorce, I was in the depths of financial despair, and the bills only continued to pile up. Not that the divorce had been the only thing to blame, considering money had been a lifelong problem for me and my family for as long as I could remember.

“Any changes to your medications?” she asked as she pulled the blood pressure cuff from the drawer.

“Nope.”

My rent was due soon, and my car desperately needed new tires and a tune-up to fix the engine squeak, which probably meant it wouldn’t last much longer. I didn’t have any savings to dig into, and I wasn’t happy about wasting time at the doctor when I should have been earning some extra cash.

The type of work I did to earn money wasn’t a safe occupation, especially if my ex-husband ever found out. If my sister found out, she would be utterly disappointed in the things I did to pay my bills. It wasn’t like I had a lot of options when I wasn’t employable, and the money I’d make as a cashier wouldn’t be enough to pay both the rent and put food on the table.

With my condition, it didn’t matter so much that I put my life on the line nearly on a daily basis. They tried to be optimistic when they first found it, but I could see right through their phony expressions. They wanted me to maintain a positive attitude to face the battle, but the optimism withered away with each visit.

I’d asked what sort of time I had left, but Dr. Phillips told me he didn’t feel comfortable giving me any kind of timeline. But I needed that timeline because I had a younger sister, Emily, who depended on me because she had her own problems, and when I was gone, I needed to make sure she was cared for.

“One-twenty-five over eighty-five,” the nurse said, narrowing her eyes as she studied me. “A little high.”

“I’m nervous,” I responded instantly. She didn’t need to know that I was always nervous, but the truth was today, I was exceptionally nervous to hear what the doctor had to say. And to be completely honest, I didn’t care that much about my blood pressure when it was unlikely that was what would take me out.

She pressed her lips together and nodded. “I suppose that is to be expected. Well, that’s all I need from you. Dr. Phillips will be with you soon.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled as I watched her pick up a clipboard and exit the room.

My breaths quickened, taking in the pungent antiseptic odor that pricked at my nostrils. The walls were adorned with various signs and posters. One was about getting my annual flu shot, and another with a calming beach scene — undoubtedly an attempt to alleviate a patient’s anxiety. Overhead, the fluorescent lights emitted a grating buzz, making my leg bounce faster.

I shifted my weight, restless in the uncomfortable plastic chair, attempting to find a comfortable position. The creaking sounds with my movements only heightened my nervousness. For a moment, I considered getting up and walking out of the office and never coming back.

I already knew it wasn’t going to be good news or they would have told me over the phone. Instead, they insisted on meeting with me in person to talk about the results.

My ears caught every shuffle outside the closed door, each sound amplifying the minutes ticking away. I didn’t want to be in the office. I wanted to be anywhere but at the doctor’s clinic. It was impossible to make out the muffled conversation in the hallway, but I was certain one of the voices belonged to Dr. Phillips.

The door swung open, and I promptly put a small smile on my face as my hands folded together in my lap. He settled into the chair at the computer, rolling back as he looked at me for what felt like too long.

“Hello, Nora, how have you been feeling?” he asked.

“Good,” I said with a small nod.

“Uh, huh,” he said, pulling in a breath. “Did you bring anyone with you today?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t want to trouble my sister with all this. It’s not good, is it?”

“I’m afraid not,” he said, rolling back to the computer. He typed in his password and pulled up my scans and test results, studying them as if he were hoping something had been missed. It had been three months since my surgery and only a week since I had a scan and bloodwork checked. “It appears as though we didn’t get as clear of margins as we would have liked. We’ll need to do more extensive testing, but it seems as though the cancer may not have been completely removed. We also need to make sure it hasn’t spread to your lymph nodes. I’d like to do some more bloodwork before you leave today as well.”

“So, what do I do now?” I asked, twisting my fingers together.

“I’d like to schedule another MRI, and then, based on what we see, I’ll probably get you started as soon as possible on an aggressive type of chemotherapy. Then, we’ll do more scans in three months to assess the situation. I can’t rule out another surgery or two for you down the road either,” Dr. Phillips said, cocking his head slightly. “Are you the praying type, Nora?”

I vehemently shook my head, defiance coursing hot through my veins. Prayers, I scoffed inwardly. That was something that had never helped me or my family in any way whatsoever. If they had, life wouldn’t have been a complete shitshow.

“Well, it is always an option. Some of my patients claim it helped them tremendously. Give it a shot, you never know,” he asked, rubbing his palms together. “Are you experiencing any pain?”

I’d recovered quickly from the surgery and hadn’t even bothered with the pain medications prescribed at the time. Pain was something I could deal with, but leaving my sister behind with no one to take care of her wasn’t.

She’d know about the diagnosis and the surgery, but I may have been overly optimistic to her about how confident the doctors were that it would help. How could I go home and tell her they hadn’t gotten it all and that perhaps it had spread?

“I actually feel pretty good most of the time,” I said, nonchalantly shrugging. “Honestly, it’s not much different from how I felt before the surgery. The hysterectomy has turned out to be wonderful for me.”

I would have preferred to make the choice whether I’d have kids for myself, but it was unlikely it was in the cards for me anyway. It was hard enough having to take care of my adult sister for the last ten-plus years, not to mention stressful. I couldn’t imagine having to do that with an infant, a child, and then, a teenager.

“That’s good,” he said enthusiastically. He began typing aggressively on the keyboard, his eyes locked on the screen. “I’ll put in a prescription for pain just in case. These things can be unpredictable. You can pick that up at the pharmacy on your way out, even though it doesn’t seem as though you’ll need it. Some of my patients like to have it on hand just in case they have a rough day.” He rose from his seat, unfolding his tall frame, and stretched out his hand to me. I felt the warmth of his palm as we firmly shook hands. “My nurse will be right in to schedule your MRI and provide you with information on the chemotherapy options. Take care, Nora.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled as he walked out, closing the door behind him.

After scheduling the treatment, I left the office with a tight knot in the pit of my stomach. I kept my composure as I walked through the hallways, determined not to let a single tear fall from my eyes as I contemplated how I would break the news to my sister.

Perhaps she didn’t need to know. Or at least not yet. It might be better if I held out longer instead of causing her to worry about something neither of us had any control over. It wasn’t like she’d be able to take care of me when I finally got too sick to care for myself.

Not only would I have to find a way to manage without her help, but I’d have to find someone to care for her too. Which ultimately meant I would need more money. I would have to do more of the one thing that put us both in danger.

When I stepped out into the open air, the atmosphere seemed charged with an unusual tension. The once calm sky crackled with intensity as the black clouds rolled closer. The musky, salty scent of rain filled the air even though a single drop had yet to fall. I gazed at the ominous clouds gathering as they zipped and swirled overhead, a mirror of what I was feeling inside.

Thunder rumbled, but it didn’t sound like the typical roar of a storm. The lightning, instead of the usual stark bolts, painted the sky with a strange, intricate pattern that seemed to stay within the clouds.

Despite the unsettling nature of the storm, I stood there, letting the rain cascade down over my skin. A loud metallic sound grumbled overhead, unlike anything I’d ever heard before. It sounded as though a skyscraper was shifting its weight, but that, of course, wasn’t possible.

I glanced up, squinting as something massive seemed to move through the clouds. “What the hell?”


TWO


I sprinted to the car, vaulting into the driver’s seat and slamming the door shut behind me with a resounding thud. The chill clung to my skin as I fumbled with the key to start the engine.

Once seated in the car, I glanced upward, peering through the windshield, searching for the strange massive object I thought I saw maneuvering through the clouds. However, there wasn’t anything above me except for the swirling storm clouds.

With a jolting whir, the car purred to life, bounding aggressively as I shivered. The fans squeaked as they rotated unevenly in an attempt to circulate warmth throughout the vehicle.

I picked up my phone and tapped in a quick text to my contact. I might as well pick up a job or two while I’m out and give myself time to think about what I would tell Emily about the visit with my oncologist.

The storm would provide me with some cover, making my job a little bit easier. Without waiting for a reply, I shifted into drive and headed toward my contact’s usual location. I was almost certain there would be work, considering there was almost always something the boss didn’t want to do himself.

At the first stoplight, a message popped up on my phone screen, brightening the darker-than-normal car thanks to the storm clouds. My heartbeat surged with adrenaline as it always did when it came to interacting with Shadow.

He was a criminal.

A drug lord of the worst kind. Guns, murder, retaliation… luckily, I didn’t take part in that aspect of his business.

Shadow managed to evade prison over and over again, likely because he was friends with half of the police force. A police force the local news called corrupt on more than one occasion.

Shadow had done a lot since I’d known him that could get him put away for a long time, but instead, he shook hands with the officers when they stopped by. If someone had to pay the price, it was the people who worked under him that suffered the consequences. People like me.

Shadow: Yeah, I got something. You got an hour or two free?

Me: Pay?

Shadow: Meet me. We’ll discuss.

Perhaps I wasn’t really much different from Shadow, although I’d never killed another human being. There were plenty of times I’d wanted to strangle my ex-husband, but I never actually did it.

One time, after I’d caught him cheating on me for the third time, I’d mentioned how angry I was with Logan during a particular job, and Shadow became very serious. He asked if I wanted something done about it and that he would make it very affordable. That’s when I realized my life wasn’t of any value to him, regardless of how much I helped his business.

Everything and everyone had a price tag. And even though Shadow had known Logan for a lot longer than he’d known me, he would have done something as long as I was willing to pay.

Needless to say, I told him I didn’t really want my ex dead, but I’d be lying if I said there weren’t times I questioned my decision. Logan wasn’t a good man. He may not have killed anyone, at least as far as I knew, but he did enough awful things to me that made me wish he’d take a long walk off a short pier.

Logan liked to drink. He wanted to do whatever drug was handed to him. He liked to sleep around, and he didn’t mind getting aggressive with me if I didn’t like it. Sometimes, though, that just felt like the tip of the iceberg.

When it came down to it, there was one major difference between Shadow and me. He was a criminal because he was greedy. I did it out of necessity.

The storm intensified as I drove to the south side of the city. Rain lashed against the windshield faster than the wipers could flick it away, creating a kaleidoscope of city lights. The wind howled, drowning out the usual hum of the bustling city.

I jumped at the sound of my ringtone, even though the storm outside the car was far louder than the twinkly tune. My fingers fumbled to press accept as I attempted to keep my eyes on the road.

“Ahhh, yes?” I said, assuming it was Shadow updating our plans.

“That’s how you answer your phone now?” Emily asked in her sweet voice.

“Oh shit, sorry, Em. I thought it was someone else,” I said, clearing my throat. “What’s up?”

Emily hesitated for a long moment. “Who else would it be? Your boss?”

I may have kept the details of my job a secret from Emily. It would have devastated her to know the truth about me and how I earned money for us. She would have refused my help, and who knows what would have happened to her since she’d been unable to work due to her condition.

She knew Logan had been involved in shady shit, and when she assumed that’s why I wanted to leave him, I hadn’t corrected her. Truthfully, it was part of it. I wanted to get out of the mess, but somehow, after leaving him, I only got deeper into it.

I should have told her the truth years ago, but I was all she had. How could I risk all that because of my stupid line of work?

She would hate me for working for the biggest drug lord in the state and one of the biggest in the country. One day, when I was out, I’d tell her the truth. I would find a way to make it up to her, but for now, it was the only way I knew how to keep us alive.

“Well, maybe I have friends you don’t know about,” I retorted.

“Sure thing, Nora,” Emily replied with a snort. “How did the appointment go?”

“Good. We can talk about it more later if you want, but I need to concentrate on driving. This storm is something else,” I said, narrowing my eyes as if to peer through the raindrops.

Emily sighed. “That’s why I called. I’m a little scared. When will you be home?”

“I have an errand to run, then I should be there… an hour or two tops,” I replied.

Really, I should have been driving home to tell her what happened at the doctor. Yet here I was, driving to do a job to earn a handful of cash when what I really needed was a swimming pool full of hundred-dollar bills to help Emily after I was gone.

I was probably the worst sister in the world, but unfortunately for Emily, I was all she had. Our older brother moved out when we were young because he couldn’t take it any longer. He’d been the one to clean up after my father — piles of beer bottles, trash strewn about the house, and changing and bathing him when he urinated on himself. It was a burden. One that Hudson was too young to carry, so he bolted.

What he hadn’t considered — or maybe he had — was that it meant I would have to do everything on my own. I was the one who had to be there while our father fell apart while also trying to take care of the house, Emily, and myself at an age that was much too young. It wasn’t long before I, too, couldn’t take it, but I didn’t leave Emily behind.

After I met Logan Anders, he convinced me that the best thing for Dad would be to leave. So I took Emily, got an apartment in the city, and left my father to figure out his shit… or die.

He never figured out his shit. And as far as I know, he’s still kicking.

Shortly after I left home, Logan and I decided to get married. He convinced me he would take care of us — all of us — and I was stupid enough to believe him. The truth was he wanted to get married, so if he got busted for his illegal activities, I couldn’t talk. I never saw it coming that he would turn me into a criminal too.

A secret I would keep from Emily for as long as possible. Maybe I’d take it to my grave. I kept so much from her, which was part of the reason I was a terrible sister.

I understood, though, why Hudson left us, but I wouldn’t ever be able to forgive him for doing it. Leaving Emily and me, his two younger sisters, behind to fend for themselves and take care of Dad was utterly unforgivable.

Hudson abandoned us, just like Mom had. If they wanted a life without us, then that’s what they get.

I never tried to reach out to Hudson. In fact, I no longer even considered him family. If anyone ever asked if I had siblings, I only said I had a younger sister. Hudson lost the privilege of being called my brother the second he stepped out the front door of my dad’s house with only his backpack.

I would do what I could for Emily because she still had a chance at a normal life. She wasn’t screwed like I was. Because of my past, I’d eventually rot in a prison cell until I was six feet under.

Emily, though, she deserved a shot at happiness. If anyone deserved a normal life, it was my sweet, compassionate, kind, and stunningly gorgeous little sister. One day I would see that she would have that white house with a picket fence, a loving husband who took care of her, two children, and a dog that loved to play in the backyard. One day, Emily would get the life she often dreamed of, and I would do whatever I could to help her get it.

I pulled to a stop at the curb across from Shadow’s hideout — an inconspicuous house with peeling paint and a lawn of dead grass. My fingers threaded through my hair as I flipped down the visor to check myself in the mirror.

Drawing closer, I peered at my sad reflection. My light brown hair, adorned with subtle crimson highlights, cascaded in untamed waves over my shoulders, which I wouldn’t be able to do much about without a shower and a brush. The gloss I’d applied earlier seemed to have stained my lips a deep, rosy pink, which stuck out brightly against my skin’s fading sun-kissed tan.

Within the depths of my light brown eyes, there was a profound melancholy that I was certain everyone could see, even though I tried to hide it deep within. As I stared at myself, I wasn’t even sure who the person I was looking at was. It had to be me, but at the same time, it felt as though I was staring at a stranger.

The rain lashed the car windows like a cascade of liquid diamonds, each droplet a glinting jewel in the storm’s onslaught. I cut the engine and cracked the door, letting the bitterly cold air into the car.

Stepping out into the chaos, I felt the droplets sting against my skin as a shiver rippled down my spine. With a breath, I bolted across the street and up to the front door of Shadow’s house. Before I could knock, the front door was yanked open.

One of Shadow’s henchmen glared at me before slowly looking me up and down. His eyes stopped on the front of my wet t-shirt. “Took you long enough. Shadow is waiting.”


THREE


I groaned as I pushed past the man who was at least twice my size. He was always at the house, but I hadn’t ever bothered to learn his name because, well, I didn’t care. But also, in Shadow’s world, a lot of people didn’t have names, and there were plenty of times I wished mine hadn’t been known.

Every time I came to Shadow’s place of business, I told myself it was the last time. Sadly, that was yet to be true.

Shadow crossed his leg widely over the other, grinning as he saw me approach. “Ah, it’s about time, love.”

“Where am I going this time?” I asked, placing my hands on my hips.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared out of my mind being surrounded by a group of large men, all gawking at me, the only woman in the room. By the looks on their faces, I’d guess they didn’t see a lot of women day in and day out.

Shadow couldn’t have been a day over forty-five. His seemingly mild and unassuming appearance was a brilliant disguise that concealed his life steeped in crime. If anyone crossed paths with him on the street, they never would guess what kind of nefarious dealings he was involved in. Most people would assume he had some sort of tech-savvy desk job rather than a criminal mastermind.

His midnight black hair with well-groomed curls framed his impeccably shaven face. Thick-framed glasses gave him an added undeserved layer of sophistication that seemed both unexpected and unearned.

As he directed his hazel eyes toward me, they held not just a sharp intelligence but a glint of mystery that sent warning shivers down my spine. The unspoken secrets behind his eyes were enough to make my skin crawl. He wore jeans and a snug black Danzig T-shirt that clung to his biceps.

The smile he wore was disarmingly charming, at least it would have been to someone who didn’t know what kind of things he was involved in. For me, though, it turned my stomach.

“Nothing unusual. Just a simple drop,” Shadow said, steepling his fingers. “You’ve done it a million times.”

“Great,” I said, rubbing my palms together. “Then let’s get this show on the road.”

Shadow cocked his head. “What’s the rush, love? Got somewhere you need to be?”

“Just ready to go home and get out of this weather,” I said, glancing toward the window even though the curtain was closed.

A beefy man was in the chair next to the window with a band wrapped around his upper arm and a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. His head dropped back, and he sighed as something fell to the floor beside him.

“Eyes on me, love,” Shadow said.

I cleared my throat. “Anyway, the stuff?”

“Let’s chat. We never really do that anymore,” Shadow said, leaning forward in his chair. “I saw Logan today.”

Talking wasn’t something Shadow, and I ever did. It was getting the job, the details, and the work done before I chickened out.

“How unfortunate for you,” I replied, biting my cheek and wincing at the metallic taste that filled my mouth. Logan was one of the last things I wanted to talk about… ever.

“His new girlfriend is as hot as fuck,” Shadow said, biting down on his knuckle. “She was hard to resist. Almost commandeered her for myself.”

“How nice for him,” I said, tapping my foot on the floor.

Shadow’s laughter echoed through the room, a low, knowing sound that seemed to dance on the edge of mischief. He was intentionally trying to make me uncomfortable for his own amusement.

“I really need to get to work here, Shadow,” I said, twisting my fingers as my eyes shifted around the room. Every eye seemed to be set on me.

“Well, since I’m the boss here, I’ll tell you when you need to work,” Shadow said, leaning back. “I could always get someone else to do it.”

“Sasquatch or Mr. Extremely High?” I asked, raising a brow.

Shadow laughed. “You got me there. Still, I’d watch your tone if I were you.”

Shadow got to his feet, curling his finger for me to follow. I matched his steps, stopping in the kitchen where bags, rolls, and bricks were stacked and thoroughly organized, not to mention well-guarded by several armed men.

My throat dried as it always did upon entering the kitchen. Being so close to guns wasn’t something I enjoyed or would ever get used to. These men were unpredictable and dangerous. If they wanted to kill me, they could and would, and Emily would never have a clue what happened to me.

Shadow turned abruptly and looked directly into my eyes. “Apologize.”

“For?”

“I don’t like it when you talk to me like that in front of my employees,” Shadow said, pressing his lips together into a thin line. “They might get the wrong idea as to who is really in charge here. I need their respect and yours to keep this organization running smoothly.”

“I don’t think they care what I have to say,” I said, wiping my sweaty palms on the sides of my pants.

Shadow drew in a deep breath and took an intimidating step closer to me. He was less than an inch away, and my heart pounded hard against my chest.

“Apologize.” His voice was deep and demanding. “I can and will ruin you.” He dragged his finger along my collarbone. “We wouldn’t want things to get out of hand here, would we?”

“Definitely not. Please accept my sincerest apology,” I said, swallowing hard. “It will not happen again.”

Shadow clapped his hands together. “You are forgiven. I also want my employees to know I’m a kind, generous, and forgiving man.”

And completely insane. I glanced around to make sure the words hadn’t slipped out from between my lips and had stayed inside my brain. I suppose if I had said it out loud, I’d already be dead.

Shadow picked up two bricks and placed them into a plastic shopping bag. “Take these and don’t get caught with them, okay?”

“I’ll do my best,” I said.

“If you do get caught, what will you do?” Shadow asked, dragging his thumb across his bottom lip.

It was a question he asked every time I did a job for him. “I tell the police it’s mine.”

“And when they don’t believe you?” Shadow shook his head. “This is a lot more than usual, but I think you’re ready for this.”

I exhaled. “I don’t know you. You don’t have anything to worry about. I will take responsibility no matter what.”

“Excellent,” Shadow said, his eyes fixed on mine. “Do well, and I’ll give you a bonus.”

“Location?” I asked.

He pressed a folded piece of paper against my palm. “Do not let them short you. Count it before you leave. They are known for trying to pull one over on me. You are armed, yes?”

“Of course,” I lied. “What kind of idiot would get into this line of work and not be armed?”

I’m the idiot. It’s me.

“Come back with every single penny,” Shadow said, placing his thumb on my chin, turning my face to force me to look into his eyes. “I’d hate for anything to happen to this beautiful face.”

“Not as much as I would.”

Shadow chuckled. “I like you. I really do. You’re the kind of girl I could bring home to meet my mother.”

“I should get to work before the storm gets any worse,” I said, taking a step back. “I’ll be back with your money as soon as possible.”

“I look forward to your speedy return,” Shadow said, gesturing toward the door. “Need me to walk you out, love?”

I shook my head. “I know the way.”

“Logan was a fool to let you go,” Shadow said as I walked toward the front door. Shivers rattled my spine as I tried to keep each step cool, calm, and collected. I really needed to get out of the business before I ended up actually having to meet Shadow’s parents.

My breaths were shallow as I walked across the front lawn, relieved by the cool drops of water washing down over me. After every single encounter with Shadow, I felt as though I needed a shower, so the rain was quite welcome.

I didn’t dare glance back toward the house, but I could feel at least one pair of eyes on me. It wouldn’t surprise me if at least one of Shadow’s men followed me to make sure I didn’t keep the stuff for myself.

Idiots.

My hands shook as I stuffed the plastic bag under the passenger seat. As I placed the key in the ignition, I scanned the area, carefully studying each and every parked car to make sure none of them were occupied by an undercover police officer. Of course, Shadow paid many of them well enough to keep them away from his street. Still, it was quite possible that there was at least one officer he hadn’t paid off that could cause me problems.

I drew in a deep breath as I pulled away from the curb. In the rear-view mirror, I watched as a black car with tinted windows pulled up to a stop sign.

My heart raced as they sped up to my rear bumper. “Well, shit.”


FOUR


My hands trembled on the steering wheel as I weaved through the empty streets. Everyone was in their home, hiding from the storm, but also because it wasn’t the safest place in the city to be.

The sounds of the pursing engine roared behind me as I made a cautious left turn away from Shadow’s home. They stayed close to the bumper, never falling more than a few feet behind my car.

I should have gone back to Shadow’s home.

I should have parked in his driveway and run inside.

He would have hated the fact that I led them back to his place, but I would have been in less danger. His men could have protected me with their weapons. Or I could have ended up in the middle of a massive shootout.

I had absolutely no way to protect myself or Shadow’s precious package hidden under the seat. And I would have wagered that the people following me likely had an inkling as to what I was carrying.

The streetlights flickered as I continued down the street without changing anything about my driving. I held the same speed with my hands at ten and two as my eyes darted around the area.

I wasn’t going to do anything that might alert them to the fact I knew I was being followed. Instead, I reached over and pulled up Shadow’s number — ready to call should anything happen. He wouldn’t do anything to help, but at least he’d get the word to my sister if something were to happen to me. At least, I assumed he would after he retrieved his package from whoever was behind me.

My heart thudded as I stole a glance into the rearview mirror. The front window of the car was tinted so dark that I couldn’t even make out how many people were in the car.

The car stayed on my back bumper, leaving only a few feet between the cars. If I would have slammed on my brakes, they would definitely ram into the back end of my car, and it didn’t seem at all if they cared that could happen.

Fear tightened its grip on my chest, causing each breath to come in shallow gasps. “It’s okay, Nora. You’ve got this under control.”

They didn’t want me. They wanted the package, but knowing that didn’t provide me any relief.

My eyes flicked to the dash as the little ding alerted me that I was running low on fuel. I had thirty miles until empty, which gave me time to figure out what the hell I was going to do. Perhaps stopping at a gas station would help. There would be people around, but I didn’t want to even get out of the car. In this part of the city, they could grab me, shove me in the car, and everyone would look the other way.

For the first time ever, I actually hoped that Shadow had really sent someone to follow me to make sure I did the job to his standards. Sadly, as far as I could tell, there was no one else around.

Suddenly, from above, a deafening noise cut through the air, drowning out the sounds of the storm and the rumbling engine behind me. The sound wasn’t like anything I’d ever heard before… it was as though the sky was a soda can and was being crushed slowly by hand.

At the next stoplight, I squinted out of the rain-covered windshield toward the sky. My eyes widened as a brilliant, massive light pierced through the thick storm clouds, revealing what appeared to be a massive chunk of metal moving at a snail’s pace through the clouds.

“What the hell is that?” I mumbled in the near silence of my car.

It was far too big to be an airplane and hanging far too low in the sky. It had what appeared to be a sleek, metallic surface that shimmered ominously with each flash and flicker of lightning, which I was no longer sure came from the storm.

As the sounds from the metal monstrosity intensified, panic set in. There wasn’t anyone around except for whoever was following me.

Before the light could turn green, a spark flew out from a wire, and the lights turned off completely. My car sputtered for a brief moment before the engine turned off.

“No, no, no,” I muttered as I repeatedly turned the key.

The air crackled with a hair-raising energy. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something far worse than the car behind me was about to happen.

I grabbed my phone to call Emily, but the screen remained dark no matter how many times I pressed the button to turn it on. Even if it had sprung to life, I wasn’t even sure what I would have told her about what was happening.

The car behind me unleashed a sudden sharp squeak as the driver’s side door swung open. The seconds that followed felt like an eternity before the passenger door also creaked wide, but no one stepped out of the car.

A surge of urgency gripped me, and my mind raced through desperate scenarios. Should I seize the package and bolt, risking everything in a mad dash for my life? Or should I abandon the package and the car, leaving it behind like a ticking time bomb as I sprinted into the unknown?

My pulse quickened, and sweat trickled down the back of my neck. If only I could know if my chances were better with the strangers in the car or with Shadow after losing his precious package.

“Son of a bitch,” I muttered as I brushed my fingertips across my forehead.

I wouldn’t be in this stupid position if my ex hadn’t taken all of my earnings after the divorce. He knew there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it because of how the money was earned. If I had put up a fight, he would have made sure I went to prison, and he knew how important it was for me to be there for Emily. If he knew I was still working for Shadow, not only would he destroy my life and Emily’s, he’d kill me.

My fingertips numbed as I gripped the phone, foolishly waiting for it to work. It felt like my breath was stuck at the back of my throat as the sky grew darker and the noises above grew louder.

Two figures emerged from the car, one at a time, looking up toward the sky. The passenger stumbled as he walked toward the sidewalk, staring up as he frantically gestured at the metal boat sailing through the clouds.

“What the fuck is that?” he bellowed, the air carrying his frantic words into my car.

Fear etched itself into both of the men’s faces as the driver pointed at my car. “Get her already, would you?”

“And do what?” the other guy screeched before racing down the sidewalk away from the unworking cars.

“Jesus, Pete!” the driver shouted over his shoulder.

At the house to my right, a woman stepped out, draped in a pink bathrobe that hung loosely around her naked body. She looked at the man behind me, then me, before shifting her scrutinizing gaze to the sky. She vehemently shook her head before abruptly retreating into her home, closing the front door with an echoing thud. The curtains at the front of the house closed in deliberate succession.

Frantically, I twisted the key in the ignition, desperation clawing at my chest as the car remained silent. I needed to get away from the man standing on the road, even though his attention was directed at the sky.

My car was dead.

My phone was dead.

And if I didn’t get out of there, I, too, would be dead.

The loud, grinding metallic sounds overhead made it hard to think about anything other than the giant hunk of metal hanging in the clouds. What was it? What was happening?

I peeked into the mirror as the man’s face stretched to release a horrified scream that vibrated with absolute dread. My heart hammered in my chest so loudly it echoed in my ears and shook my entire body.

My eyes moved to follow his gaze to the silver oval object the size of a small car as it zipped through the air over us. Rain poured down as lights flashed and flickered in the sky.

Abruptly, the flying machine stopped and projected a dot of light that landed on the man’s forehead. He clawed at his face as if he could feel it on his skin.

I sat frozen in my car, sinking in the seat as the man stood like a pawn on a chessboard. Nauseating bile rose to the back of my throat as the whirring sounds from the object filled the air as it circled both cars.

With deadly precision, the machine shot a beam of light at the man. He convulsed in spasms, a grotesque dance of pain and agony before he collapsed to the ground with a heavy thud onto the unforgiving pavement.

The air hummed with tension as I dropped lower in my seat, covering my mouth with both so as not to let out even the smallest sound between my lips. I dared a quick glance upward at the metal machine still looming above.

Every muscle in my body tensed painfully when the beam pointed at my car.
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I couldn’t move to try my phone again. Helplessness clung to me as I remained absolutely still, silently begging for the flying thing to leave.

The man behind me in the street was writhing in agony as he clutched his chest. Even if I wanted to, there wasn’t anything I could do to help him without risking my own life. I still had no idea why they were even following me, but that didn’t seem like my biggest problem at the moment.

There were no sounds of traffic that I could hear close by or even in the distance, but there were plenty of far-off screams and cries for help coming from every direction. All I could do was slink down further into the seat, doing my best to become invisible.

Torrential rain cascaded down, coating the car in a thick blanket of raindrops, my only shield from the flying object. The streets were alarmingly empty, amplifying the disquieting isolation I was feeling.

Even if I got away, where would I go? They were everywhere, and they could take a man out with a single beam of light. I didn’t stand a chance.

I hated to think the word that popped into my mind to describe the things in the sky, but I knew what I was seeing wasn’t man-made. It was something else from somewhere far, far away — something not from Earth.

Still, I didn’t want to say the word.

A symphony of electric discord exploded as the smaller craft darted away with a piercing, computerized whir, leaving me cowering in the car, paralyzed and helpless. With my phone dead, there was no way to call for help… no way to let Emily know I was going to be even later than I initially thought. That was if I could make it home at all.

Trapped in my icy car, a frigid panic took hold of me as my breaths quickened and my body trembled. Where could I go? What could I do? How in the hell was I going to get back to Emily without getting laser-beamed by one of the flying ships roaming about?

I was trapped.

I tensed as the mothership emitted a guttural groan as it parked just inside one of the thick, putrid sea-green storm clouds. Most of the colossal craft was hidden from view, but I could see enough to know I wasn’t dreaming. The alien ship in the sky was not some weird hallucination, no matter how badly I wanted it to be one.

The behemoth ship overhead had cast an oppressive shadow, extinguishing every bit of daylight that was trying to push past the storm. My surroundings plunged into a dusk-like darkness as lights flashed and flickered overhead, with the metallic sounds of gears and fans buzzing and humming.

I was completely lost as the rain pattered against the car’s roof. A sharp knock at the window jolted me upright, and my hand clenched into tight, defensive fists.

“Hey!” the slender, robed woman said, tapping her knuckles on the passenger window. She waved at me, her hand flapping like a bird in a windstorm.

The young woman’s eyes darted around as her robe swung from side to side in the wind, revealing her silky skin and perfect figure. There wasn’t anyone around to see her showing her nakedness, but even if they had been, it seemed as though she wouldn’t have cared. At least not at the moment.

“Hurry!” she said, curling her thin finger at me. “Come inside before they come back.”

As our eyes met through the rain-streaked glass, I gave her a single nod. Swiftly, I grabbed my phone and my car keys but left Shadow’s obvious package tucked under the seat.

I manually locked the car doors, the metallic click reverberated like a gunshot in the charged atmosphere. Without hesitation, I jogged after her with fear surging through my veins, propelling me forward with urgency.

“Thank you so much,” I said between breaths as she locked the door behind us. “I had no idea what I was going to do.”

She pressed both hands against the door, working to catch her breath before taking a cautious step backward. Her eyes were glued to me as she tied her robe closed.

“I’m Terrah,” she said, swallowing hard.

“Nora,” I said, glancing at my phone. I pressed the button, but as I expected, nothing happened. “Do you know what’s going on out there?”

She shook her head as she hugged herself. “Not really, but I have a pretty wild guess, and I’m afraid if I said it out loud, you’d think I was a lunatic.”

“Same,” I replied.

“Unfortunately, nothing works. I tried my phone, the TV, the radio, and my car wouldn’t start either,” Terrah said, pressing her lips together. “I saw that thing take down that man behind you.” She hesitated as she peered into my eyes. “Did you know him?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“I think… I think he’s dead,” she said, stepping up to the window, slightly pulling the curtain back. “That… that thing in the sky… it… um⁠—”

“Yeah,” I said, wrapping my arms around my wet, shivering body.

Her eyes lingered on me for a long moment. “Oh! How rude of me. Let me get you a towel to dry off.”

“Thanks,” I said, forcing a smile as my teeth chattered.

“I have several clean towels folded on the table. I was about to take a shower to get ready for a very important appointment,” she said, waving her hands in frustration. “Then all this happened.”

I watched as she strode to the table, snatching two worn, tattered towels. She turned, offering me a strained smile, before handing me the towels.

Terrah was on the younger side, if I had to guess, maybe in her late twenties. She was strikingly beautiful, with an ethereal, Elven-like quality to her features.

Her hair cascaded in untamed waves just above her shoulders. She’d bleached her hair to the point where it was nearly white, except for the ends that had a faded pink color that would be gone in a few more washes.

Terrah’s tanned skin glowed as if she’d just gotten back from a two-week vacation in the Bahamas. Her captivating cat-like eyes curled up at the ends, along with her alluring, full lips.

“What?” she asked, narrowing her eyes when she noticed I was staring at her.

“Nothing. Just thank you,” I said, taking the towels from her.

“Don’t thank me,” she said, looking down toward the floor. “I didn’t do anything special.”

I cocked my head to the side. “You didn’t know me and still allowed me into your home.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t know if that thing was going to come back for you,” Terrah said, frowning. “I didn’t want to see another person get zapped or whatever.” Terrah shifted her weight as she rubbed the back of her neck. “Be straight with me, I don’t need to worry about having you in my home, do I? I realize this isn’t the safest part of the city, and usually, the only people who hang around here are up to something. This place is all I have.”

I shook my head as my eyes widened. “I just want to get out of your hair and back home to my sister.”

“Okay,” Terrah said, forcing an unreadable smile.

A non-answer answer was always the best way to go when asked about my character. It wasn’t like I was the type of criminal that would do harm to another person. Unless, of course, it was in self-defense.

“After that thing left, I ran to you, but basically, I’m a coward. If they hadn’t left, I hate to say what might have happened. Letting you stay here for a bit is the least I can do,” Terrah said with a heavy sigh. “I should have done something more than maybe that man wouldn’t be lying in the street dead.”

She had no idea that she and the alien ship had potentially saved my life. And I had no idea what that guy wanted from me, and luckily, I wouldn’t ever find out.

“I would have done the same thing. In fact, I did,” I said, rubbing the towel over my hair. “I hid in my car. That thing would have killed you if you had tried to help. I’m almost certain you did the right thing.”

“Well, I appreciate that, but I feel like a shitty person nonetheless,” Terrah said, crossing her arms in front of her chest. She looked down at herself and shook her head. “Guess I should put some clothes on. God only knows what might happen next.”

Terrah started toward one of the few doors in her small, cozy home. Abruptly, she stopped, glancing toward the window at the front of the house as the air filled with an electrifying computerized hum.

A chill shuddered through me as our eyes locked. Neither of us dared to breathe too deeply as the house vibrated from the sounds of the small ships moving over the house.

The second the floor started to shake, Terrah dashed to me, grabbed my hand, and pulled me away from the front of the house. She violently thrust a door open and pulled me down a narrow staircase into a tiny basement with dirt floors. She pressed her hand to her chest as she yanked me down behind a rusted washing machine.

“What is going on out there?” I whispered into the creepy basement, forcing myself not to think about what might be crawling around in the dirt. There had to be insects for sure, but if there were worms, snakes, millipedes, or other slithery things, I didn’t want to know. Odds were, my chances with the creepy crawlies were better than with whatever it was zooming around outside of Terrah’s house.

Terrah bit down on her lip, moving her head slowly from side to side as she dug her nails into my arm. “I don’t even want to guess.”

“This is crazy. This is so fucking crazy,” I mumbled, trying to make myself smaller.

“It really is,” she said in a voice softer than a duckling feather.

I pressed my lips together into a stressful thin line as I stared at the ceiling. “Are we safe down here?”

“I’m not sure, but what I can tell you is that I usually hate coming down here. In fact, I only come down here twice a week to do my laundry, but right now, there is nowhere else I’d rather be,” Terrah said, meeting my gaze. “This is so insane, though, right? I mean, this can’t be real, can it?”

My lips wouldn’t move. I couldn’t form the words I wanted. I wanted to tell her that it all had to be some weird, crazy dream that we were both having and that we’d wake up soon. But I didn’t believe that to be the case. It all felt far too real.

“Those things…,” Terrah said, sucking in a breath. “They… they were… I don’t think they are from this world.”

“We don’t have to talk about it,” I said, swallowing hard. “But there was a really big mothership hidden in the clouds.”

I clenched my fists to stop them from shaking. Terrah’s fingertips dug deeper into my flesh as she blinked repeatedly.

“Mothership?” she said as if she’d never said the word before.

“It was so big.” The words spilled from my mouth before I could stop them.

We both stilled. It sounded like a marching band with only percussive instruments was passing by. Terrah shivered as she covered her mouth with both hands.


SIX


“Are they leaving?” Terrah asked, her barely audible voice quivering.

I shook my head, my eyes narrowing as I focused on the sounds. “It sounds like their numbers are increasing.”

“This isn’t good, is it?” Terrah asked, her voice revealing she already had an inkling as to what my answer would be.

I pressed both hands to my face, trying to ignore the desperate urgency rising within me. “I really just need to get back to my sister. She depends on me.”

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-two.”

Terrah’s brows raised. “I would have guessed younger based on how worried you seem.”

“She has some health issues. Emily just really depends on me,” I said, pressing a finger to the spot between my eyes.

“Sorry,” Terrah said, releasing a short breath filled with rising concern. “Where does she live?”

“We live in a small apartment complex on the east side,” I said, watching her to see how she’d react to where I lived.

Terrah’s shoulder dropped. “Oh. A much safer part of town than here. What were you doing in this neighborhood? No one comes around here unless they have to.”

“Passing through,” I said, working to ignore the sourness that rose to the back of my throat.

“You should find a new route.”

“I definitely will from now on.”

Terrah hugged herself as the mechanical noises outside vibrated the basement walls. “Anywhere is probably safer than where we are right now.”

“I’m not sure about that. The mothership was incredibly massive. It was hovering over the entire city. Miles and miles and miles long, blocking out the sun and hiding inside the weird storm clouds,” I said, sighing as I twisted my fingers together.

“At least she’s inside the apartment.” Terrah forced a shaky smile.

“She’s probably freaking out. Losing her mind with everything and not knowing where I am and what’s going on.”

Terrah met my gaze. “Who isn’t?”

“True.” I drew in a deep breath, attempting to calm my nerves — an impossible task, no doubt. “I wish there was a way to reach her to let her know I’m okay and will get back home as soon as I possibly can.”

“It seems like they don’t want us to be able to communicate,” Terrah said, biting her lip. “That’s why they caused the EMP or whatever it is that’s making cars, phones, and everything else useless. They want us to be stuck, unable to fight back or find help. It’s like they planned this attack.”

“Maybe,” I said, my head bobbing. “Which also means they are definitely not friendly.”

“Definitely not,” Terrah agreed. “But what do they want from us?”

“I can’t even venture a guess,” I muttered.

The mechanical, computerized noises persisted, time stretching endlessly as we waited for them to stop. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but I knew it would have been more than long enough to put Emily into a panic. She didn’t even like it when I took more than twenty minutes to respond to a text message.

My body shuddered when Terrah broke the silence.

“I don’t want to be stuck down here when it gets dark,” she said, grimacing. “It gets really scary down here. We’ll never find the stairs without a flashlight.”

“It’s not like we can stay down here forever anyway. There’s no food or water. Eventually, we have to brave going upstairs,” I said, chewing the inside of my cheek. “Do you have a flashlight or maybe a candle?”

Terrah tapped her finger to her chin. “I definitely have some old candles upstairs. But I don’t think we should go up there.”

“I’ll do it. Tell me where to look,” I said, brushing my hands together as if I had just finished digging a six-foot hole in the ground.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Nora,” she said, wrapping her arms tighter around herself.

I crossed my arms. “You can stay down here. I’ll carefully check out the situation.”

“Braving it could get us killed,” Terrah said, her eyes shifting as they darkened. “Like that man in the street. I hate this. I don’t want to die. There is so much more I want to do with my life.”

I cocked my head. “Like what?”

Terrah threw a hand in the air, a bitter laugh escaping from her lips. “Have you seen this place? I’d been working my ass off to move out of this part of the city. I rent this piece of shit. I want a mansion or even a nice two-story home. Who am I kidding? I’d be plenty happy in any house in a safer location. I live in fear of getting hit by a random bullet or drive-by shootings, but hell, maybe that’s all better than what’s happening outside right now.”

“I think the noises stopped,” I said, gesturing toward the stairs. “Should I take a peek?”

“I won’t stop you,” Terrah said, clasping her hands together. “But if you get captured, don’t tell them I’m down here.”

I rose to my feet, taking in a deep breath that filled my lungs. “I don’t think they were bothering to ask questions before beaming the life out of people.”

“Thanks for the reminder,” Terrah mumbled.

My legs felt weak as I walked toward the stairs, fear, hunger, and uncertainty swirling in my stomach. None of it mattered, though… I had to pretend I was okay. I couldn’t stand to think about what would happen to Emily if I didn’t make it back to her.

Of course, if anything happened to me, I’d never know, but still, I had to do everything in my power to get to her. I’d been the one who had been there for her all her life, and I wasn’t about to give up now.

I placed my foot on the first step, hesitating after the seemingly loud creak. As I continued upward, every step resonated like a heartbeat echoing in the silence. The air felt charged with danger that prickled my skin.

My eyes darted over my shoulder, settling on Terrah. Her eyes were filled with fear as her hands pressed down on her thighs. Her lips were moving, whispering words I couldn’t hear.

At the top of the stairs, I pressed my ear to the locked door, straining to hear any hint of what might be waiting for me on the other side. The only thing I heard was a distant metallic, otherworldly hum, which sent a shiver down my spine.

They were still out there, but it seemed as though, for now, they had moved on. I could bring Terrah a candle, blanket, food, and some water before striking out to get back to Emily. I couldn’t stay here even though I was terrified to venture into the streets when I didn’t have a phone or a car or anything to help me. But she had let me inside instead of leaving me in my car to die. I owed Terrah, and I wasn’t going to abandon her in the basement like a frightened kitten who’d just been chased by a hungry Rottweiler.

I placed my hand on the knob and opened the door slowly, exhaling when nothing jumped out at me, causing me to tumble down the stairs to my death. My steps were slow and carefully calculated.

My heart thudded wildly as I approached the front window and pulled back the curtain. “Holy shit.”
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Peering through the front window, my eyes struggled to understand the enormity of the devastation that surrounded Terrah’s house. It appeared as though a tornado had ripped through the neighborhood, but I knew that wasn’t what had happened.

The house across the street was shattered into a chaotic mosaic of wooden beams, fragments of brick, and torn drywall strewn across the lawn. Among the wreckage, my car was nothing more than a flattened metal pancake.

The street lights were twisted, gnarled metal skeletons contorted into eerie sculptures. Tendrils of smoke elegantly woven towards the sky, rising from the random debris piles scattered among the few remaining houses.

A surreal silence lingered, broken only by the distant clunks and clacks that echoed from something moving nearby. My head swiveled desperately trying to find the elusive source of the sounds, but I couldn’t see anything from where I stood.

The roaming ships with the beams were gone, but the mothership hovered veiled within the stormy clouds. I took a step back and took several breaths before cautiously walking to the top of the stairs.

“I think they’re gone,” I said, my voice shaking with uncertainty.

“You think, or you know?” Terrah replied in a soft, whispery voice.

My hands moved together as if I were washing them. “Pretty sure they’re gone. At least for now.”

After a brief moment, she stepped into view, her face etched with worry. She held my gaze before sucking in a breath and ascending the stairs.

“It’s not good,” I said, attempting to prepare her for the destruction outside her home.

She clutched my arm when she got to the top of the stairs. “It feels like my legs are about to give out.”

I nodded as my stomach churned. If Terrah hadn’t taken me in, I would have been squashed inside my car.

“My car was destroyed,” I said, taking small steps with her toward the front window. It was like she wanted to see what had happened outside, but her reluctance to actually see slowed her pace.

She drew in a breath, her shoulders rising with the intense inhale. “Well, it wasn’t working anyway.”

“You’re not wrong,” I mumbled as I watched her peer out between the slightly parted curtains. She brought both hands to her face, pressing them against her cheeks as the color vanished from her face.

“What is that sound?” she asked, shooting me a glance over her shoulder.

“I’m not sure. I’ll have to look out the front door,” I said, swallowing hard.

Her head moved rapidly from side to side. “I’m not sure you should do that.”

“I have to get back to Emily, and it’s going to be a long walk across town. I need to know what’s out there.” My hands pressed against my stomach, attempting to stop the violent spinning deep inside me.

“Let me get dressed before you look,” Terrah said, stepping away from the window. “If I’m going to die, I should at least be dressed.”

Terrah was only gone for a few moments before returning donned in a snug pink t-shirt and worn jeans. It was only mildly surprising she bothered to apply a little makeup, which she certainly didn’t need.

“Eyeliner?” I asked, arching a brow.

“Why not?” She retorted with a quick shrug. Terrah released a long sigh as she gestured at the door. “Whenever you’re ready.”

My nerves coiled like tightly wound springs as I crept toward the front door. Each step echoed in the unsettling silence of Terrah’s house. With a deep breath, I twisted the knob and slowly pulled open the front door just enough to look down the street toward the noises.

A block away, a grotesque, robotic, bug-like creature as big as a school bus was meticulously dismantling one of the few remaining houses. I stood paralyzed, ensnared by the nightmarish sounds of its destructive work.

“What’s happening?” Terrah asked, her voice laced with urgency.

Retreating with a horrific sense of dread, I hastily and soundlessly closed the door. Every fiber of my being tensed as I fumbled to lock the unfamiliar door.

“Oh my God, Nora, what did you see?” Terrah asked, her voice strained.

My mouth refused to work. I couldn’t remember how to move my lips to explain the massive insect alien that I wasn’t even sure I’d really seen.

But I had.

The unsettling, distant sounds of the insect-like creature persisted, a relentless reminder that what I’d seen out there had actually been real. How could I explain to Terrah that I’d seen a massive alien bug working on tearing down one of the few remaining houses on her street?

The colossal alien insect was like something from a nightmare. Its exoskeleton was an obsidian black shield, shimmering with an otherworldly iridescence. Towering like a bus, its jagged biomechanical limbs moved with precision.

Its pincers looked razor-sharp even at my distance, like daggers, as they tore through the siding of the house. I’d only taken a quick look, but it was long enough to know it wouldn’t be long before the monster destroyed the house, along with whoever might be inside, before moving on to the next.

Terrah and I exchanged a wary glance. My mouth finally decided to work. “We can’t stay here.”

“Tell me what you saw, Nora!” she demanded, as her eyes bore into me with fierce desperation.

“It was like a massive bug… like an ant or a beetle or something, just slowly taking apart your neighbor’s house piece by piece,” I replied, my mouth growing dryer with each word.

“Which house?” she asked.

My nose wrinkled, along with my furrowed brow. “Does it matter?”

“I suppose not,” she replied, releasing a heavy sigh. “There are a few people around here that I don’t hate. They are just in unfortunate situations, you know? I hate to think about what might have happened to them.”

“I get it, but if we’re not smart, it’s going to happen to us, too,” I said, knowingly bobbing my head. Unfortunate situations were something I understood all too well, not that I cared to share that with Terrah at the moment.

I stood there looking at my foot as it rapidly tapped against the floor. It wasn’t going to be easy to get back to Emily, but I knew it was something I was going to have to do, and somehow, I was going to have to convince Terrah to join me.

“My apartment is several miles away, but I think you should come with me,” I said, chewing a jagged nail.

“Oh, I don’t know about that. Like, I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but it doesn’t look very safe out there,” Terrah said, looking around her living room. “This is my home, you know? I can just hide in the basement until help arrives.”

I cocked my head to the side. “I’m not sure help is coming.”

“Like the army or air force or whatever will do something eventually, won’t they?” Terrah asked, swallowing hard.

Terror clung to the air like a suffocating fog. “I wouldn’t count on it. Even if there is anything they can do, this will be the last place they come to look for survivors.”

“Hmm,” Terrah said, frowning.

“That thing down the road will get here before help does,” I said, pressing my lips together as I inhaled deeply. “Look, I don’t know what you should do, but either way, I have to go.”

Terrah crossed her arms, fear flickering in her eyes. “Those flying ships will zap us as we run through the streets. That is if the giant bugs don’t get us first. How many did you see?”

“One,” I replied instantly. “But based on the surrounding houses and the sounds we heard, I think there were others.”

“This is awful.”

“Look around. I don’t think your house will be standing for much longer,” I said, my voice shaky with uncertainty. “I can’t tell you what to do.”

Terrah’s bobbing head was a reluctant surrender. “Die in my gross basement, or die in the streets. What a choice I have to make.”

“There is a chance that if we’re careful, we’ll make it to my apartment,” I said, squaring my shoulders.

“What makes you think your apartment building is still standing?” Terrah asked with a bitter edge to her voice.

“I don’t know if it will be, but it is further from the mothership. Here, it seems like we’re in the middle of it all.” Sourness clawed its way up the back of my throat.

Terrah scoffed. “That ship covers most of the city.”

My eyes fixed on Terrah, her contemplative gaze flickering between the decimated surroundings and the uncertain promise of escape. The weight of the decision hung between us, and every passing second felt like an eternity.

Terrah’s features shifted with the sound of a distant heavy thud that shook the floor. “Fine. I suppose it doesn’t really matter where I die. Let me pack a bag.”
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I shadowed Terrah to the closet, where she yanked out a black backpack, violently spilling wrinkled old clothes onto her sofa. The air was charged with an urgency as she moved into the kitchen, forcefully flinging open the cabinets one by one.

Terrah tossed essentials into the bag with ruthless efficiency — a flashlight, a box of granola bars, a large bag of gummy bears, and a single oversized water bottle from the top shelf of her fridge. Her next stop was the bathroom, where she aggressively stuffed her last two rolls of toilet paper and a box of tissues into the pack before opening the front pocket and throwing in a box of feminine products.

“Almost ready,” she announced, striding into her bedroom to toss in a change of clothing. “There. That should do it.”

“Yeah, the gummy bears will help,” I said, grinning.

“Right? Gummy bears always help.” She threw the bag over her shoulders and adjusted her shirt.

A surge of fiery concern ripped through my veins. “Do you have any medicine or bandages?”

“Medicine?”

“Anything you take daily or like painkillers,” I clarified.

“Oh. Good idea,” she said, brushing past me back into the bathroom.

The clatter of medicine bottles being dropped into the backpack echoed in the small, mostly empty room. Terrah hadn’t been much of an interior designer as far as her home was concerned, keeping the walls and rooms minimal.

She opened a drawer and retrieved a first aid kit. “Ha! I’ve had this for like three years and never needed it.”

“Hopefully, it still won’t get used,” I said, my lips pressing together to form a taut line.

“Now, how do we leave without being seen by those things?” Terrah asked, her nose scrunching to match her furrowed brow.

“Do you have a back door?” I asked, chewing the inside of my raw cheek. “We should probably stay off the main roads.”

Terrah curled her finger, and I followed her through a door in her kitchen, which led to her one-car garage. At the back, there was a rickety wooden door.

“Are you sure about this?” she asked without looking at me.

“I’m going,” I said with a firm nod.

“Okay, this way,” she said, opening the door a crack to peek outside. “Clear.”

My pulse quickened as I followed her through the unkempt backyard. Rain poured down on us, soaking us almost instantly. There was enough light to see our way, but it wouldn’t last when it got later, and the little light remaining would fade completely, bathing the world in darkness.

Our steps on the rough, drenched ground were like a delicate dance, avoiding deep puddles and staying under the cover of branches from the trees. The mothership was still hiding in the clouds, and if we stayed under the cover of the trees, I had to hope we wouldn’t be seen. If they had seen us, we’d probably already be dead.

Moving between the houses, puddles, abandoned cars, and rubble was like navigating a treacherous labyrinth where the wrong step would lead to certain death. It wasn’t like I had a choice… I had to do everything I could to get back to Emily. I was positive that if we had stayed at Terrah’s house, it wouldn’t have been long before the insectoid alien bug came to tear it down.

Terrah snorted, cutting through the stifling tension. “Of course, all the bad stuff happens in my shitty part of the city.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“About what?” Terrah asked, ducking under a low-hanging branch to walk at my side.

I met her glassy, confused eyes. “That this is only happening here.”

Distant thuds, cracks, and booms reverberated, echoing inside the relentless rain as the distant insectoid tore down the house. A perverse relief washed over me with the rain as we walked further, the cacophony fading with each step we took away from Terrah’s street.

If I survived, it wasn’t going to be good. Shadow would not be pleased I’d abandoned his goods. There would be repercussions, and I wasn’t looking forward to whatever they might be. I’d have to take what little we had and go into hiding with Emily. Of course, I’d have to tell her it was something else… a long vacation perhaps.

First, though, we had to survive whatever the hell was happening.

The streets lay barren, haunting emptiness accentuated by the absence of cars, buses, bikes, and pedestrians. Terrah and I, seemingly the lone souls navigating the rain storm, should have been tucked away inside a safe shelter — if there was such a thing — but the urgency propelled me forward.

As we plodded through the streets, the quiet between us was interrupted by only the rhythmic patter of raindrops. There were no flying ships prowling the turbulent sky, and the long insectoid could no longer be heard, yet the constant fear lingered.

Navigating the maze of houses, abandoned cars, and rubble demanded careful steps, each movement laden with a blend of calculated caution and a desperate desire to get to Emily as fast as possible. The urgency pressed against my chest, mirroring the weight of my rain-soaked clothes.

The rain annoyingly tapped against my skin as Terrah and I hurried across the slick asphalt to get to the other side of the street. It made us both anxious whenever we weren’t under the cover of the droopy, wet leaves.

Once across, my hand pressed against the rough bark of a tall tree. Gasping for breath, I struggled to catch my breath as the weight of everything crashed down on me. It wasn’t just what was happening above us, but also the news from my appointment hit me like a ton of bricks. Although, it almost felt as though that hadn’t been real. That the woman who’d received bad news about her health was someone else.

“You okay?” Terrah’s concerned voice cut through the drumming rain. She rested her hand on my shoulder and looked into my eyes. “We have to keep going, right?”

“Yes, right,” I said, exhaling slowly through my slightly parted lips. I brushed the wet tendrils of hair clinging to my face to the side as if that might help me get more air.

When my gaze lifted, I caught the impassive stare of a woman from inside her home. Her eyes peeked out between the veil of her curtained window. A shiver ripped through me when she abruptly closed the curtain as if pretending she hadn’t seen me at all.

“That woman was watching us,” I said, my jaw clenching.

“Probably just curious about what we’re doing out in this mess,” Terrah said, squinting through the rain toward the house. “Let’s keep going.”

“She doesn’t even care what happens to us,” I whispered, shaking my head.

Terrah’s brow furrowed, raindrops curving down the contours of her expression. “Can’t blame her. Survival instincts and all that, I guess. I wouldn’t do anything different.”

“You say that, but you didn’t do the same. You helped me.” I sighed as I pushed my shoulders back. “This isn’t going to be good if people turn on one another.”

Terrah’s gaze shifted upward toward the mothership. “Maybe we should discuss this once we get to your apartment.”

I gave her a nod as I inhaled a deep breath and forged ahead toward a narrow driveway between the ratty houses. Terrah trailed closely, the urgency of our steps splashing muddy water in every direction.

A sudden scream ripped through the rain, freezing us both in our tracks. The air was thick with damp fear and apprehension as we crouched low to the ground.

A single, desperate word pierced the air. “Help!”
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My breaths came in ragged gasps as I peered into Terrah’s eyes. A knot coiled deep within my stomach as I considered my next move.

I should get back to Emily, but if I did, would I be able to forgive myself for not even seeing if I could help? If Terrah had left me in my car, I’d be flat as a pancake. Was I the type of person to leave and not give the woman another thought?

“Come on, Nora,” Terrah squeaked, her eyes widening with frightened desperation. “We can’t do anything for her.”

“We don’t know that,” I mumbled as I chewed a fingernail.

The woman’s cries continued, a haunting tune that clawed at the frayed edges of my empathy. It could be Emily out there in need of help, and I would want someone to lend her a hand.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered, my voice quivering as I brought a shaking hand to my mouth.

“You want to get back to your sister, don’t you?” Terrah’s brow wrinkled.

I nodded. “Of course.”

“Then this is a stupid idea,” Terrah groaned, her words cutting through the air like a razor-sharp blade.

The streets pulsated with danger, which clung to us like a suffocating blanket, and every passing second meant an escalation of risk to both Terrah and me. Yet, the woman’s cries persisted, a desperate plea within the chaos. And it wasn’t fading. Instead, it was becoming more panicked… more urgent.

“We should just take a quick look,” I said, my words laced with a blend of trepidation and determination. Swallowing hard, I felt the weight of my decision resting on my shoulders. “Just to see if there is anything we can do to help her.”

“Jesus Christ, Nora,” Terrah said with a heavy sigh of resignation. “If you insist. But just a quick look, and if it’s too dangerous, we’re out of there, right?”

“Right,” I said, taking a step toward the sounds of the woman. I abruptly halted and turned to Terrah. “On second thought, maybe you should wait here, hide or something.”

Terrah hesitated, her eyes sweeping the area. A long silence hung between us until she gave me a single nod.

“Alright, but be quick. I’m not going to wait here forever, obviously,” Terrah said, protectively wrapping her arms around her middle.

“I’ll be right back,” I said, giving her shoulder a quick reassuring squeeze.

I started again to the source of the woman’s cries, but within ten strides, I heard something moving behind me. Sharply, I turned, meeting Terrah’s shrug.

“Thought you were going to wait here for me?” I asked, pursing my lips.

“Guess not.” Terrah frowned.

“I would have come back for you,” I said, sincerity warming my voice.

Terrah kept her gaze forward, her voice terse. “Didn’t want to be alone.”

“I don’t blame you one bit,” I said, my words overflowing with understanding. “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for?”

“I know I should just keep going, but what if that were Emily out there?” I asked, wiping the raindrops from my face, only for them to be instantly replaced with new droplets. “I would want someone to help her. That woman is someone’s Emily.”

Terrah pressed her lips together. “But it’s not your Emily.” She shook her head. “Never mind. It’s fine. Whatever. We’re just going to check it out and not do anything more stupid than that.”

“Exactly,” I said, clenching my jaw as we rounded the corner of a garage with peeling paint. It faced a single land road with a median decorated with growing trees and soggy plants.

We huddled behind some random pieces of rusted metal. Rain pelted us as I caught a chilling glimpse of the woman perched in a tree like a terrified songbird. Her legs were pulled up to her chest, and she was hanging onto another branch for dear life. Below her, an insectoid worked at destroying the house on the property. If it knew she was in the tree, the thing didn’t pay her any attention.

“Okay then, let’s go,” Terrah said, tugging on my arm.

“What?” My eyes narrowed as I focused on the woman in the tree. She let go of the branch and waved in our direction with one hand as if attempting to alert us to her location.

“It’s not like we can do anything for her,” Terrah said with a half-shrug. “Besides, she seems pretty safe up there. At least for the time being.”

I grimaced, my eyes glued to the woman. “Until one of those roamers comes around.”

“And kills us all,” Terrah said, pressing her hands tightly against her face. “Ugh. What do you think we can do for her? She’s in a tree with an alien bug underneath her.”

“I’m not entirely sure, but there has to be something we can do,” I said, looking around the yard. My eyes fixated on the scattered chunks of metal in front of us. “I have an idea.”

Terrah tilted her head, skepticism etched into her face. “Is it an idea that is going to get us killed?”

“Well, I certainly hope not.”

“But it could?” Her eyes bore into mine.

I crossed my arms. “Just being out here could get us killed, and honestly, I don’t think that’s any different from how things were before those things arrived.”

“Well, you’re not wrong,” Terrah snorted. “But that’s why I stayed inside, where it was safe when I wasn’t working.”

“Safe? You mean safer.”

Terrah inhaled. “Correct, safer. Safer than whatever it is we’re doing right now.”

With a grunt, I seized a hefty chunk of rusted metal. The edges of its contours had a jagged sharpness that would be capable of effortlessly slicing through skin.

“Tetanus? That’s your plan?” Terrah asked, rolling her eyes.

“Funny,” I replied, a wry smile curling the ends of my mouth. “We need to be a distraction. Draw the insectoid away from that house.”

Terrah buried her face in her hands. “Sounds so simple. Draw the things to us so the woman can run away. Good plan. If only you would have revealed this idea to me before I came with you.”

“I did tell you to wait.”

“You also said you’d be back, and this plan doesn’t really give great odds for that,” Terrah quipped, bending at the waist to pick up a slab of metal. “I guess this way, I won’t die alone. So, we’re just going to throw this at the thing, then?”

My eyes flashed to hers. “Aim over there.”

“I’m not sure how far I can throw this thing,” Terrah said, biting her lip.

“See that manhole cover? Aim for that,” I said, offering her a confident nod.

“Aiming and successfully hitting are two different things,” Terrah said, pushing her shoulders back. “I can do this. I used to play softball, it can’t be that much different, right?”

My stomach twisted. “Yeah, a huge piece of rusted metal is very much like a ball.”

“Is that attitude helping?”

“Probably not.” I sucked in a breath and focused on the manhole cover in the road. “If that thing goes to the metal, be ready to run behind the houses toward the tree, okay?”

“Okay. Be ready to run.” Terrah cleared her throat. “And what if it comes for us?”

My heart thudded hard against my ribs. “Run.”
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We counted to three and hurled the hunks of metal as close to the manhole cover as possible. Neither piece landed on the target, but they clattered loud enough that it captured the insectoid’s attention.

“Ha!” Terrah said before turning and sprinting through the backyard toward the woman.

I glanced back several times to make sure the insectoid wasn’t following us. My feet splashed into puddles, and I nearly slipped several times as I followed at Terrah’s heels.

“I can’t believe that actually worked,” Terrah said between gasping breaths.

Suddenly, she stopped, nearly causing me to crash into her. The woman from the tree stepped in front of Terrah and wrapped her arms around her as she sucked in shaking breaths.

“Thank you!” she said, her voice quivering. “I can’t believe I’m alive. That thing was, thankfully, more interested in tearing down my house than it was in eating me. I don’t know how I will ever thank you since I’ve just lost everything.”

“Worry about that later,” I said, gesturing ahead. “We need to get out of here before that thing sees us.”

The woman’s head frantically moved up and down. “Right. Yes. Of course. Only I have nowhere to go. Is there like a shelter or something people are going to?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” I replied.

“We’re going to Nora’s apartment,” Terrah said, jerking her thumb at me. “I’m Terrah, and she’s Nora.”

“Sonia,” the woman said, giving us both a quick once over as we jogged between the houses and across the side street. It was as if she wanted to make sure she wasn’t getting into a worse situation than she had up in the tree.

Sonia was just as drenched as we were, but she was undeniably striking, even with her hair plastered to her head. She was an elegant mix of sophistication and the raw allure of her roots. Her skin bore a warm, sun-kissed glow.

The deep pools of her expressive eyes were a luscious shade of dark brown. Above them, brows gracefully arched, framed intensity. Amidst the raindrops clinging to her lashes, her lips parted, releasing her rapid breaths.

“Do you mind if I tag along?” Sonia asked as she followed. “I have nowhere else to go, it seems.”

“That makes two of us,” Terrah scoffed. “Really, though, we have no way of knowing if Nora’s apartment is still standing.”

Sonia swallowed hard. “Then why are you going there?”

“My sister is there,” I replied, waving at them to hurry. There was a small shed in the backyard of a random house with the door swinging open and closed. “In here.”

The three of us ducked into the small shelter. I leaned back against the door, holding it in place.

“What are we doing?” Terrah asked, her brow furrowed as she paced two steps in one direction before turning to the other.

“I just need to catch my breath,” I said, gripping my knees as I hunched over. “Not used to all this exercise, I guess.”

I wasn’t sure if I was exhausted because of everything going on, being out of shape, or if it had something to do with my illness. I couldn’t afford to let my body get weak, though, not with everything going on around us.

“My sister’s at my apartment,” I said, meeting Sonia’s concerned gaze. “I have to make sure she’s okay.”

Sonia nodded solemnly. “I see. Well, if it helps, most buildings are still intact. I’m not sure how they are deciding which ones to tear down and which ones to leave standing.”

“It seems random,” Terrah agreed.

I exhaled, releasing a bit of tension from my shoulders. “Maybe they are just bugs that don’t really think much about what they’re doing.”

“They’re both organic material and machine,” Sonia said, tapping her chin. “Really quite curious, well, and terrifying. Do you think they are programmed to do what they’re doing?”

“Maybe,” I replied, looking down at the floor. “I really don’t know. Just guessing about everything.”

Terrah rubbed her hands up and down her arms. “We’ll probably never know what any of this is about. At least, not exactly. I mean, like, how could we know unless they explain it all to us in a language we understand?”

“That doesn’t seem very likely,” I said.

“Nope,” Terrah agreed, her body shaking as a shiver ran through her.

“It’s just all so crazy,” Sonia said, wrapping her arms around herself. “I really don’t want to be a bother to either of you, but I’m scared shitless. Normally, I relish my alone time, but the last thing I want right now is to be alone. Like, why is this all happening?”

Terrah shook her head. “It’s gotta be an attack of some kind.”

“The alien kind,” Sonia added, shifting her eyes back and forth from me to Terrah as we stared at her. “What? Did I say something wrong?”

“No. Nothing,” Terrah said, waving her hand in the air as if sweeping away her words.

“It’s just that an alien attack wasn’t really ever on my radar as things that might really happen,” I said, peeking out of a small dust-coated window.

Sonia snickered. “Some might tell you that was your first mistake. Always be prepared for anything, right?”

“Are you one of those people?” Terrah asked, eyeing Sonia.

“Wish I were,” Sonia said, her eyes popping up on her forehead. “Then I wouldn’t be like a fish out of water. This is just completely insane. I’m still not entirely sure I’m not just trapped in a weird nightmare.”

Peering out of the grimy window, I scanned the area as best as I could, making sure there weren’t any insectoids or roamers waiting for us. Everything appeared to look normal from where we were, but I knew that it wasn’t. The city lay in ruins, completely defenseless to the attack. Terrah shifted uncomfortably beside me, her gaze fixed on Sonia.

“How did you end up in that tree?” she finally asked, breaking the tense silence.

Sonia’s dark eyes somehow deepened even further. “People were running and hiding. Screaming and crying. Others….” She hesitated, seemingly grappling with the weight of her words. “There was so much death. Some people lasered as they ran by those damn flying ships, and others trampled by the bugs without a care. It was and is absolutely sickening.”

Terrah listened, flinching with each sentence. Sonia’s experience hadn’t been that much different from mine, except I’d been saved by Terrah.

“Once that thing came to my house, I slid out of the garage, but it saw me, and I had no choice but to shimmy up the tree,” Sonia said, her lips down-turned. “I thought I was done for, but it gave up on me and started taking apart my house instead.”

The chill in the air bit through my soaked clothes as I stood in the shed, waiting for the courage to step back out into the open. The world outside lay silent, but I knew it was a deceptive calm.

“We should get moving soon,” I murmured, glancing back toward the window.

“There are so many people out there that need help,” Sonia said, twisting her fingers. “I wish there were something I could do for them.”

Terrah released a heavy breath as she brushed strands of her platinum hair from her forehead. “I’m not sure there is anything we can do for anyone. It’s every man for himself, it seems.”

“That’s a hard pill to swallow,” Sonai said with a heavy frown.

“Let’s go,” I said, gesturing for them to follow before they got into a debate about what we should do for other survivors.

We cautiously crept out of our temporary shelter, each step a silent prayer to avoid detection by the insectoids or roamers. Terrah stayed close behind, her breaths quick but quiet as Sonia trailed after, her wide eyes scanning the area.

It was kind of comforting to have them along. More eyes watching for potential threats, at least, I hoped that was a good thing. Perhaps more people meant more opportunities to be seen by the mothership.

I led us down an alleyway where weeds had overgrown and pushed through the cracks in the pavement. Our feet were mostly soundless as we moved through the shadows and silence.

“Where is everyone anyway?” Sonia whispered. “You two were the first people I’d seen since everything went down.”

Terrah snorted. “They’re smarter than us. They are hiding.”

“Or dead,” I said with a half-shrug.

We kept moving, advancing with haste and somehow remaining undetected. We hadn’t seen an insectoid since leaving Sonia’s house, and the last time we’d encountered a roamer had been at Terrah’s. With the mothership still concealed in the clouds, I knew they were still there… waiting and watching.

Abruptly, Sonia stopped, grabbing both Terrah and me and pressing us against the brick wall of the nearest building. “Did you hear that?”
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I strained my ears, attempting to discern the noise that had caught Sonia’s attention. As the rainfall eased, a continuous mechanical hum and grinding noise became audible.

“Yeah, I hear something,” I said, squinting as I stared at the ground to make my ear hear better. “But it could have been doing that the whole time, and we didn’t hear it because of the rain.”

“I don’t think so,” Sonia said, her voice barely audible.

Terrah pulled at my arm. “Let’s keep going.”

Acknowledging her with a quick upward tilt of my chin, I led the way with deliberate steps, moving across the slick pavement. We had just set foot on the opposite sidewalk when an insectoid came into view around the far corner, apparently unaware of our presence.

It wasn’t alone.

“Let’s go!” I urged, leading them through the narrow spaces between homes and soggy yards.

Our pace quickened as our feet pounded against the wet asphalt as the cacophony from the insectoid army increased behind us. I was almost certain they weren’t following us, but they were on some kind of mission, and I wasn’t about to wait around and find out what it was.

Suddenly, a harsh, metallic screech pierced the air from overhead, sending a shiver down my spine and propelling us forward with renewed haste. A single roamer emitted a high-pitched squeal as it glided effortlessly through the sky.

“In here,” I said, pushing open the door to a small corner store.

The door emitted a high-pitched creak as I hurried Sonia and Terrah through, then made a shrill sound when I shut it firmly and secured the lock. A robust aroma of freshly ground coffee mingled with the staleness of yesterday’s baked goods filled the air. I scanned the aisles while my heart pounded against my ribcage.

We weren’t alone.

A small group huddled near the cash register, their eyes wide as they took us in. I recognized the fear painted on their faces as it mirrored our own.

“Why was the door unlocked?” I squeaked, my hands balling into tight knots. “You could have been killed by one of those creatures!”

“Who are you?” a lofty figure asked, stepping out from behind the door we’d just come through.

I whirled around, inhaling sharply as my gaze met his. My lips were frozen, unable to open or close.

“Sorry,” Sonia said, looking around as she stepped closer to me.

“The door was closed until I spotted your group running toward us,” he chastised, folding his arms. “Now, who are you, and why should we let you stay here?”

I cleared my throat and shifted to one side, peering through a sliver in the paper-covered windows to check if the insectoids had followed us to the corner store. Nothing was visible through the narrow gap.

“I’m Nora. This is Sonia and Terrah,” I said, brushing my fingers through my messy hair. “We needed to hide. Those things are out there.”

“Yes, yes they are,” the man said, pressing his lips together. The man’s posture relaxed slightly, his hand gliding into his front pocket. “I’m Atlas.”

Atlas was at least six feet tall, with a stature that suggested both strength and agility. His dark brown hair was unkempt and wavy, a natural extension of the casual authority he exuded. But it was his eyes, a deep and striking blue, that held my attention with a certain captivating quality I was struggling to ignore.

I watched him as he moved through the space with careful, measured grace, unable to not notice the attractiveness that clung to him. It wasn’t just his physical appearance, though the man was exceptionally handsome in an effortless, rugged sort of way. It was more than that — it was the way he carried himself with confidence and a sense of cautious apprehension as if he were constantly assessing his surroundings.

My gaze shifted from him as the rest of the group shared their introductions. Jasper went first, presenting both himself and his sister Cassi. Following suit, Stephanie, Rex, Tyler, and Oliver each took their turn to reveal their names.

“Nice to meet you all,” Sonia said with a polite smile.

Terrah pursed her lips as she narrowed her eyes at Sonia, evidently finding the moment an odd one for exchanging courtesies. “If only it were under better circumstances.”

“Indeed,” Atlas said as he stood at the window. “Where did you guys come from?”

“I’m trying to get back to my apartment,” I said, nervously tapping my foot.

Atlas studied me for a long moment. “Not sure that’s a great plan with everything that’s going on out there.”

“Do you know anything about what’s going on?” Terrah asked, raising a brow.

Atlas shook his head. “Not really. We all just found ourselves in here when we needed shelter. I don’t think it’s wise to be out there with those things. We’ve been watching them pass by for the last few hours.”

He motioned for me to join him at the storefront. Peering through a gap, I watched as one of the insectoids tromped down the street, its multi-faceted eyes scanning building after building. A chill ran through me.

“They’re searching for something?” I asked, one eyebrow arching while my fingers intertwined tightly.

“They keep looking from one structure to the next before they leave the area,” Atlas said, his throat tightening noticeably. “I’ve never witnessed so many at once. It seems they might not like the rain much.”

“Look!” Cassi whispered, pointing at something down the opposite end of the street.

I followed her finger to a small group of insectoids in front of a tall brick office building, one we’d walked by only moments ago. The insectoid at the front of the group tipped its head back as if signaling something to the others.

“I don’t like this,” Cassi said, her panicked words spilling from her mouth as she stepped away from the window. “I’m not sure we’re safe here. Those things are much too close.”

“I need to leave,” I said, stepping away from the window. “Is there a back door?”

“Yeah, but you can’t go out there now. There are too many of those things,” Atlas said, firmly planting his feet on the floor.

“I have to,” I said, the unease churning in my stomach.

Terrah grabbed my arm with surprising strength. “Nora, no. Not now. You can’t.”

“I don’t have a choice. I have to get to her,” I said, my throat drying as though I had ingested a mouthful of sand.

The floor shook beneath our feet with the piece by piece destruction of the nearby building. A sound of crumbling masonry mixed with the mechanical thuds and shrieks of the insectoids was almost too much to bear.

“Jesus Christ,” Jasper gasped, pulling his sister from the window.

Atlas interjected the commotion with an edge of command in his voice that stopped us all cold. “Enough! Quiet down, or none of us will be leaving this building ever. No one will do anyone any good if they are dead.”

He was absolutely right, and it annoyed the hell out of me. A mix of frustration and helplessness washed over me as I slumped back against a shelf of canned goods.

The room fell silent except for the random thumps and crashes from outside, each a grim reminder that we were in a war we didn’t understand. And that we didn’t want to be involved in.

Time stretched as we waited in the dark store, lit only by the fading backup lighting. My thoughts raced in time with my pulse, every fiber of my being screamed to run out of there and get to Emily, and it was worse with every boom of insectoid destruction.

As if sensing my internal struggle, Terrah stood beside me, her hands moving up and down her arms to warm herself. “You’ll get to her, okay?”

She’d meant to be comforting, but her words were empty promises floating away in the air. Every inch of my body ached with dread, worry, and fear.

“It doesn’t feel like it,” I said, shaking my head. “What if she’s not okay? What if her building is being destroyed right now, and there isn’t anyone to help her down the stairs?”

An abrupt, heavy thud just outside the store made us simultaneously whip our heads toward the window. We all held our breaths as if afraid to make even the smallest sound.

“Are they here?” Cassi asked, her voice shaking.

Atlas shook his head. “They’re throwing debris out of their way.”

“That’s it,” I said, smacking my palms to my thighs. “I’m not going to sit in here and die.”

“What? Are you nuts?” Jasper snapped, his voice alarming loud. “You step outside now, and you might as well roll out the red carpet for those things straight to our door.”

I fixed him with a steely gaze, feeling the muscles in my jaw clench. “I’m going out the back. You can all stay here if you like, but I’m leaving.”
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Atlas walked up to me, his eyes wide beneath his furrowed brow. “Do you have a death wish or something?”

I scanned the group’s fear-filled faces, finding Cassi’s gaze last. She chewed her lip while she looked from me to her brother to Atlas and then back again.

“She’s right,” Cassi finally said, her voice slicing through the thuds and bumps outside. “Those things are getting closer. If they find us in here, we’re sitting ducks.”

“We can’t wait until they start tearing down this building,” Jasper added, giving his sister a quick nod.

Atlas shook his head. “Leaving is insane. We are safer in here, and we have supplies.”

“No one is saying you have to leave,” Cassi said, stepping forward, her expression icy. “Staying put might be insane. A slow suicide. I’m with Nora.”

“Me too,” Jasper added.

I didn’t wait for others to pick their side. Time wasn’t a luxury we could afford, and the fewer people I had to bring to my small two-bedroom apartment, the better. Sonia and Terrah stepped up beside me, both flashing me a look of solidarity.

The sounds from the insectoids grew into an ominous symphony of clanks, bangs, and booms that seemed to close in on us from all sides. The walls of the store rattled with each new wave of sound. With each new thud, I could feel the urgency to get out of there deep inside my bones.

Cassi shot a finger toward the front door, her green eyes reflecting the terror we all felt. “It’s like they’re right on top of us!”

Atlas stood rigid, a statue of defiance against the chaos, but even he couldn’t hide the crease of worry carved deep between his brows. “We’ve managed so far,” he said, trying to sound confident. “We should stay.”

“Okay, well, good luck to you all,” Cassi said, grabbing my arm. “Let’s go, ladies.”

I glanced at Sonia and Terrah. Terrah offered a subtle nod as if to say she was ready for whatever we needed to do. She’d signed on to my mission the minute she stepped out of her house.

We started to move toward the back door, stopping to brace ourselves as the building across the street loudly crashed to the ground. I could imagine the dust billowing and the debris flying through the air as it collapsed.

For a moment, we stood silent.

Terrah’s breath hitched beside me. “Let’s go, Nora.”

“Right,” I said, my head bobbing.

“Wait,” Atlas said, holding up his hands as he strode toward me. He placed a hand on my shoulder before I could step away. “Are you sure about this?”

“No,” I said, squinting my confusion at him. “But anything sounds better than staying here. This building could be next.”

He searched my face before nodding slowly and releasing his grip. “Everyone pack some bags. We’re leaving.”

“Atlas!” Rex hissed, stomping toward him. “Don’t do this. We don’t know them.”

“Look, man, I’m not going to make anyone do anything. She’s right… this building could be next. I’d rather escape while those things aren’t out back,” Atlas said, combing his fingers through his hair.

Everyone gathered around me, holding grocery bags of items from the shelves. Rex seemed annoyed, but he didn’t want to be the only one left behind.

“We go fast and quiet,” I said, my voice cutting through their hurried preparations. “Stick together, stay close, and keep your eyes peeled.”

“What’s our plan if one of those flying ships starts zapping us with lasers?” Rex asked, not even trying to hide the irritation in his voice.

My nose wrinkled at what I thought was the obvious answer to his question. “Um, run?”

“Ready?” Jasper asked, looking at me for direction.

I gave him a single nod and followed him to the back door. The metal door creaked as he pushed it open enough to peek into the alley. We hesitated as the mothership groaned and released a puff of green mist into the sky.

“I don’t know about this. Oh my God, we’re all going to die,” Stephanie repeated over and over again.

“Shh!” Cassi growled.

Rain poured down in sheets, muffling the sounds of the insectoids tearing down the buildings. If anything, the sounds seemed more subdued, suggesting that the creatures were possibly retreating.

“They don’t like the rain,” Atlas muttered.

I pushed past Jasper and stepped into the narrow corridor between two tall buildings. If the insectoids spotted us, it would be like shooting fish in a barrel. My feet pounded the ground as the group followed behind me in a line.

We hadn’t gone more than a few yards when thunder rolled through the air so loudly it felt as though it vibrated through my soul. I risked a look back, but all I saw was a sea of worried faces.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that every shadow hid danger and that every pile of debris was a potential trap set by the insectoids. But I couldn’t let fear win, not when I knew Emily needed me, and now that I had others depending on me to lead them out of this nightmare, I had to press on.

Once again, we were soaked by the torrential rain, but I couldn’t complain because with the rain came more cover. If Atlas was right, it also meant there were fewer insectoids.

It seemed like the same thing that had happened earlier. The mothership emitted a green cloud of… something, which started the storm. Why did it release the cloud if the insectoids hated the rain? Perhaps it was just something the ship did.

“It’s not much further,” I said, bolting across the four-lane road, glancing back when I was under a tree on the other side. For as far as I could see, we weren’t being watched or followed. “Another mile, give or take.”

“Which is it?” Jasper asked, smirking. “Give or take?”

“Maybe it’s exactly a mile,” I said, grinning.

Our surroundings became more familiar with each step. My heart skipped a beat at the thought of seeing — hopefully seeing — Emily again. It was just too bad I didn’t know exactly what I would tell her about what was happening because I simply didn’t know.

She also wasn’t going to be thrilled about the idea of having a group of strangers in our home. She liked her privacy. As did I. But things were different. Things were a lot different.

“This way,” I said, staying close to the buildings as we walked down the street. I glanced up at the sky to ensure it was clear of roamers. “Stay out of sight.”

“Oh, no!” Stephanie said, stopping abruptly.

“What is it?” Atlas asked, stepping up beside her.

Stephanie frowned. “There’s a hole in my bag. My energy drink fell out somewhere along the way.”

“I see,” Atlas said, taking her arm. “We’ll see about getting you a new one once we’re situated.”

“We will?” Cassi asked in a whisper that neither Stephanie nor Atlas would be able to hear. “Doesn’t seem all that necessary to me.”

My head bobbed. “Or me. Then again, I like to have my morning coffee, and I guess that won’t be happening.”

“Do you have a French press?” Cassi asked.

“Unfortunately not,” I said, snapping my fingers.

“Bummer,” she said, inhaling deeply. “We’re all going to be in a bad mood without coffee.”

I laughed. “Ain’t that the truth?”

“Maybe we can find some instant coffee,” Terrah said.

“Ew,” Cassi said, wincing. “That’s just not the same.”

The neighborhood was familiar, but it had changed so much in a short amount of time. The once vibrant canvas of daily life was now just scars of the invasion. Storefronts that had once greeted me with bright displays of things I couldn’t afford or bakeries with the smell of fresh pastries lay in ruins, their windows shattered, wares spilled out onto the sidewalk like the insides of a gutted fish.

The sight of all the rubble tugged at something deep within me. I’d known this part of the city for years, and now it was all strewn with trash and remnants of buildings that once stood tall. My throat tightened as we passed what remained of a little corner cafe where Emily and I would sit on her good days, sharing a cookie and drinking concoctions that had more sugar than coffee.

Nothing would ever be the same again.

My feet moved faster, each step feeling heavier than the last. I wanted to mourn for every brick, beam, and dream buried beneath the wreckage. But there was no time for sorrow. Emily was hopefully waiting for me, and now I had the lives of others resting on my shoulders too.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and focused on navigating through the carnage, determined to get to the apartment before the rain stopped again, and the insectoids emerged from their hiding locations. Cassi’s comment about missing coffee was like a lifeline back to normalcy — a reminder that some part of us still clung to what we knew before our world turned upside down.

Then, across the street, I saw it. My heart leaped as I spotted the building standing defiantly against the backdrop of chaos. The relief that washed over me was so strong that I missed a step. Atlas caught and steadied me.

“Are you okay?” he asked, concern warming his deep tone.

“I’m good,” I said, flashing him a smile for seconds before a crazed giggle escaped from between my lips. “I just can’t believe this. I really can’t.”

Atlas furrowed his brow. “Are we talking about the giant bugs or something else?”

I pointed to the building a block away. “The apartment. We’re almost there.”
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I attempted to keep my pace steady as we headed toward the apartment, but it was hard. My walk turned into a jog, which soon turned into a run. Each breath came as a ragged, excited, and nervous gasp. Rain battered us as the wind picked up, howling in agony.

I could hear the other’s footsteps splashing through the puddles as they attempted to keep up. As we approached, the jagged remains of shattered glass from the front door glinted, catching the erratic dance of lightning in the sky.

It would be pitch black soon as night started to swallow the sky. I should be relieved to be in my familiar surroundings, but with the mothership hanging in the sky, it just wasn’t possible.

My breath hitched, my shoes skidding to a stop on the wet pavement. What if the devastation had managed to find its way inside the apartment? What if Emily — no, I couldn’t even let the thought take root.

“Everything okay?” Terrah asked, touching my arm.

“Yeah, sorry,” I said, pressing my lips together into a thin smile. “It’s all hitting me.”

My hand trembled as I pulled out my key and opened the second door that led to the flight of stairs. The inside hallway was darker than usual because the lights weren’t working. It didn’t matter, though, because I knew it as well as I knew the moles on my arm. I could find my way to my apartment with my eyes closed if I had to.

We probably sounded like a herd of elephants as our feet marched up the creaky staircase. Terrah placed her hand on my back as we walked down the empty hallway.

“Would you guys mind waiting out here while I talk to my sister?” I asked, my voice soft. “I’ll make it quick.”

“Of course,” Terrah said, leaning back against the wall. “Take your time.”

“Well, we’re not going to stay in the hallway forever,” Rex groaned as he rolled his eyes. His voice was low, but I still heard him but pretended not to. “Not even sure why we’re here.”

I hesitated at the door for a heartbeat before fitting my key into the lock and turning it. The door opened with a squeak, and a breath escaped from between my lips.

Home.

A rush of emotions surged through me as I closed the door behind me. “Emily?”

From down the short and narrow hall came a thud, followed by rapid footsteps. A second later, Emily appeared.

"Nora!” she breathed. One single word — my name — carried everything: fear, relief, love.

Tears streamed down my cheeks as I ran to her. “Thank God you’re okay.”

“Thank God you’re okay!” she said, wrapping her arms around me. “I was so worried, but I just knew you’d come back. What is going on out there?”

“I’m not exactly sure. It seems like some kind of attack or something,” I said, glancing back toward the door. “There’s something else we need to talk about.”

“Something other than what’s happening?” she asked, squinting at me.

I wiped the droplets of rain from my face. “I’m not here alone.”

“What does that mean?” she asked, raising her voice as she pressed a hand to her chest.

Lightning crashed, and thunder rattled the items in the apartment. Emily threw a look over her shoulder toward the window, even though the curtains were closed as they always were.

“There are others with me,” I said, keeping my voice steady despite the pounding in my chest.

“People?”

“They don’t have anywhere else to go right now with those things out there. You’ve seen them, haven’t you?” I asked, glancing around the cluttered apartment. If only I had had more time, I could have kept up with things and had a cleaner place for people to hide.

Emily cocked a brow. “So, just like random people you found? How did you even get here? Nothing is working.”

“I walked,” I said, swallowing. “Yeah, just people.”

“Are they going to kill me in my sleep?”

“It’s more likely that whatever is out there will kill us all in our sleep,” I said, jerking a thumb toward the window. “Do you want me to turn them away? It’s not safe out there. I’ve just walked from the south side all the way here. I think it’s best if they stay with us until we can figure out what to do next.”

Emily hugged herself as she looked around. “Well, I wish I would have known we were going to have company.”

“Me too,” I replied, pressing my lips firmly together. “They’re waiting out there now.”

Her eyes widened as she processed everything. She glanced around the room as if the walls were closing in around her. Neither of us were the kind to open our doors to strangers, but it didn’t feel as though we had a lot of choices. It’s not like I could send Terrah or Sonia out to their deaths… or even the people I’d met at the corner store. None of them deserved that.

“How many people are we talking about?” Emily asked, her voice trembling as she held my gaze, searching for reassurance.

I placed my hand on her shoulder and gently squeezed. “Let’s see⁠—”

“That many?” Her eyes nearly popped out of her head.

“Terrah, Sonia, Cassi, Atlas, Jasper, Oliver, Rex, Stephanie, and Tyler. I think that’s everyone.” I paused, giving her a moment to let it all sink in. “They all helped me get back to you. Some more than others. Terrah took me in when it all happened, and I would be dead if it hadn’t been for her.”

“Well, then, I like Terrah,” Emily said, drawing in a breath.

She nodded slowly. Emily was strong in ways she didn’t give herself credit for — she could adapt, she could survive, as she and I always have. But I knew it was a big ask to allow strangers into our apartment.

“I know this is a lot to ask,” I said, hugging myself to stop a shiver that ripped through me. “But they need us right now.”

“It’s not like I can say no,” Emily said, her eyes darting to the door. “They aren’t allowed in my room, though, okay?”

“Deal.”

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the introductions. Emily wrapped her sweater tightly around her body as I walked to the door.

I stepped back and gestured for everyone to enter. Terrah covered a yawn that turned into a smile.

“I need to sit,” she said, patting my arm as she passed by me. “You must be Nora’s sister. I’m Terrah. Can I sit down?”

“Sure, let me just pick up this laundry, and you can sit here.” Her voice was as soft and sweet as cotton candy. “I’m Emily, by the way.”

The others entered the apartment one by one, their judging eyes scanning the small space. Emily stood rigid, her eyes moving from one to the next as I introduced them.

“We’re so relieved you’re okay,” Sonia said, offering Emily a gentle smile. “Your sister was really worried. All she talked about was getting back here.”

“She’s the best,” Emily said, meeting my eyes. Emily pressed her lips together, her gaze scanning the faces again before finding my gaze. “Well, welcome to our home. Sorry, it’s not cleaner. We weren’t really planning to have company and have had a few rough weeks.”

Jasper snorted as he shot Cassi a look. “Same.”

“We’re just glad to be out of the rain and away from those things,” Cassi said.

“Not that we’re really that far from those things,” Rex muttered.

“Oh, sorry,” Emily said, pressing her palms together. “I suppose I should offer everyone something to drink?”

Atlas shook his head. “Don’t go to any trouble. We brought stuff with us from the store.”

“You stopped at the store?” Emily asked with a raised brow.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “We went into the store for shelter, and they were hiding there. I’ll tell you all about it later.”

“Can’t wait,” Emily said, her voice barely above a whisper.

The group dispersed somewhat awkwardly around the living room, trying to find places to sit without disturbing too much. We didn’t have anywhere near enough seating, so many had to find a spot on the floor.

Cassi and Jasper sat side by side on the sofa while Sonia sat on the floor next to the chair where Terrah sat. Atlas went to the window and watched out between the opening between the curtains with his arms crossed.

“We don’t have much,” Emily said after a moment, her voice stronger now that she had everyone’s attention. “But you’re welcome to whatever we’ve got. Just let Nora or me know, and we’ll be glad to help.”

It was clear from their nods and murmurs of thanks that my companions were grateful for any kindness in this chaos. Well, except for Rex, Tyler, and Stephanie, who seemed annoyed even to be here. Oliver was indifferent, but it wasn’t like I could just kick some of them out.

Emily grabbed her cane and took a step back to use the wall to help support her. “So, um, does anyone know exactly what’s going on?”

“Not really,” Atlas said without turning. “Seems like they triggered an EMP or maybe just disabled Earth’s technology somehow. The bug-like things⁠—”

“Insectoids,” Terrah interjected.

Atlas flicked her a look. “Insectoids seem to be tearing buildings down while the flying ships laser people.”

“Nothing to make sense of,” Rex said with a grunt. “The aliens destroying our planet.”

“What’s the plan, then?” Emily asked, her voice quivering. It was obvious she was absolutely terrified, but somehow managed to hide it very well.

Atlas drew in a breath as he turned to face the group. “Just to survive as long as possible.”
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We spent the night in mostly silence, taking turns looking out of the window between short bursts of rest. It seemed no one wanted to stay asleep for long inside a strange apartment with a group of strangers. Even Emily couldn’t sleep long, and she locked herself in her bedroom.

During the night, the insectoids were out in small numbers, passing through the streets, all following the same path like ants on a mission. They didn’t tear down any of the buildings on our street, which I hoped was a good sign that we had more time.

“I hate this,” Emily said as I sat on the edge of her bed, placing her medication in her palm.

“Me too,” I said, although there had been one benefit… I hadn’t died to the men chasing me, and I hadn’t had to deliver Shadow’s package, risking my life. “Try to get more sleep. You know how you feel when you don’t.”

Emily blew out a breath, causing her bottom lip to protrude in a pout. “I’m trying, really. It’s just that whenever I begin to drift off, my body involuntarily jolts me awake.”

I offered her a sympathetic smile. “You’re strong, Em. Stronger than anyone I know. You’ve dealt with so much in your life, and here you are, still fighting.”

“Only because of you,” she said with a bright smile, her blue eyes reflecting the meager light of the storm and ship lights that seeped in through the cracked curtains. “When did you become a motivational speaker?”

“That’s hardly very motivational,” I muttered, adjusting her blankets. “Get some rest. We’ll figure this out in the morning.”

“You too,” she said, covering a yawn.

I pressed my lips into a smile. If only I could get some rest. Sleep hadn’t been easy for me for quite some time, but I hadn’t burdened her with that information, mostly because there wasn’t anything she could do about it.

As I left her room, the stillness of the apartment was uncomfortable. Everyone was scattered around the living room — shifting around, seemingly just as uncomfortable as I was. Rex somehow managed to find a snore-filled slumber that shook the room so loudly it made Atlas nervous.

I stepped up beside Atlas, who had pulled one of the kitchen chairs to the window. “Anything new?”

“They keep marching down the street. Most are hiding because of the rain or because it’s night, but they’re still out there. Haven’t seen a flying one go by in a long time,” Atlas said with a quiet sigh.

“Huh,” I replied.

Atlas cocked a brow, smirking at me slightly. “What kind of huh was that?”

“Not sure,” I said, chewing my lip. “Had a thought that maybe they’re mapping out the area.”

He rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Maybe you’re right.”

“We should take shifts watching,” I said after a brief moment of shared silence. “You need sleep too.”

“I’m good for now,” Atlas said, pushing his drooping eyelids open wider.

“Really,” I said, gesturing toward his chair. “I don’t mind, and I’m totally awake.”

He let a yawn stretch his mouth. “Fine. I’ll try, but wake me up if anything happens, anything at all.”

Morning broke with a timid light filtering through the gloom that clung to the city. The downpour had eased before first light, but the clouds surrounding the mothership remained utterly stationary. All of which hid the sunlight, giving the world a dreary gray haziness.

I’d spent the night watching the streets from the window, feeling the weight of Atlas’s gaze on me even as he dozed. I was on edge. Every shadow and movement caught my eyes, but as dawn crept in, the insectoids increased in numbers as they marched in line against the pale light.

Cassi was the first to stir from her uneasy sleep, grumbling as she dug into her grocery bag of supplies. She pulled out a breakfast bar and sighed.

“Damn, I wish I had some coffee,” she moved items around her bag as if looking for something in particular. “Why didn’t I take some energy drinks at least?”

“Those things aren’t good for you,” Stephanie said, stretching her arms over her head.

“Thought you had some in your bag but lost them?” Cassi asked.

Stephanie cleared her throat. “Still not good for you.”

Cassi groaned. “Caffeine is good for me. You’ll see soon enough, I’m sure.”

“Do you mean you’ll be a bitch if you don’t have your coffee?” Stephanie asked, her nose crinkling as she peered down at Cassi.

Cassi opened her mouth, her fist clenched in her lap, but she stopped when Jasper placed a hand on her shoulder. Everyone sat up as if they could sense the shift of tension in the air.

Emily walked into the living room, leaning heavily onto her cane. I could tell by the dark circles around her eyes she hadn’t slept well, but she still mustered a smile for everyone.

“I suppose we should talk about what we’re going to do,” I said, my voice sounding more confident than I felt. “We have enough food and water for a while, but eventually, with all of us, we will run out.”

“Not to mention those things out there could start destroying this building at any time,” Tyler said, stretching his neck as he winced.

“I say we stay here until we’re forced to move,” Atlas said, glancing at me. “As long as that is okay with Nora and Emily, of course.”

Emily’s jaw was stiff. “Of course, it’s okay.”

“It’s really cramped and uncomfortable in here,” Stephanie complained, looking around the apartment in disgust. “We could try to find something else. Something outside of the city perhaps.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea with those things out there,” I said, my head twisting as a roamer zipped by the window.

A dread-filled hush sucked away the air as everyone froze.

I peeked out between the windows, releasing a breath when I saw the ship flying away. “You wouldn’t make it far.”

“We made it here,” Rex said, cocking his head. “No offense, but I’m not sure why we’re even here or who put you in charge.”

“In charge?” I said, taking a step back with my hand on my chest. “I’m not in charge of anything other than what happens inside my apartment. Anyone that doesn’t want to be here is free to leave.”

Stephanie rolled her eyes. “I’m grateful for your hospitality, but this was just temporary, wasn’t it, Rex? Atlas?”

“There has to be a shelter or something. A place we can all go for help,” Oliver said.

“Even if it exists, how do you plan on locating this magical life-saving shelter?” Terrah asked, snorting derisively.

Stephanie hugged herself. “It’s not like we can stay here either. Like, it’s just not big enough. We’re all huddled together. It’s weird. I don’t know any of you, and I don’t really feel safe.”

“Again, anyone is welcome to leave. I’m staying, at least for now,” I said, as Emily stepped up beside me. “I wish it were different, and I had all the answers everyone wanted, but we don’t even know exactly what’s going on out there.”

“We’re being attacked,” Rex said, shaking his head. “We should be figuring out how to fight back. Get those assholes out of here.”

“Yeah, you go do that,” Terrah mumbled.

Before we could get into the heated conversation more, Atlas’s hand clamped down on my shoulder. “Nora,” he whispered urgently. “Look.”
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My breath caught in my throat. An insectoid had captured a woman right in front of my apartment. As we watched, a roamer swiftly appeared, hovering above the scene as though it were surveilling the area. The insectoid moved with chilling accuracy, encasing the woman in a dense web-like gooey substance.

“Oh, my God,” I breathed out sharply. “We have to help her.”

Atlas shook his head, his eyes grim. “How?” There isn’t anything we can do for her.”

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the screaming woman as she struggled to break free. Terror covered her face as the insectoid completely wrapped her entire body in a white cocoon of the gooey substance.

“Jesus Christ,” Terrah said, stumbling backward. “Which end would you want, the laser beam or the cocoon?”

“What’s happening?” Rex demanded as he stomped toward the window.

Atlas held up his hand to stop him. “Shh!”

Maintaining a low whisper, he meticulously relayed the details of our harrowing observation to the group. A hush descended upon everyone as they absorbed the unsettling news.

“We’re all dead,” Stephanie said, burying her face in her hands.

“We can’t stay here,” Rex said, crossing his arms.

Atlas glared at him. “We can’t go out there!”

“Well, obviously not right now,” Rex groaned as he pointed to the floor. “But Stephanie’s right. If we stay here, they will find us, and we will be unable to outrun the laser or the webs.”

“Don’t be stupid. Right now, they have no idea we’re in here. We’re as safe as can be,” Atlas said, throwing his hands in the air. “If you go out there when it’s not raining, or when the rain stops, it’s over. You will die… it’s that simple. And you haven’t even figured out where you would go.”

I placed my hands on my hips and exchanged a quick look with Emily. She offered me a nod as if she could read my mind.

“We stay here,” I said, pushing my shoulders back.

“I understand this is your apartment, but things have changed in the world, kid. You need to step aside and let one of the men here call the shots,” Rex said, practically snarling.

“Hey!” Terrah roared, springing to her feet with her fists clenched tightly. “There’s the door, dude.”

Rex let out a laugh that sent rage through my veins. “I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just that there is probably someone here who has leadership skills. For example, I owned my own business and managed several people.”

“What makes you think I don’t have leadership skills?” I asked, my forehead creasing with stress.

“I can tell,” Rex said, smirking. “You’re a follower.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck who’s in charge, but I don’t have to follow you or anyone else. I’ll make my own decision, thank you very much,” I said, crossing my arms. “Just as everyone else here should do, but if you stay in my apartment, you can follow my rules.”

Rex took a step closer, narrowing the space between us, wearing a smug expression dripping with condescension. “Oh, kiddo. Don’t get so emotional.”

Rex’s looming and self-assured posture was a mirror image of how Logan was when he’d started one of his tirades. It was the same air of arrogance, the same assumption of superiority that used to send a cold chill through my veins.

The memories flooded back — a cruel torrent from a past I’d wanted to bury. I tried to bury it many times over the years but continued to fail because I needed to always keep one toe in his world.

Logan’s voice echoed in my head, sharp and biting. “You think you’re smart, Nora? You think you can do any of this without me? I do everything for you and your crippled sister. If it weren’t for me, you would be nothing. Your pathetic, scrawny ass would be living on the streets.”

His laughter had been cruel, filled with mockery. He’d tower over me, knowing that he didn’t have to do much to send fear ripping through me. The second he learned about my life growing up without a mother and living with an alcoholic father, he used it against me. It was then he knew I was already broken, and he could turn me into whatever he wanted.

Logan had controlled me, and I’d let him because I didn’t know what love was. He was taking care of me and Emily. He’d given us a place to stay, food, and clothing, and for a long time, I thought that counted for something.

Eventually, I figured it out. Each word had been a calculated strike meant to break me down completely, to keep me shackled to him through fear and doubt so that I would do whatever he wanted. And it had worked right up until the one time he did lay a hand on me.

I still regretted staying with him for as long as I had. I hadn’t seen him for what he was because, at first, he’d shown me kindness. It had been a trick, and I fell for it hook, line, and sinker.

I shook off the memory, pulling myself back to the present. Rex wasn’t Logan, and I was no longer that person. “Emotional? No, Rex. I’m practical. I’m using my brain. We’ve seen what’s out there… what these things are capable of. Staying here for now is our best bet. But like I said—” I shot my hand to the door “—there’s the exit.”

“Nora’s right,” Terrah said, her voice low but fierce.

Rex scoffed, looking around for backup but finding none. The group remained silent, everyone avoiding his gaze.

“Well, I didn’t mean anyone should leave right at this minute,” Rex grumbled, eventually. “I meant, at some point soon, we need to get somewhere where there are others who can protect us.”

“That’s what you meant when you said I couldn’t lead?” I asked, tilting my head to the side.

Rex waved a hand in the air as if dismissing me. He stalked off toward the corner of the room where he’d staked his space since we’d arrived.

My memory jolted to when I’d walked out on Logan. I could still hear his dreadful laugh. “You’ll come crawling back soon enough, just like you always do.”

But I hadn’t.

And I never would again.

“We all need to try to work together here,” Atlas said, stepping away from the window. “It doesn’t matter who is leading… we need to work together if we want to survive. This is Nora’s apartment, so either support her or take your chances outside.”

Rex stood, glaring at Atlas. “So, you’re going to cause problems now?”

“No,” Atlas said, drawing in a breath. “There seems to be only one person causing problems.”

“No one is causing problems. Steph is uncomfortable; we’re packed like sardines, and eventually, we’re going to run out of food,” Rex roared, punching his fist against his palm. “You’re all acting like absolute idiots!”

Atlas held up his palms. “Calm down.”

“You calm the fuck down. I’m sick of this!” Rex shouted seconds before shoving Atlas into the wall. “I get that you think you can control me, but that’s not how this is going to go.”

“Sit down,” Atlas said, his jaw clenched.

“Are you going to make me?” Rex said, jabbing a finger into Atlas’s chest. “Come on, tough guy.”

Atlas’s eyes narrowed. “You know, Rex, overcompensating like this isn’t really a good look on you.”

“What the hell did you just say to me?” Rex asked, his face reddening.

“Oh, I think you heard me,” Atlas said, stroking his chin. “All this chest-thumping, trying to act like the big man in charge. Give me a break.”

Gasps and murmurs rippled through the group. I wanted to tell Atlas to stop, that it seemed as though he was making Rex more mad, but the words got lost in my throat as Rex balled his fist.

The two men were nearly nose to nose. I took a step to break it up, but Emily grabbed my arm, her nails digging into my skin. Her wide eyes mirrored the anxiety churning in my gut.

Things were getting bad. Really bad. The tension in the room cracked like a whip, and if we didn’t defuse the situation, fists would fly, and blood would stain my carpet.

“Nora!” Terrah said, pulling on my arm. “Look!”

In the crack between the curtains, I spotted a roamer flying by the window. The fighting had drawn the attention of the flying crafts, the mechanical whirring growing louder as they circled the building, searching for the source of the commotion.

“Oh, shit.” My words were only a breath.

I grabbed Emily, practically carrying her into the hallway. Sonia and Terrah follow us, crouching down as if that would help us be less noticeable. I waved frantically at the others.

It was only a second before Atlas froze at the sounds outside. “Get down!”
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Lights flashed from the roamers as they moved around the building. The sounds of the insectoids echoed in the streets below as they marched in their own search.

Not a single person moved. Not even an inch. All of us taking rapid, shallow breaths, barely filling our lungs.

“See,” Rex said as if the roamers were somehow not his and his fault alone. “This is what happens.”

“If we die, the blood is on your hands,” Atlas growled.

“Shh!” I hissed.

After what felt like an eternity, the roamers gave up, their lights and sounds fading into the distance. The tension in the group, however, still crackled as Rex and Atlas were locked in a silent staring match, neither willing to back down. I knew the argument would flare up again if I didn’t do something.

“That was too close,” I said, getting to my feet. “We cannot let that happen again.”

Terrah nodded. “Let’s all eat something.”

“Let me see if I can pull something together for everyone,” Emily said, forcing a smile. “I think we’re all just very hungry and tired. You know, I should probably use up the bread since it’s not going to last much longer. Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches sound good?”

“Sure,” some replied.

The mere suggestion set off a chorus of rumbling from my stomach. It had been an eternity since I’d had anything to eat, and I was absolutely starving.

I bravely peered out of the small opening in the curtains. The insectoids were back to work marching down the street, some going in one direction and others in the opposite, carrying pieces of rubble.

Emily disappeared into the kitchen, her cane tapping a steady rhythm on the floor. Rex slumped against the wall near Stephanie, his scowl deepening as Atlas walked toward me.

I felt the need to keep my eyes on what was happening outside. We’d gotten lucky more than once, and eventually, that luck would run out.

It wasn’t like I had any of the answers or knew what the group should do. The whole situation was awful… roamers and insectoids outside waiting to kill us, and everyone inside not trusting one another.

After we ate Emily’s sandwiches, the rest of the day passed by relatively quietly. Everyone broke into small groups, chatting to pass the time. Rex, Oliver, Tyler, and Stephanie talked in hushed voices while Atlas and I took turns at the window. Cassi, Jasper, Sonia, and Terrah stayed together in my room while Emily stayed locked inside her room, attempting to rest.

We all needed a break from one another, but it wasn’t possible when no one could leave the building. When night rolled around, Atlas and I once again took turns watching out the window.

In the morning, I watched as the roamer departed from the bottom of the mothership, spreading out to patrol the city as the insectoids got to work. There seemed to be more of them out than usual, likely due to the fact there wasn’t a drop of rain falling from the clouds.

I couldn’t quite see them, but I could hear the sounds of the insectoids tearing down a distant building. They would walk down the street with pieces of rubble.

“Where are they bringing them?” I asked as Atlas stepped up beside me with a yawn.

“No clue,” Atlas said with a sleepy shrug. “Working to create a new landscape for themselves.”

I chuckled. “All these big stupid buildings in the way of them making insectoid hills and underground tunnels.”

“Earth is just a giant ant farm for the giant ants,” he said, giving me a warm smile. He bumped his shoulder into mine. “You should try to get some sleep before the others wake up and get all noisy.”

“All of them or just Rex?” I asked, my voice below a whisper. I held up my hand to stop him from answering. “Fine. I’ll get some rest.”

I walked to Emily’s bedroom and lay on the mattress next to her. Her leg was swaying from one side to the other, rocking the entire bed frame, her legs restless.

“Did you get any sleep?” I asked.

“Not really,” she said, rolling onto her side away from me. “Took my meds a bit ago. They’ll kick in soon.”

The rhythm of Emily’s movements eventually slowed as the medicine took hold of her system. Her breaths deepened, steady and even, lulling me into a drowsy state. The mattress seemed to embrace my tired body, and I fell sound asleep. Dreams flitted through my mind — scenes of life before the attack, fragments of laughter during the good times with Emily that faded as the dreams became nightmares.

Surgeries. Diagnoses. Life expectancy. Jobs for Shadow.

When I woke, it seemed as though hours had passed, but I hadn’t felt any more rested than when I’d first gone to sleep. The sounds of the storms outside rumbled and shook the building. The room was nearly pitch black except for the flashes of light from the lightning.

Groggy, I stumbled out of Emily’s room and found Atlas standing by the window in the living room. His face was a mask of calm as he turned to me.

“They’ve gone to their hiding spots,” he said quietly. “What causes these storms?”

“I think it’s the mothership.”

“I should have asked why.”

I rubbed my eyes, trying to shake off the remnants of sleep. “So many questions we’ll never have the answers to. At least we’re safer for now.”

“Shh,” Atlas said, raising a brow. “He might hear you and think that’s an invitation to start a fight.”

“I’m not sure you’re super innocent in that ordeal.”

“Only so much a man can take,” Atlas said, turning back to the rain-speckled window. “You were seconds away from attacking him too.”

I pressed my lips together into a tight line. “Maybe. But that’s not the best way to deal with people. Especially people like him.”

“That couldn’t be more true.” Atlas turned to me, catching my eyes. “A lot of guys like that in your life?”

Before I could say anything, a sudden commotion erupted from the kitchen. Raised voices clashed like cymbals in a rock band gone rogue. The storm might have sent the insectoids and roamers into hiding, but if they wanted to come out, they could. I hurried toward the noise with Atlas at my heels.

In the small kitchen, Rex and Tyler stood inches apart. Rex’s face was flushed red, his hands clenched into fists at his sides, and Tyler’s posture was no less aggressive.

“It’s just a damn can of beer, Rex,” Tyler barked.

“The last can,” Rex shot back, sneering. “And it’s mine! I called it last night.”

“You called it?” Tyler mocked.

The argument seemed absurd, given our dire circumstances. Yet there they were, ready to brawl over something so trivial while the world crumbled around us. Perhaps it was a way for them to cling to something far more normal to them.

I was about to say something when Rex shoved Tyler hard, ripping the can of beer from his hand. The younger, smaller man stumbled backward, right into Emily, who had just emerged from the bathroom. She careened into the wall with a gasp, her hands flying up to brace herself as her cane dropped to the floor.

Rage ignited in my chest, a firestorm as fierce as the one outside. I lunged forward, my voice a sharp blade cutting through the air. “What the hell is wrong with you two?”
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Emily grimaced, her hand clutching her shoulder where she’d hit the wall. I reached her in three strides, my heart pounding out a rhythm of fury. I picked up her cane and handed it to her as she pressed a hand to her stomach.

“I’m fine,” she insisted weakly, attempting to straighten her spine. “Really, I’m okay. It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay. Even if you’re fine, they could have really hurt you,” I growled, glaring at both Rex and Tyler. “You guys could have seriously hurt her. She can’t take that kind of roughness.”

“It was an accident,” Tyler said, holding up his hands. “I’m extremely sorry. Are you okay, Emily?”

She gave him a weak smile. “I just bumped my shoulder. I’ll survive.”

“God, I’m so, so sorry,” Tyler said, running his hand through his hair nervously. “Can I help you to the sofa or anything?”

“No, no,” Emily said, gripping her cane so tightly her knuckles were white. “I’ve got it.”

I turned to Rex, slamming both palms against his chest. “How do you like it, huh?”

Rex let out a laugh, dismissing me as though I were nothing more than an insignificant mosquito.

Atlas stepped between us, his presence like a shield. His hands motioned for calm, but his eyes were steel. “That’s enough. How about no one gets the beer?”

“He can have it,” Tyler said, stepping away from us and retreating into the living room.

Rex sneered at Atlas but said nothing as he stared into his eyes. He slammed the can of beer on the counter with a clatter that seemed too loud in the small apartment.

“It’s fucking gross warm anyway,” Rex said before stomping off.

Atlas turned to me, his blue eyes softening just enough to show concern without any pity. “Will she be all right?”

“Yeah,” I said, pressing my hands to my face. “She could have been really hurt, though.”

Atlas squeezed my shoulder before walking over to Emily. He helped her into the recliner and asked if he could get her anything to drink. She smiled at him, but I could tell she was uncomfortable from the pain of being slammed into the wall. With her health conditions, a simple bump could feel like she’d been stabbed.

After Atlas returned to the window, I made my way to Emily. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

Emily managed a small smile that had a tinge of annoyance hidden inside. “I’m tougher than I look.”

“I know you are,” I said, sitting on the floor beside her chair. “But I also don’t like to see you in pain.”

“Nora, my dear sister, I’m always in pain,” she uttered, her lips forming a tight line.

Atlas shifted his gaze to me for a moment longer than necessary. If he was trying to communicate something to me, I didn’t receive the message.

After what felt like hours, I got to my feet. “Can I help you to your room?”

I thought it would be wise to assess the situation of our supplies in the apartment and discard any items beginning to spoil. It was only a matter of time before sickening smells would begin to permeate the apartment, particularly from the contents of the refrigerator and freezer.

“Nora,” she groaned. “I get to my room all by myself all the time.”

I also didn’t trust the men to be careful around Emily. If she were in her room, I wouldn’t have to worry about her being knocked into by idiots fighting over God knows what.

I couldn’t help but feel responsible because I was the one who brought these people into our home. It was supposed to be our safe haven, but now it felt like a tinderbox waiting for a spark. My fury had settled into a simmering anger that kept me on edge, and taking inventory of our supplies would help take my mind off of Rex.

Reluctantly, I left Emily’s side with weight on my chest. I opened all of the cabinets, leaving the doors open like mouths agape in silent screams. The sight of our accumulated goods was mildly comforting as I grabbed a notepad and pen from the junk drawer and began writing everything we had down.

We had cans of beans, tuna, peaches, and several boxes of mac and cheese. There was a large bag of rice I didn’t even remember buying, but each item was a whisper of hope against surviving the chaos outside.

Peanut butter.

Noodle packets.

A box of cereal.

Reviewing the inventory and considering the number of people in the apartment, I realized our supplies were not enough — a week’s worth, perhaps two at best. The touch of hope I’d felt faded fast. Not to mention, there was the problem of not even knowing how we’d cook the food, given the inoperative microwave and electric stove.

“Can I help?” Terrah asked, stepping into the kitchen.

“I’m going to clean out the fridge,” I said, tapping my finger to my chin. “Are you sure?”

Terrah’s nose wrinkled. “Well, that doesn’t sound like fun, but I’m sick of twiddling my thumbs.”

I braced myself as I pulled open the door with the trash bag ready in Terrah’s hands. In the dimness of the fridge, I could see all the wilted vegetables and the milk that had surely already gone bad. When we finished, the fridge was empty except for a few bottles of water, a pitcher of lemonade, and a few cans of soda that I left in there, even though it wasn’t working.

“Well, how bad is it?” Terrah asked, tying the trash bag closed.

“It’s not great,” I said, crossing my arms. “We’re going to just have to stretch what we have for as long as possible.”

Rex leaned into the kitchen. “This is why we need to leave this place.”

“Oh,” Terrah said, ignoring him. “We could check other apartments in the building. One’s that aren’t occupied, of course.”

“That’s actually a good idea,” I said with a slow nod as I thought it over. Surely, there were more people than I’d like to know who wouldn’t be coming back for various reasons like they were dead.

Terrah nudged the bulging trash bag in my direction. “I don’t know where the dumpster is, but I’ll head over and tell Atlas our plan. Oh,” she said, leaning in closer. “He’s like mega-hot, right?”

“Um,” I said, words escaping me as she took me off guard. He was incredibly attractive, but I hadn’t expected to be asked.

“Come on, Nora,” Terrah said, her eyebrows performing an expressive dance. “I think he’s super into you.”

“I think we have other things to worry about,” I said, finally finding my voice.

Terrah winked. “Sure, sure. Of course. But if you want privacy, I’ll keep everyone away from your room.”

“Terrah!”

She laughed, tossing her hair over her shoulder as she strutted over to Atlas at the window. He glanced at me over his shoulder as she spoke with him, presumably about the idea.

Grasping the hefty trash bag, I made my way toward the apartment door. As I reached out for the cool doorknob, Rex caught my hand in a firm grip. “What do you think you’re doing?”
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The muscles in my jaw tensed, a knot of frustration forming as our gazes locked. “I’m just going to throw the trash away.”

“You must have missed the memo. Didn’t you know it’s dangerous out there?” Rex said, his voice dripping with sarcasm as his smirk deepened with a taunt in his eyes. “Remember, we must stay in this apartment following Her Highness’ rules. Oh, forgive me. As the queen, I suppose the rules don’t apply to you.”

“Are you joking?” I asked, my mouth falling open. “Go. Leave. Who’s stopping you? The door is right here.”

He chuckled with a sneer, contorting his mouth. “I just simply wanted to point out the ridiculousness of it all.”

“Yep, so ridiculous. Would you like to take the trash out? I’ll gladly tell you where the dumpster is,” I said, narrowing my eyes.

Atlas cleared his throat, stopping both Rex and me from exchanging further words. “I’ll bring it down. Terrah just mentioned the plan to collect more supplies.”

“What are you talking about?” Rex growled as he widened his stance.

“We don’t have a lot in the apartment. All we have is what we brought in our bags and maybe a week’s worth of goods if we can find a way to cook what Nora has in the cabinets.” Atlas scratched his chin. “About a week’s worth of supplies. So, with that in mind, we’re going to break into a group and check the empty apartments in the building.”

Emily’s cane tapped the floor as she approached. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Why not?” Rex asked mockingly.

I rolled my eyes and opened my mouth, but before I could say anything, Emily spoke. “Well, people aren’t being super kind to one another, and I wouldn’t want anything to happen to anyone. Or, of course, drawing the attention of the things out there.”

“We can manage it safely,” Atlas said confidently. “And since we’re going to be here for the foreseeable future, we should gather what we can.”

“Other survivors are probably doing that too,” Jasper said, rubbing his hands together.

“It seems dangerous,” Emily said, her apprehension like a dense fog in the room. “Besides, I’m sure everyone is hiding inside, just like we are.”

“A lot of people died,” Terrah said, offering a half-shrug. “I’m sure there are empty apartments.”

“How will you break into them?” Emily asked, pursing her lips.

I placed a hand on her shoulder, feeling the delicate bones beneath my fingers. “Em, it’s a calculated risk. We’re going to run out of supplies, and every day, those things are out there rearranging the world, making it a challenge. Venturing outside the building would be far more dangerous, and if we don’t build up more now, we might have to go out there.”

“But what if someone’s still there? In their apartment? What if they’re scared, or worse, aggressive?” she said, shifting her blue eyes to Rex for a moment. Emily reduced her voice to a feathery whisper. “They could have a gun.”

“We’ll be careful, cautious, and smart,” Atlas said, glancing toward the window. “We will knock, announce ourselves, and avoid confrontation at all costs. We’ll go in small groups.”

Emily chewed her lip, and I knew her mind was racing with all the possible what-if scenarios. It wasn’t like the two of us really knew any of our neighbors. Emily rarely left the apartment, and when I had, I’d kept my head down.

“Look at this way,” I said, trying to bolster her courage and maybe my own too. “Staying here with dwindling supplies isn’t safe either. We need to act while we still can.”

Emily sighed, giving me a slow nod as reluctant acceptance painted her worried features. “Seems as though I’ve been outvoted.”

“We vote on things?” Rex muttered.

“We’ll start on this floor,” I said decisively. “If there is any trouble, we won’t be far.”

Rex snorted, his disdain unconcealed. “Don’t lead anyone back here. We don’t want anyone taking what we do have.”

“We aren’t out looking for trouble,” Atlas countered. “I’ll go.”

“I’ll go with you, and we’ll only take what’s necessary,” I said, twisting my fingers together. “Medicine, food, water… only what we will need for survival.”

“I can watch the window,” Sonia said from beside Jasper.

Jasper rolled forward on the balls of his feet. “I’ll join you two if you don’t mind.”

“That works. The three of us head out now before the storms let up,” Atlas said, gesturing toward the window.

Atlas took the trash bag from my hands and peeked out of the peephole before opening the door to the empty hallway. The three of us silently walked through the building down to the underground parking.

Gently lifting the hinged cover, I held it open as Atlas flung the trash bag into the dumpster, where it landed with a muted thud. He brushed his hands together before gesturing toward the stairs. “Ready?”

I nodded and followed him back to the second floor. We stopped at the first door, where I raised my hand to knock. The sound of my fist against the wood seemed thunderous in the silence of the hallway.

“Hello?” My voice was louder than intended as I called through the door. “Is anyone there?”

No answer came but the echo of my own words.

Atlas gestured for me to step aside as he reached for the doorknob. Slowly, so slowly, he turned it. The knob twisted fully, and he opened the door, revealing an inch of darkness at a time.

We stepped into someone else’s life, which twisted my stomach. The living room was tidy, with a stack of magazines fanned out on a coffee table and a blanket folded over the back of a sofa.

“What if they come back and find everything was taken?” I asked before taking another step.

“I don’t think they will make it back,” Jasper said, peaking into the other rooms.

“We did,” I said.

Atlas inhaled deeply. “I think we just have to assume they won’t. It’s sort of us or them.”

“That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think?” I asked, my brow wrinkling.

“Not really,” Atlas said, shrugging. “If they came to the apartment, we’d help them as best as we could.”

Jasper cocked his head. “Would we, though? We’re not going to know who to help and who will kill and rob us.”

“We can discuss this back at the apartment. For now, we’re here, and we should take what we can because I highly doubt anyone is coming back anytime soon with those insectoids working down the street and the roamers patrolling the skies,” Atlas said, stepping into the kitchen.

Our search was methodical. Atlas and Jasper moved through the kitchen for canned or packaged foods while I took toiletries and medicine from the bathroom. The whole time, I kept my ears tuned to any sound from the hallway and outside of the apartment.

“We should have brought bags,” Atlas said, cradling an arm full of food.

“I’m sure there’s something we can use here,” I said, opening the cabinet under the sink. I pulled out a folded paper bag with a grocery store logo on it. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” Atlas said, giving me a smile.

He carefully bagged the items, placing a hand towel in with the can and jars to muffle the clinks and clatters during the transport back to the apartment. With another bag in hand, we moved to the next apartment, but this time, we found a locked door. If there was anyone inside, they didn’t respond.

As we proceeded down the hall, we arrived at the fourth door, which was unlocked. Venturing inside, we scoured the kitchen and succeeded in collecting a handful of additional supplies. However, the scant amount suggested that the occupant wasn’t someone who ate a lot. Then again, it sort of seemed as though the apartment had been converted into a business for massage therapy, the sort that offered ‘happy endings.’

“Let’s drop this off,” Atlas said, grunting as he picked up two of the bags we’d gathered, both packed to the top.

When we returned to the apartment, there was relief on everyone’s face, including Emily’s, as they took in the amount of supplies we’d collected. Her gaze lingered on me longer than necessary, but the look spoke volumes.

“We’re not quite done,” I said, shifting my eyes from hers.

“Oh, geez,” Emily said, pressing her lips together. “Can’t you just do more later or when we need it?”

Atlas set down the items on the table as he emptied the paper bags. Cassi grabbed an apple from the surface and bit into it with a crunch. She closed her eyes, dabbing away a trickle of juice from her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Oh, yum. I needed that,” she said with a sigh.

“We’re just going to finish the apartments on this side of the hallway today,” Atlas said, picking up the now empty paper bag. “It went much better than expected, but some of the doors were locked.”

Emily frowned. “This looks like more than enough.”

“Yeah, what if we have to leave this place?” Rex asked, his nostrils flaring. “We’ll have to leave all these goodies behind.”

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered as I headed to the door. “It won’t take long. Twenty minutes tops.”

“Ugh, fine,” Emily grumbled as she walked back to her room, closing her door with a soft thud.

“Twenty minutes,” I repeated, more to myself than anyone else.

Atlas gave me a nod, and Jasper was already at the door, waiting. We slipped back into the hallway, our movements synchronized and silent.

The first door was locked, so we moved to the next. Inside, we found more than food and medicine — there were batteries, candles, a flashlight, and several plush blankets that looked expensive.

“These are a necessity, right?” I asked, rubbing the fluffy fabric against my cheek.

“Could be,” Atlas said with a chuckle. “What if we’re trapped in the apartment until winter? We’ll need lots of blankets.”

I grinned. “You’ve convinced me.”

Atlas shoved everything else into the paper bag. “Let’s keep moving.”

The next apartment door was locked.

At the next apartment, our search yielded nothing. The kitchen cupboards were bare, and the medicine cabinets had been completely stripped of their contents. Even the toiletries were gone. It was as if whoever had lived there had taken everything themselves.

“Last one for today,” Atlas said, stepping up to the door. He knocked three times and stepped back. “Hello? Anyone home?”

No answer.

He turned the knob, but it didn’t budge. “Locked.”

“That’s it then, for today?” Jasper asked, disappointment coating his words.

“Yeah,” Atlas said, stroking his chin. “You know, I bet we could get into these locked doors.”

I raised a brow. “Are you suggesting we break into locked apartments? What if people are hiding in them? They look out and see us and just don’t want to open the door to strangers.”

“Hm,” Atlas said, his words cut short as the apartment door abruptly opened.

A hand reached out from within, grasping my arm with surprising strength. I lost my footing as I was yanked inside a dark apartment.

A glint of light reflected off the pistol pointed at Atlas. “Get in.”
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My eyes strained to adjust to the darkness in the apartment, but the figures surrounding us remained shadowy outlines. With each flash of lightning, I got only a quick flicker of how many others were in the room.

“We don’t want any trouble,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt.

The man holding the gun was a hulking silhouette with a voice like gravel. “Not us. We can handle a little trouble, and I don’t think you three will bring us much.”

I felt Atlas stiffen beside me. “What do you want?”

“I’m feeling kind today,” the man said as a flash of light illuminated his older face. His skin looked like leather as if he’d smoked since he was fourteen. “I’ll give you a choice.”

“What kind of choice?” Atlas asked, anger deepening his tone.

“A generous one,” the man said, shifting his weight. “You can leave your goodies with us, and I’ll let you walk out of here, or you can put up a fuss and get shot. Either way, we get the supplies.”

His four buddies chuckled.

Atlas took a brisk step forward, an inch away from the barrel of the gun. “Go ahead then.”

The man with a gun flicked a look over his shoulder. “What the hell is this? You don’t think I will do it?” He pressed the gun to Atlas’s forehead. “It wouldn’t be the first time someone underestimated what I’m capable of.”

“Think about it,” Atlas said, his voice a low growl. “One shot, and you’ll have every last one of those things swarming this place. You’ve seen what they do to people, haven’t you? It won’t just be me lying dead on the floor. It’ll be all of us.”

Silence stretched thin, with only the sounds of our captor’s uneven breaths filling the air. Atlas must have known he had them.

“That’s what will happen,” Atlas continued. “Bang! Not just a noise, it’s a dinner bell for the hungry creatures.”

The armed man hesitated, his firearm quivering subtly as he pondered Atlas’s words. A strange electricity in the room, not from the lightning outside, prickled my skin.

“All right, smart guy,” the leader’s voice cracked like thunder. “You’re either right or just really stupid talking big when you’re the one staring down the barrel.”

“I’m right,” Atlas said without flinching, “And I’m not stupid enough to get us all killed over a few cans of food.”

Jasper’s frightened eyes were stretched wide, reflecting the faint flashes and flickers coming from outside. He clutched one of the bags of supplies against his chest, hugging it as if it were a protective shield.

The leader’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment, I thought he was going to pull the trigger. But then, with an annoyed breath, he lowered the gun.

“Fine,” he growled. “Consider this your lucky day.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Atlas grabbed my hand and led me to the door.

“Next time, you won’t be as lucky,” the man called after us.

“Hope we don’t catch you snooping around our territory again,” another added just as the door was closed behind us.

A sense of relief washed over me, but I also knew that we couldn’t let our guard down. Running into this group confirmed that Atlas was right. It’s every man for him or herself.

“That was close,” Jasper said as we rushed down the hall.

“Too close,” Atlas added.

I glanced back. “Are we going to be safe here? We don’t tell Rex about this, do we? Then again, we can’t keep it from the others. We all need to be on guard.”

“We’re safer in the apartment than we are outside,” Atlas said, combing his fingers through his hair. “Those guys are bad, but not as bad as the laser beam thing.”

“For sure,” Jasper said, bobbing his head.

As we approached the apartment door, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched. How many eyes were peering at us through their peepholes? I half expected the men to have a change of heart and chase us down for a few cans of food.

Back at the apartment, Emily and the others were waiting. She looked relieved when she saw us, but it was quickly replaced with anger.

“That was way more than twenty minutes,” she said, drawing in a breath.

“We got caught up,” I said, chewing my fingernail.

“What happened?” she asked. “Rex was about to go out looking for you.”

Atlas told everyone about the armed men, not leaving any part of the story out. Emily listened in silence, her face growing pale with each and every word.

“You’re lucky you’re not dead,” Emily said, her shoulders rising and falling with her rapid breaths. “No more leaving the apartment.”

I opened my mouth to say that wasn’t reasonable, but she held up a hand and stormed off. We couldn’t live constantly on edge and in danger, but I didn’t know where else we could go.

As we sat in the apartment, listening to the sounds of the storm outside, Atlas and Rex moved the TV stand partially in front of the door to stop anyone from getting inside. I went to the window and peered out into the streets, watching as the storm dwindled and the rain turned into a drizzle.

That night, I tossed and turned, unable to quiet my restless mind enough to fall asleep. It was like we were sitting ducks in the apartment, waiting for disaster to strike, but there was nowhere else to go. No matter where we were, we’d be fighting for our lives.

My thoughts kept returning to the armed men. We’d gotten lucky, and next time, I knew we wouldn’t be anywhere near as fortunate. Resources were going to become more and more scarce, and people would become more desperate. Everyone would fight for what was left, and it wasn’t like people were out there manufacturing more food.

People did crazy things when they were desperate. I had no idea how we were going to stay safe, not just from the aliens, but the people were going to be just as big of a problem.

I stared at the ceiling, following the dancing shadows cast by the mothership’s lights. I desperately tried to think of something that could make us safer, but nothing brilliant came to mind.

My eyelids grew heavy, but each time I started to drift off, I would envision those men bursting through the barricaded door, taking everything we had. I could almost hear their heavy footsteps in the hall and feel the cold metal of their gun pressed to my forehead. I bolted upright, heart hammering.

Adrenaline chased away any possibility of getting even a hint of sleep. I glanced over at Emily’s sleeping form. She looked so small and fragile, and I knew I had to do whatever I could to protect her. Emily was all I had left in this world, and if anything happened to her… no. Nothing could happen.

Sighing heavily, I dragged myself out of bed, taking care not to move the mattress too much. I tiptoed through the kitchen and grabbed one of the warm sodas from the fridge.

I cracked open the warm soda and took a long sip, enjoying the sweet taste as I waited for the caffeine to kick in. The kitchen was mostly in shadows, but I sat down at the table anyway.

Atlas walked over to the table and pulled out the chair next to mine. “Can’t sleep?”

“Every time I try, I’d see those men bursting into the apartment,” I said, shaking my head.

“I’ve been thinking about that too,” Atlas said as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “We need protection.”

I’d been a drug mule for Shadow and foolishly managed to avoid being around guns. It seemed that was not going to be an option going forward because Atlas was right.

Atlas and I spent the next few hours chatting about our lives before. He’d been a security guard, and I told him I’d been a gopher for a businessman, which was partially the truth. Talking with Atlas was easy and comfortable… he wasn’t anything like most of the men I’d encountered in my life.

We talked about favorite movies, books, TV shows, and other random things that made me temporarily forget about the insectoids. The conversation flowed easily between us, and for the first time in the day, some of the weight felt as though it had been lifted from my shoulders.

I’d just taken the last drink of my soda when a mechanical whirring noise sounded in the distance. Atlas and I exchanged an uneasy glance. The harsh sounds grew louder, accompanied by rhythmic thudding.

Atlas got to his feet. “That doesn’t sound good.”

I followed him to the window, pulling back the curtain less than an inch to peer outside. My breath hitched. “Oh no. That can’t be good.”
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At least a dozen insectoids marched down the street in a straight line, their metal limbs glimmering in the dim morning light as the roamers zipped around in the sky. The mothership creaked like a rusty gate as it slowly moved in the clouds.

“What’s going on?” I whispered, bringing my hand to cover my mouth.

“I’m not sure,” Atlas said, grabbing my shoulders and moving me a step back from the window. He shot a glance back at the still sleeping room. “Not sure if we should wake them.”

My hands trembled. “Do you think they’re going to… attack?”

“I don’t know. Maybe,” Atlas said, his jaw tense.

My heart pounded as I watched their numbers increase. The line of insectoids moved down the street, all heading somewhere out of my view.

“I wish I could see where they’re going,” I whispered.

“I wish they’d leave,” Atlas said, meeting my gaze for a second before shifting his eyes back to the sky.

The massive mothership stopped with a cacophonous groan, positioning itself directly over our apartment building. A cloud of eerie green dust ejected from its underbelly, spreading out like a strange, noxious plume.

“That’s not good,” I said, swallowing hard as I watched the dust fall through the sky.

“Okay,” Atlas said, clapping his hands together. “Wake the others.”

I bolted away from the window, urgency fueling my movements as I moved through the dimly lit room. Gently but with a firm sense of haste, I jostled the sleeping forms, my voice hushed yet insistent. “Wake up! Everyone needs to get up now!”

Eyelids fluttered open, groans of confusion and fear filled the air. Atlas dashed to the kitchen and pulled out all the hand towels from a drawer. He started shoving them under the front door.

“What’s going on?” Sonia asked, her voice thick with sleep.

“Some kind of dust from the ship,” I said, gesturing frantically toward the window.

“Oh my God,” Sonia gasped, suddenly wide awake. “What do we do?”

Atlas grabbed my shoulder and spun me toward him. “Duct tape?”

“Top drawer next to the stove,” I said.

“Everyone up! We need to seal the cracks in case this stuff is poison or something,” Atlas said, dashing toward the kitchen.

“Is this it?” Terrah asked, rubbing her eyes.

I exhaled sharply. “No idea. We don’t know what it is, but we can’t take any chances. It’s like the other times, only a lot more and right overhead.”

“Okay,” Terrah said, scrambling to her feet, her eyes wide with alarm. “Let’s seal the cracks then.”

“Blankets, towels, duct tape, whatever you can find in as many places as you can find,” Atlas said as a door slammed shut.

“What was that?” I asked.

Tyler scratched the back of his neck. “Steph locked herself in the bathroom.”

“Jesus Christ,” Atlas muttered.

Cassi moved around the room, identifying places that Atlas should tape. Emily rubbed her shoulder as she looked around. “What can I do?”

“We’ve got this under control,” I said, offering a quick, reassuring smile.

A determined look crossed Emily’s face, her eyebrows drawing together. “I want to help.”

“You need to save your strength,” I said, my lips pressing into a thin line.

Her eyes took on a sharpness, narrowing slightly. “For what?”

“In case we have to run,” Rex chimed in with a chuckle as he gestured to Emily’s cane. “She’s worried you won’t be able to keep up.”

“Stop it,” I said, flicking a dagger-filled look at Rex.

“We’re almost done,” Atlas said, glancing at me. “Go with her and check the bedrooms.”

Tyler rapped sharply on the bathroom door, which swung open promptly when Stephanie allowed Tyler and Oliver to enter, then it closed forcefully with a bang. The noise of the locking mechanism resonated through the quiet.

Sonia and Terrah joined me in escorting Emily back to her room. Before we closed the door, Atlas, Cassi, and Jasper came into the room too.

“Rex is going to stay out there. Shut himself in a closet,” Atlas said, turning to Emily. “Is there a blanket I can use?”

Emily provided him with the comforter from the top of her bed, and he stuffed it into the gap at the door’s base. He then applied the remaining duct tape to seal the door and the window, which was just barely enough.

“What do we do now?” Terrah asked, sitting on the edge of Emily’s bed. Her leg bounced vigorously as she wrapped her arms around herself.

“Watch and wait,” Atlas said, peeking out between the blinds.

I stood beside him, watching the dense green dust cloud form a fog as it descended on the building. My vision was completely obscured, leaving me with nothing but the sight of the suffocating, putrid green haze enveloping everything.

“Everyone okay?” Atlas asked, pulling me away from the window.

“I feel fine,” Emily said.

Cassi nodded. “No different from minutes ago.”

“Maybe it wasn’t toxic,” Sonia said, clasping her hands together.

“Let’s hope,” I said, meeting her dark eyes filled with an intense fear that matched my own.

Jasper released a breath. “I don’t get it. Why would they drop this dust on us?”

“Who knows? Maybe it’s not even meant for us. Maybe it’s something for whatever they’re doing out there. Their ecosystem or… I don’t know. Maybe it’s the insectoid’s food.”

“Whatever it is, I don’t like it,” Terrah said, puffing out her bottom lip.

“Me either,” I said, glancing toward the window.

We fell silent as we waited. The green fog clung to the windows like a hungry mist. The tension in the room wrapped around us tighter than the tape sealing the windows.

Emily’s bed had become an island in a sea of uncertainty. We clustered around it, watching and waiting.

“I hate this,” Terrah said, breaking the silence. “How will we know when we’re okay?”

“I think if something were going to happen, it would have by now,” Atlas said, stroking the stubble on his chin.

“We’re safe for now. That’s all that matters,” Emily said, her voice calm and steady, far more than mine would be.

A distant rumble tore through the quiet, a storm just like the other time the dust was expelled by the mothership. It was thicker than the other times and much closer, but it had the same outcome — a storm.

“Did you hear that?” I asked, turning to Atlas.

“Yeah,” he said, his head bobbing. “Another storm.”

I wrung my hands. “Why do they do that? Release the fumes to start a storm.”

The first drops of rain hit the window with a splatter that seemed too loud and too hard. Within moments, the splatter turned into a torrential downpour that pounded against the side of the building so aggressively I worried the window would break.

I darted to the window, watching as the green fog began to swirl around us as if stirred by an invisible hand. I couldn’t see more than an inch, but I knew the insectoids were in their hiding spots.

“Like I said, it probably has something to do with what they’re trying to do here, or maybe insectoid food,” Cassi said, leaning back against the wall. “Doesn’t seem to do anything to us, just triggers those storms.”

“Why do they want so many storms when the insectoids can’t work in the rain?” I said, chewing my lip.

“Maybe it’s breaking down the buildings,” Atlas said, peeking out between the blinds for a second before letting them fall closed. “Perhaps it makes it easier for the insectoids to take them apart.”

Terrah got to her feet. “Yeah, that could be. But it could also be that we are never going to know. They aren’t telling us, and it’s not like anyone can give us the answers.” She waved her hands in the air as if brushing away her words. “I’m sorry, it’s just that this is all so stressful, and I really don’t think we’re ever going to have the answers. We just have to figure out how to survive whatever the hell is happening.”

“If we can survive,” Sonia mumbled before releasing a heavy sigh.

“Terrah isn’t wrong,” Atlas said, shaking his head. “I think it’s just human nature to want to know the why.”

The room lit up with a flash so bright it left spots dancing in my eyes. A thunderous crack followed immediately, shaking the entire apartment building.

“Whoa,” Atlas said, putting his arms out protectively.

Lightning crashed again, illuminating the room with a flash, casting an eerie orange hue through the slats of the blinds. It was followed by a resounding boom, like an explosion, while the roar of the thunder echoed, rolling through the neighborhood.

The storm raged outside, a violent symphony of nature’s wrath mixed with the aliens that loomed over us. My hands clenched into tighter fists with each thunderclap.

We were not in control. Even when we were doing things to feel as though we were, we most definitely weren’t.

“We should stay away from the window,” Atlas said, drawing in a calm breath.

I nodded, releasing my hands to let the blood circulate through them again. Some stayed on the bed, while others leaned against the opposite wall or sat on the floor. All of our eyes focused on the window.

The rain pounded harder against the building as if demanding entry. Even the air inside felt charged, electric from the lightning, or perhaps just from the anxiety and fear.

Suddenly, a blinding flash of light filled the room—so intense it left us momentarily sightless, even with our backs to the window. A simultaneous crack of thunder deafened us, our ears ringing in its aftermath.

“What the hell was that?” Sonia shouted over the residual noise.

“It hit close,” Atlas replied, his brow furrowed as he glanced around at each of us for signs of injury.

I blinked rapidly, attempting to see without the blobs of light stuck in my vision. The air smelled like ozone and something else… something metallic.

Atlas moved toward the window again, but I caught his arm. “Don’t.”

“A quick look,” Atlas said, patting my hand.

I released my grip, and he went to the window. He took a quick peek out between the blinds, sighing as he stepped back to his original spot. “Oh, shit. A fire.”
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“What?” Terrah said, stomping to the door.

“Wait,” Atlas said, waving his hand at her. “It’s across the street. The green fog is hiding it. We’re okay here. At least for now.”

“God dammit, Atlas, you nearly gave me a heart attack,” Terrah said, pressing her hand to her chest.

“It’s nearly out already, thanks to the downpour,” Atlas said, taking another quick peek between the bolts of lightning. There was a faint orange glow from the fire across the street, reflecting in his eyes.

I paced the room as a chill settled into my bones. “You know, this could be a good thing.”

“The storm?” Terrah asked.

“No, not that, well, kind of,” I whispered as I watched my feet glide back and forth across the carpet. “The storms send the insectoids into hiding, and the roamers don’t seem to like it either. We can use this to our advantage.”

Emily grimaced. “What are you getting at, Nora?”

“When it storms, they retreat, like they really don’t like water or something. Clearly it doesn’t kill them, because if it did, the mothership wouldn’t keep doing it.” I shook my head as if that would organize my thoughts. “We the storms hit, they go into hiding… that’s our window. We can go out and get whatever we need, then.”

“You’ve lost it,” Emily said, blinking rapidly. She glanced at the others. “A little help here?”

Atlas nodded as he crossed his arms over his chest, a pensive look on his face. “Could work. But what if we’re caught out there when it stops raining?”

“We just wait. It’s not usually too long, between a day or two at most, right?” I said, chewing a fingernail. “I think it will work.”

“What about when they come to this building?” Cassi asked, looking around the group. “You know, to tear it down.”

Atlas ran his fingers through his hair. “We need to be somewhere else before that happens anyway.”

“No one is going out there,” Emily said, pressing her lips together.

“Not now, but in the future. We’ll keep it quick. Hit the stores we know are likely to have what we need, the close ones, and get back before the storms stop,” I said with a small smile. “I think it’ll work.”

Emily groaned. “No. Not happening.”

Terrah wrapped her arms around herself, her gaze following our exchange. “Well, I’m not going out there if I don’t have to.”

“No one has to,” Emily said.

“Em, we are going to run out of food and water,” I said, fixing my gaze on her. “It’s not ideal, but we aren’t going to go down with a fight. I’m going to do anything I can to keep you safe.”

Emily stood, attempting to hide a wince. “Who is going to keep you safe, hm? Me.”

“We can discuss this all later,” Atlas said, gesturing toward the bedroom door. “I think we can tell the others that the green dust didn’t seem to do anything except cut visibility.”

For the rest of the night, we sat in quiet, listening as the storm attacked the building. Each creak, squeak, and howl caused us to worry that the building wouldn’t be able to withstand the violent storm. Eventually, it dwindled, and the green dust dissipated, leaving a residue on the buildings in the area and surely the apartment building as well.

The next few days passed without much difference from the previous. The insectoids continued their work, roamers supervised, and it rained on and off when the mothership expelled the green cloud.

We’d eat, drink, and sleep when we could while Atlas and I took turns watching out the front window for anything out of the ordinary. Every time it rained, I considered running to the shop at the corner to see if there was anything inside.

We were all starting to fall into a routine, but everyone, including myself, was feeling a bit of cabin fever. The apartment was small, and with no electricity, there wasn’t anything to do except to look at the same magazines over and over again. Emily had a small library of books, but no one seemed interested in reading when giant aliens were marching up and down the street.

The calmness wasn’t going to last, and despite the calmness, everyone was still on edge. With the storms coming and going, I quickly lost track of what time of day it was, considering it was dark more often than it was light. It had been a very long time since we’d seen the sunlight.

One night, when it wasn’t storming, Atlas and I stood at the window watching the few remaining insectoids. It seemed as though there were fewer at night.

“Do you think they sleep?” I asked, watching a lone insectoid carrying a hunk of concrete down the street.

“Probably,” Atlas said, glancing up at the mothership. “Do you think they all look like insects?”

My expression twisted as though I’d caught a whiff of week-old laundry. “God, I hope not.

Atlas let out a soft chuckle, his blue eyes catching a glint of light that managed to peek in through the curtains. It was a rare moment where we could find a laugh amidst the horror.

“How about a ladybug with a flamethrower?” he teased.

I cracked a smile, quickly covering it with my hand as if smiling was somehow wrong. “That’s terrifying.”

“Worse than the giant ants outside?”

“So much worse. Lady bugs are super gross, just a red beetle that can fly,” I said with a shiver.

Atlas smiled. “Have you seen a house centipede before?”

“Oh, God.” My eyes widened. “I can’t even imagine.”

“Really?” He squinted at me as he gestured to the window. “You’ve seen what’s out there, and you can’t imagine giant centipedes roaming the streets?”

“You got me there,” I said.

A comfortable silence fell between us as we watched the insectoid disappear around the corner. I tried to ignore the feeling of Atlas’s warmth beside me. His presence was oddly comforting, even though I didn’t really know him that well.

Atlas was the kind of guy I wished Logan would have been. But to be fair, I wished Logan would have been anything other than who he was.

After a while, he spoke again. “You’re handling all this better than most.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah.”

I snorted. “Well, then, you’re easy to fool.”

“You’ve got something in you, something different from others. You’re a survivor,” Atlas said, holding my gaze.

“I’ve had to be,” I said, swallowing hard. “For Emily.”

“She’s lucky to have you,” he said softly.

“Well, life hasn’t been easy. We lean on each other. Honestly, if it weren’t for Emily, I probably wouldn’t even still….” My voice trailed off as I struggled to finish. “Anyway, she needs me, and I need her.”

Atlas shifted closer, his shoulder brushing against mine. “We all need each other now. That’s how we’ll get through this, I think.”

“Well, not everyone feels that way,” I said, flicking my eyes to Rex, who was zonked out, drooling on himself. “Some are more of the ‘every man for themselves’ type.”

“They usually get their comeuppance,” Atlas said, his finger brushing against mine lightly before he entwined his fingers with mine. Our hands fit together so seamlessly that it was as though we were jigsaw pieces designed to interlock.

A shiver ran up my spine at his gentle touch. For several heartbeats, we stood there hand in hand, watching the darkened world outside. A perfect pocket of peace in the ongoing disaster, and I wanted it to last forever.

“Tell me something about yourself,” Atlas said, suddenly breaking the silence between us.

“What do you want to know?” I asked, my stomach swirling. There wasn’t a lot I wanted to tell Atlas about myself, or anyone else for that matter.

“Anything,” he said with a half-smile. “Something from before all this happened.”

I thought for a moment before answering. “I liked to listen to heavy rock music. And sing too.”

“Why can I picture that?” he asked with a quiet laugh so as not to disturb or draw the attention of the others. “I would sure like to have heard that.”

“Oh my God,” I said, feeling my cheeks warm. “No one really ever got to hear that except for Emily. Not because she wanted to, but because she had no choice.”

There was something between us, an energy that I couldn’t quite name. It was warm and potent, and it made me acutely aware of how close he was. Was it weird I wanted him to kiss me? God, it was totally weird.

“How about this?” Atlas said, grinning. “If we survive all this and things eventually go back to normal, you’ll sing for me.”

“What will you do for me?” I asked, raising a brow.

Atlas stared at the window. “Hm, I don’t know

“Well, what did you like to do?” I asked.

He snorted. “I didn’t have time to enjoy anything. I’ve been working multiple jobs since I was sixteen.”

“Show off,” I said.

Atlas met my gaze.

“I had my first job at seventeen. Although I had to take care of Emily before that,” I said with a sigh.

“How about this? If we get out of this, I’ll take you out,” Atlas said, squeezing my hand. “Somewhere nice.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Doesn’t have to be anywhere that nice.”

“So you’d go out with me?” he asked.

“Yeah, sure,” I said, keeping my eyes on the window as my stomach twisted into a nervous knot.

What the hell was I thinking? After everything with Logan, I never wanted anything from another man ever again. One-night stands had been all I wanted to worry about. No strings. Nothing.

Not that any of it mattered because it would probably be a cold day in hell before we survived what was happening. In fact, we were awfully lucky we’d made it as long as we had.

“Well, then it’s a date,” Atlas said, lightly brushing a strand of hair from my face.

A flurry of second thoughts and all the reasons I shouldn’t rose to the surface of my thoughts. “You know, maybe it would be⁠—”

The sound of a sharp, insistent knock at the apartment door interrupted us.
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A second, more insistent knock echoed throughout the apartment like the rhythmic pounding of a war drum, signaling the approach of an inevitable battle. A tight coil of anxiety formed in the pit of my stomach, contorting into a knot of dread. I pivoted on my heel, my gaze catching the sight of Rex as he turned the doorknob. In a desperate attempt to intercept him, Atlas surged forward, his arm reaching out in a fruitless endeavor to halt the progression of events, but it was too late.

The door swung open, and Rex’s gruff voice barely got out a “What the—” before a hand clamped down over his mouth as another arm twisted around his neck. A man pressed a gun against his temple, the metal catching a glimmer of light.

“Didn’t think it would be that easy,” the leader said, laughing as he looked at his fingernails. His gang filed in behind him, all six of them armed and smirking like they’d just won some kind of jackpot. “Knock, and the door shall open.”

“Dammit,” I whispered as my heart thudded against my ribcage, a wild animal clawing for escape.

Atlas’s eyes locked on mine for a split second, calm blue oceans in the midst of a storm. He raised his hands in surrender, the others doing the same but half-heartedly due to their confusion.

“How can I help you?” Atlas said, his eyes darting from one man to the next.

The guy holding Rex was a scrappy man in his thirties with more scars than unblemished skin tightened his grip. He looked excited at the chance to get to the pull the trigger.

Emily hobbled into the living room, her cane tapping the floor. She turned whiter than the walls when her eyes landed on the armed men.

Cassi positioned herself unwaveringly close to Emily, her facial features contorting into a scowl. The leader clicked his tongue as he waved a finger at her.

“No one move, please,” he growled.

We had them outnumbered, but it didn’t matter when they were the ones pointing guns at our heads. My eyes scanned the room for anything I could use for a weapon should it come to defending myself, Emily, or anyone in the apartment, for that matter.

“Easy now,” Atlas said, his voice steady as he drew in a slow breath. “What do you want?”

The leader sauntered further into our space like he owned it. His laugh was dry leaves skittering across the pavement on a cool autumn day. “What do we want, huh? Let’s start with everything.”

He nodded at one of his goons, who started rummaging through some of the bags on the floor. I watched as they picked up the bags of canned goods, granola bars, and the other items we’d collected by their greedy hands.

“Don’t you all have enough?” I said through my teeth.

“Oh, miss, no one is going to have enough,” the leader said, flashing me something between a smirk and a sneer.

Every item they took was another pang in my gut, knowing they were taking items that would keep us alive and safe. Atlas shifted slightly beside me, muscles coiled tight. I could almost hear his mind racing for anything that could get the men to leave.

One of the men, a tall brute with eyes like chips of flint, stepped forward, holding his gun as if it were some kind of trophy. He kicked at a piece of fluff on the floor with disdain. “Nice place you got here. Bigger than ours, I think. It sure would be a shame if something happened to it.”

My jaw clenched as my hands curled into fists at my sides. Anger ripped hot through my veins.

“This is our stuff,” Emily spat from where she stood in the hallway, her voice trembling but holding an iron resolve.

The leader turned toward her slowly, his lips curling into a smile that turned my stomach. “Well, ain’t you a pretty little thing?”

“Leave her alone,” I roared, taking a step forward.

The leader aimed his gun at my forehead.

“It’s getting pretty boring over there in our apartment,” he said, twisting a finger into Emily’s hair. “We could use someone’s feisty to help liven things up a bit.”

Laughter spilled from the intruders like water from a broken dam. I shifted, but Atlas caught my arm before any of them noticed.

“You’re not taking any of us,” Cassi growled as she stared into the leader’s eyes.

The leader’s nose wrinkled as he looked her up and down. “Certainly not you. Redheads are not my cup of tea. I like cute little blondes.”

“I bet you do, you sick geezer,” Cassi said, bravely glaring at the armed man.

The leader smiled, baring his teeth as if he were ready for the kill. “Let’s not make this messy, huh, Red? Let the grown-ups do what they need to do.”

“Take it all,” I roared, daggers flying from my eyes. “But you’re not going to touch her.”

“And what are you going to do about it?” the leader asked, waving his gun.

My heart raced as I stared down the barrel of the gun. I couldn’t let him take Emily, but I was powerless to stop him. The leader’s eyes flashed between me and my sister, a cruel smile playing on his lips.

“She is not leaving this apartment,” I repeated, my voice firm but just above a whisper.

The leader’s laugh echoed through the apartment, sending chills down my spine. My fists tightened, my nails digging into my palms.

The group of men continued to gather our supplies into the large duffel bags they brought with them. They worked quickly and efficiently, methodically moving through the rooms, taking everything we worked so hard to gather.

As they roamed the apartment, taking our things, the leader’s gaze fell on Emily’s cane. He snatched it from her, examining it with disgust. “What’s this?”

“My cane,” she said, jerking it from him.

“Something wrong with you?” he asked.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I have fibromyalgia, among other chronic pain issues,” Emily said, swallowing hard.

Her cheeks flushed with a soft, rosy pink. Emily never liked to talk about her conditions because of how she would be judged and treated differently. Plus, it made her sad, angry, and frustrated when someone told her it was in her head. And now she was forced to throw it out in the open for all to hear.

The leader took a step away from him, his lips curling as if he’d smell rotten fish. “I don’t want a defective girl. She’s no use to me.”

Relief washed over me, but it was short-lived. The leader’s men had finished gathering our supplies and were preparing to leave.

“Leave us something,” I said, anger making each word stiff. “We’ll starve.”

The leader turned to me, his eyes cold. “You should have thought of that before stealing from the other apartments. We claimed this territory, and really, you should be thanking me.”

“For what?” I scoffed.

“Because I’m allowing you to stay here for the time being,” he said, gesturing to his men, and they began filing from the apartment.

I watched in despair as they took our supplies, leaving us with nothing. The leader was the last to leave, he paused in the doorway, his eyes landing on Emily as he shook his head.

“Such a pity,” he said, clicking his tongue. “Oh,” he continued, turning to face the rest of us, “if I were you, I’d consider finding a new place to stay. Next time, we won’t be so generous.”

He slammed the door behind him, leaving us in silence. I sank to the floor, burying my face in my hands as I worked to collect myself.

Atlas placed a hand on my shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll get more.”

“Generous. Ha! What about what they did was generous?” I said with a laugh. “He took everything!”

I absolutely detested the way I felt completely and utterly powerless, unable to stop them from doing whatever they wanted. It was exactly how I’d felt in my marriage to Logan. Trapped. Stuck. Restricted, and worst of all, I’d failed everyone in the apartment.

“We’ll figure something out,” Emily said softly as she approached and placed a hand on my shoulder. “We always do, right Nora?”

I inhaled deeply, forcing a weak smile. I wanted to share her optimism, but as I looked around the empty apartment, I couldn’t help but feel completely defeated.

“What if we do get more, and they just come and take it again,” Terrah said, wringing her hands. “We have to do something.”

“I’m not sure there is anything we can do,” Emily said, pressing her lips together. “They were heavily armed.”

“Most of the people where I lived were armed,” Terrah said, flicking me a look. “I think we need to think about how we are going to protect ourselves going forward.”

Atlas nodded. “Terrah’s right.”

Emily waved her hands in the air. “I’m not sticking around to hear this. I don’t want any part of it.”

Terrah’s words hung heavy in the room despite the shiver that ripped through me. Guns made some people do very stupid things. In Logan’s case, he acted like a complete idiot because he had no fear when his pistol was tucked into the back of his pants. He thought he was tough. Invincible. And that’s exactly how the men who’d broken in appeared to me, yet they were the ones with all the supplies.

I heaved a deep, heavy sigh as I vigorously rubbed my face with my hands in frustration. “Damn it all to hell. I hate this.”

Atlas nodded, his face set in a grim line. “I’ve seen enough in the last few days to know that hoping for the best isn’t going to keep us alive. Help isn’t coming. We need a plan, and we need to be able to defend ourselves.” He started pacing, the floor creaking with each step. “I’m not saying we go out looking for trouble or anything like that, but if it comes knocking again, we need to be ready to answer.”

Rex shook his head. “I shouldn’t have answered.”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” Atlas said, clearing his throat. “But what’s done is done, and we learned something valuable. We need weapons.”

Cassi glanced toward the hall, and then her eyes locked onto Jasper. “We need to protect what is ours. If that means getting our hands on whatever weapons we can find and learning how to use them, then so be it.”

Jasper gave her a single nod.

“It’s settled,” Atlas said, placing his hands on his hips. “Next storm, we go out.”

Atlas was helping me to my feet when a cry from the other room pierced the air. Emily’s voice was laden with agony. “Nooo!”
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My head jerked up, muscles tensing as if lightning had just struck inside the apartment. No one moved. No one even seemed to breathe, except for Atlas, who was stomping toward the bedroom, every line of his body pulled taut.

I maneuvered my way past him, propelled by a growing sense of alarm, while the rest of the group remained immobilized as though frozen. Their ears straining, and every muscle coiled, all of them ready to spring into action.

The echo of the gang’s threats still bounced off the walls when I reached Emily’s door. I pushed open the door to find her curled up on her bed, her body heaving with sobs that seemed to shake the very foundation. I rushed to her side, sitting on the mattress that dipped under my weight.

“Emily?” I whispered, my voice a hearty blend of desperation, fear, and concern. I rubbed her back lightly, attempting to stop her body from shaking. “What’s wrong?”

“They took everything, Nora,” she gasped between sobs. “All of my medications… without them, I…,” Emily said, her shoulder shaking vigorously.

I pulled her into my arms, feeling her warm, trembling body against mine. My mouth opened and quickly closed when I couldn’t find the right words. Without her medication, Emily’s body wouldn’t work efficiently. Every movement would cause her pain.

“I should have hid them. Why didn’t I hide them?” Emily said, looking at me with glassy eyes. “When you brought the strangers here, that was the first thing I should have done. This is worse than when Logan was taking them and either using or selling them. At least he made sure I had what I needed.”

Her words were like a punch in the gut. The medication wasn’t just for her comfort, it was necessary for Emily to help her get around.

Before I could say anything, Atlas’s voice sliced through the tension. “Write down everything you need,” he said from the doorway, his crystal blue eyes resolute. “I’ll get you what you need during the next storm.”

“You are serious?” I asked, holding his gaze.

“We need weapons, and now Emily’s medication.” He stepped into the room, crossing his arms. “There’s a pharmacy not too far from here. I’ll head out as soon as the next storm starts.”

Emily sat up, shifting her eyes to Atlas. “I don’t want you going out there. It’s just too dangerous.”

Atlas moved closer, kneeling so he was at eye level with Emily. “I’m going either way. We need to be armed if we want to have any chance of surviving this. And we need you to be ready, just in case, because I know that if there were some kind of emergency, Nora wouldn’t leave your side no matter what.”

Emily pleaded with her eyes. “But⁠—”

“No, no ‘buts.’ If you don’t write it down, I’m sure Nora knows what you need,” Atlas said firmly. “I wish things were different, trust me, I do, but they aren’t. We have to do what we can.”

Emily hesitated for a moment before exhaling loudly and wiping away the tears with the back of her hand. Atlas stood, giving me a nod before leaving us alone.

“I don’t need you to write it down,” I said, taking her hand in mine. “I know it all, but you should write it down in case⁠—”

“In case something happens to you?” Emily said, frowning.

“Or if Atlas and I get separated,” I said, grabbing a small notebook from her nightstand. “If you don’t want to write it down, I will.”

“You’re not going with him out there,” Emily said, setting her jaw.

I set the pen and paper next to her on the bed. “I’m not sure right now. Just write it all down, okay?”

“This isn’t going to end well,” Emily said, picking up the pen.

“I think that was a possibility the minute those things came to Earth,” I said, throwing a hand toward the window.

Emily quickly scribbled down her medications along with the dosages. When she finished, she tore off the paper and thrust it at me.

“Go,” she said, her voice razor sharp. “I’m tired.”

“Emily, please try to understand,” I said softly, frowning when she rolled onto her side with her back toward me.

“Just go,” she muttered.

Atlas was waiting in the living room, his eyes shifting to me when I came into the living room. He took the list from me without saying a word and tucked it into his back pocket.

“When do you plan on going?” I asked, my voice small even to my own ears.

“Next storm,” he said, glancing at the window. “Mind watching so I can get some rest?”

“No problem, but you know I’m going with you,” I said, taking the seat at the window next to Terrah, whose eyes were closed. Her quick breaths let me know she wasn’t sleeping, only pretending to be.

Atlas shook his head. “Just me. The fewer people out there, the better, I think.”

“You could need backup. Besides, she’s my sister. I should be the one to go,” I said without turning.

The rest of the group gathered in small clusters around the apartment — some sitting against the walls with vacant stares and others whispering among themselves. Still, I knew they were all listening.

“This is all stupid,” Stephanie said, smacking her hands on her thighs. “No one should have to go out there and risk their lives. Help should be coming any day now, right?”

“Help isn’t coming,” Atlas said, shaking his head. “We are on our own.”

Stephanie popped up on her feet and stomped to the bathroom. “You don’t know that. None of you know anything.”

She slammed the bathroom door. If everyone kept making so much noise, it wouldn’t matter if we had supplies, medicine, or weapons because the aliens would destroy us before we even got a chance to get them.

As Atlas rested, I watched as the insectoids marched down the street, stopping at a new location. The building they selected to work on was at the corner of the street, just barely within sight.

“Nora,” Terrah said, lightly touching my arm. “I know I won’t be able to stop you from going out there, but I think you should get some sleep. Let me keep an eye on things.”

“It’s fine. I’m fine.”

Terrah pressed her lips together. “I’m fine too. Let me keep watch. I can’t sleep anyway. Those guys really freaked me out.”

“Me too,” I said, covering a yawn.

“Go, it’s going to be night soon anyway,” Terrah said, peering out between the curtains. “There won’t be a lot going on at night anyway.”

I drew in a breath, feeling every muscle in my body aching for rest. “Fine. Thanks. I owe you one.” I got to my feet and stretched my arms over my head. “Please wake me up if Atlas tries to leave.”

“You bet. But if it starts storming, I’m sure it’ll wake you anyway,” Terrah said, stretching her neck to the sides as if she were a baseball player getting ready to bat.

I gave her a smile. “You’re probably right, but just in case it doesn’t.”

“I will,” Terrah said, waving her hand toward the hallway. “Go on, rest.”

I trudged toward my room, the heaviness of my eyelids rivaling the weight of the world outside. I shut the door behind me, leaving it unlocked in case Terrah had to wake me.

I lay down on the bed, still fully clothed, too exhausted to even remove my shoes. Plus, I wanted to be ready to go the second the storm hit. Each storm lasted a different amount of time. I knew we’d have to be quick, hitting both a store that would have guns and a pharmacy. Hopefully, we could do both on the same trip and then we still wouldn’t even have supplies. It wouldn’t be long before people started needing food.

Eventually, sleep found me. It didn’t last long before I heard raindrops slap the glass of my small bedroom window.

It was time.
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Emily tried to dissuade us, saying it was silly and that she overreacted. The medicine helped, but she’d be okay without it. She begged Atlas to wait until the next storm to better prepare for the outing.

“We’ll be quick,” Atlas said, placing his hands on her shoulders and looking into her eyes. He lowered his voice, but I was still able to hear his words. “I won’t let anything happen to her.”

“You can’t promise that,” Emily said.

Atlas gave her a gentle nod. “I can promise I’ll do everything I possibly can to ensure her safety.”

“I’m not sure that means a whole lot,” Emily said, looking down.

Jasper and I stood near the window, peering down into the mostly empty street. Down the block, there was a single insectoid occupied with a clump of concrete.

Emily’s voice wavered, her concern filling the cramped living room. “Please, don’t do this. It’s not worth the risk.”

She leaned heavily on her cane, the lightning flashing a dim light against the apartment walls. Atlas stood resolute, his back to me as he faced her. “We’re at a significant risk in not being armed. We’re not going to let anyone come into this apartment again and take our things. Our survival depends on it.”

“But I can manage,” she insisted, eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I’ve managed flare-ups without medicine before, for years at a time.”

“You shouldn’t have to,” Atlas counted softly, giving her shoulder a quick squeeze. “If we have to run out of here, I want to know you’ll be able to do your best to keep up.”

Emily snorted. “Even with medication, I probably won’t be able to keep up.”

I crossed my arms, feeling the tension like a rubber band stretched too thin. Emily’s gaze found mine, begging me to stay.

“I can’t lose you,” she said, quickly wiping away a tear.

“You won’t,” I said firmly. “We’re going to be safe and smart and careful. I’ve been out there before and know I can do it again.”

Emily inhaled and pushed her shoulders back. “Smart won’t stop a bullet, and it isn’t going to stop one of those flying ships from blasting you either.”

Her sparkling blue eyes met mine, and I could see her mind racing as she sorted through all the possible outcomes, none of which involved us coming back. Emily had always been more cautious, weighing every decision with painstaking care. I was the one that acted first, knowing I’d be able to figure shit out if forced to.

“Look at all of us, Emily,” I said gently. “We’ve made it this far because we didn’t just sit back and hope for something to save us. We’ve been fighting since they landed, and I’m not ready to stop now.”

“We have to worry about the bad people, too,” Terrah said, rubbing Emily’s shoulder and shooting me a quick nod. “Sit with me, Emily. We’ll wait for them to return together.

Emily’s grip tightened on her came until her knuckles turned white. “How many chances are we going to take before our luck runs out? Hm?”

“We’re not going to think like that.” Atlas moved closer to the door, joining Jasper and me. “If we stay here without supplies, weapons, medication, whatever, then we’re sealing our fate.”

“Whatever,” Emily muttered, following along with Terrah to the sofa.

The sound of distant thunder reverberated through the room while a steady rhythm of raindrops pattered against the windowpane. Emily turned her attention toward the source of the noise, her arms folding tightly across her chest in a clear manifestation of her simmering anger and frustration.

I walked to her and gave her a quick hug. “We’ll be back soon.”

“Okay then,” she said, giving my arm a single tap.

Terrah gave me a reassuring smile and squeezed my hand. “You better get back here, or I’m going to be pissed.”

“All right,” Atlas said, pulling up the hood of Logan’s old raincoat he wore once. “Ready?”

Jasper gave Cassi a quick hug and nodded. “Let’s do this. Quick in and out.”

We all knew that ‘quick’ was relative when every step outside could be your last. Atlas checked his pocket for the list of medications and sucked in a breath. He peeked out of the peephole and opened the door.

We tiptoed stealthily into the corridor, making every effort to keep our footsteps silent. Attracting the attention of the men in the apartment down the hall was something we needed to avoid at all costs.

Each step down the stairs felt like both an eternity and an instant — a contradiction that had come to define our lives since the minute the ships appeared in the sky. We stepped into the small entryway, pausing behind the broken glass door.

Atlas held up his hand as he crept forward, peering down both sides of the street. “Clear.”

We moved swiftly but cautiously across the street and between two of the buildings. Lightning crashed somewhere not far off, shaking the ground as we moved through the alleyway. As a kid, I hated the sounds of thunder and lightning, but now they were bringing me comfort, knowing they kept the insectoids and roamers away.

As we neared the street, Atlas hesitated. “Guns first, then pharmacy. Stay close.”

“Sounds good,” Jasper said with a quick bob of his head.

Rain drummed a steady beat on the pavement, an irregular heartbeat for the city’s lost pulse. The streets were ghostly, empty except for the random abandoned car or hunk of debris scattered like the aftermath of an intense riot. We darted from shadow to shadow as if the darkness of dust was a mighty shield. Each flash of lightning revealed a snapshot of the desolation, frozen moments in time that underscored our vulnerability.

I kept close to Atlas and Jasper, my eyes darting nervously at every sound that wasn’t masked by the storm. We reached an intersection where a traffic light dangled precariously by a single wire, swaying with each gust of wind like a macabre pendulum. Atlas gestured for us to cross, and Jasper and I followed to the next shadow.

“Either of you actually know how to use a gun?” I asked, breaking a tense silence that hung between us.

Atlas glanced back at me as we ducked into another alleyway. “Yeah,” he said, shifting his gaze to the path ahead. “Had one for work, but I learned to shoot back when I was a teen. My dad liked to hunt deer.” There wasn’t any pride in his voice, just matter-of-fact admission.

Jasper remained quiet for a moment before responding. “I do.”

“I’ve been around them once or twice, hate them, never had to use one,” I confessed as we continued through the maze of backstreets and alleys. “Hope I never will.”

We approached what used to be a sporting goods store with most of the front windows shattered and some of the innards spilled out onto the sidewalk the entrails of a giant beast. The storm provided cover as she stepped over the broken glass and soggy cardboard boxes, looking for the gun section.

The first thing I saw was a baseball bat, which I picked up and slung over my shoulder. Apparently, I was more comfortable bludgeoning something than shooting a gun.

The store was in disarray — displays toppled over, shelves stripped bare in places where looters had beaten us to it. Yet hidden under the counter behind a fallen rack lay several firearms and boxes of ammunition.

Atlas picked up a pistol and checked it over like a professional. Jasper worked silently, seemingly less comfortable as he picked up a shotgun.

“This one?” he asked.

“Any and all,” Atlas said, handing me the gun he just checked. My fingers traced over the cold metal and rough grips. It was heavier than I imagined. “Only point if you’re willing to shoot. And don’t shoot either of us.”

“Also, don’t shoot unless it’s life or death because a gunshot will draw the attention of any insectoid, right Atlas?” Jasper said, half-smiling.

Atlas gave him a nod.

“I’m not sure I should have this,” I said, holding it out like a dirty washcloth. “I should probably learn how to use it first.”

“Here,” Atlas said, stepping beside me. “Quick lesson.”

I tried to listen and absorb everything Atlas was teaching me, but it was hard not to be distracted when Death could walk right into the store. After he finished, he put the safety on and showed me where to tuck it into my waistband. I wanted to feel safer with it, but I didn’t. A bullet might stop a human, but it wasn’t going to stop the insectoids or the roamers.

We stuffed the ammunition into a bag, and Jasper carried both the shotgun and the rifle while Atlas and I each had a pistol. I felt a weight settle over me and not just from the guns we carried, but from the gravity of what they represented.

It was a new world, and I wasn’t sure I would be capable of surviving in it. The thought was unsettling, but I pushed it away because, at the moment, I had to stay focused. I would get back to the apartment and show Emily that we could carefully venture out. Not that we necessarily should, but that we could.

The pharmacy stood untouched, an oasis in a desert of destruction. At the first crack of lightning, he took the butt of his newly acquired pistol and broke the glass door. He reached inside, unlocking the door so we could walk into the store.

Atlas took the list in the back to find Emily’s medicine, while Jasper and I filled bags with as many supplies as we could carry. The rhythmic pounding of my heart synced with the rain’s diminishing patter outside.

We were running out of time.

I remembered the countless times I’d come to this very pharmacy to pick up Emily’s medication, yet it didn’t feel familiar. Rows of shelves stood undisturbed, a trove of supplies, but with only the three of us, we wouldn’t be able to carry much and be able to move through the streets easily while staying hidden.

“I took all the gabapentin, duloxetine, tramadol, and everything else I could find,” Atlas said, holding up a bag. “I also threw in a ton of over-the-counter pain relievers.”

“Maybe we should take the not over-the-counter painkillers and sedatives, too,” I said, scratching the back of my neck. “In case someone got really hurt or something.”

“All right, but let’s not tell anyone,” Atlas said with a nod. “That stuff can get addicting and in a time like this, maybe more tempting than usual to some.”

I gave him a nod. “Right.”

I hated to think how many times I’d sold bottles for Shadow that had probably been stolen from the pharmacy I was standing in. All the addicts I helped supply just so I could keep food on the table… and so I could pay the rent.

Atlas couldn’t ever know what I’d done. In fact, none of them could. If they knew what kind of person I was, they wouldn’t understand. They wouldn’t forgive me.

“I’ve got bandages, antiseptic, gauze,” Jasper said, looking into his bag.

“And I’ve got a ton of snacks,” I said with a sigh. “It’s not enough.”

Atlas pressed his lips into a smile. “It’s enough for now.”

“Antibiotics?” I asked, raising a brow.

“Check,” Atlas said.

“Vitamins?” Jasper asked.

Atlas nodded. “Check.”

I looked around the store. “So that’s it? We’re done here?”

“Guess so,” Atlas said.

“Well, that was easier than expected,” Jasper said, grinning from ear to ear.

“We haven’t made it back to the apartment yet,” Atlas said with a quick exhale.

I stopped at the register. “It’s weird not to pay for all this.”

“They wouldn’t even let us out of here with all this, no matter how much we paid,” Jasper said, chuckling.

We left the pharmacy, struggling to carry everything. The rain had slowed to a drizzle as we rushed back, weighed down by our haul. My clothes clung to my skin, and my hair stuck to the back of my neck.

As we approached the last alley, the rain stopped. The distant sounds of the insectoids marching down the street filled the air with its clamorous clinks and clanks.

Atlas paused at the opening of the alleyway, peering out in all directions. The apartment was just across the street, but he pulled back and ducked. “Roamers.”
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The storm receded, leaving an uneasy stillness in its wake. We stayed tucked inside the alleyway, pieces of brick scattered on the ground at our feet. The mechanical whirring sound of a roamer pierced the air as it zipped by.

My pulse throbbed within my chest while I stole a glance at the deserted road. The sound of approaching steps from the rear caused me to whirl around, fingers brushing the firearm tucked at the small of my back.

“What’s going on?” the man asked, keeping his voice low.

“Those things are passing overhead,” Atlas said, keeping his eyes on the pair as they came closer.

“Hey,” the woman said, narrowing her eyes at me. “Do I know you?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“Do you live across the street?” she asked, nodding as if she already knew the answer. “Yeah, yeah. I’ve seen you. We’re apartment four.”

“Oh,” I said, not really caring to make any more friends when all I wanted to do was get across the street and back inside.

“I’m Susie, and this is my husband, Josh,” she said, sticking out her hand.

I took her hand and gave it a quick shake. “Nora.”

“We made a quick liquor run,” she said, holding up a bag, the glass bottles clinking together as she suppressed a hiccup. “We may have had a little sample along the way.”

Atlas exchanged a quick look with me. The subtle grimace made me think he thought that Josh and Susie were being a bit loud, considering the storm had ended.

“I’m not going to die sober,” Josh said, his cheeks as bright as red delicious apples.

Susie’s laughter echoed off the concrete walls. I watched her with a knot in my stomach, wishing she would quiet herself.

“Well, I’m not going to wait around for those things to come back,” Susie slurred, waving a dismissive hand at the sky.

“Ma’am, please,” Atlas said, stopping as soon as Susie scowled at him.

She slammed a hand on her hip, releasing a giggled that ended with a hiccup. “I am no ma’am, sir.”

Susie turned and stumbled toward the mouth of the alley, her bravery fueled by the liquid courage she clearly drank too much of. She walked casually across the street, glancing up at the sky.

“See! Nothing to worry about,” she called over her shoulder.

I gestured wildly, attempting to reel her back as a fisherman would a hefty catch. Yet, she was getting away, and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop her. Jasper shifted uncomfortably beside me, his eyes darting between Susie, the building, and the sky.

A mechanical whine cut through the air. Time seemed to slow as I watched Susie reach the sidewalk. Without hesitation, a beam of light shot from above, intense and precise. Susie didn’t even get a chance to scream before her body hit the pavement with a thud and began to convulse.

“Susie!” Josh’s cry was filled with anguish. He bolted after her, disregarding his own well-being.

“No! Stop!” I called after him, knowing it was already too late.

The roamer’s light found him, too, pointing his finger in a flash of red before he crumpled beside Susie.

Atlas grabbed my arm and yanked me back as another roamer appeared in the sky. “Inside!”

We sprinted for the side door, Atlas leading while Jasper and I pounded after him. My stomach swirled, splashing acid around until we dove through the threshold into the back of a small shop.

Atlas slumped against the door, his shock widening his eyes. Silence wrapped around us again, except for our ragged breaths and the hums from the roamers outside.

“What the hell did they just do?” Jasper whispered, his chest heaving as he scanned our faces. He slid down to sit on the floor, his head in his hands.

“Do they know we’re here?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

My legs felt like jelly as I tried to stand in the nearly pitch-black backroom. There were brooms, dusty boxes, and other various cleaning supplies stacked around us.

“We should have stopped them,” I said, pressing my hands to my face.

“There wasn’t anything we could have done,” Atlas said, pressing his hand to his forehead. “She just… just took off!”

I wrapped my arms around myself, feeling suddenly cold despite the humidity clinging to every surface around us. “Okay, okay. What do we do now? We have to get to the apartment.”

“We will. We’re just not going to run out there willy-nilly. As we just saw, that method won’t work,” Atlas said, pacing the concrete floor.

“We can’t wait forever. The insectoids will be marching down the street in no time,” I said, releasing a sharp breath. A tightness clutched at my chest as I tried to control my rapid breaths.

Atlas pressed his ear to the door while Jasper and I remained still in the shadows. The minutes stretched like a string pulled tight, ready to snap.

“I don’t hear anything,” Atlas said, his voice a ghost of a sound. He gestured for Jasper to get to his feet. “We’ll go out there, and if it’s safe, make a run for it.”

I nodded, my mind racing, unable to see anything but Susie’s body writhing on the ground. Jasper bounced on the balls of his feet as if accumulating energy to fuel his sprint.

“Not a word once I open this door, okay?” Atlas said, placing his hand on the knob. Jasper and I both nodded. “Okay. Let’s go.”

We stood in a line behind Atlas, walking out into the alleyway single file. My eyes adjusted to the monochrome gray streets and gray skies quicker than I expected.

He hesitated as he looked out into the street and up toward the sky. I followed his gaze, seeing nothing but emptiness despite the growing sounds of the marching insectoids.

“Don’t look,” Atlas said as we leaped over Susie and Josh’s bodies.

It was, however, too late as my stomach tied in a knot at the sight of them, just knowing what could happen to us if the roamers spotted us. We hit the sidewalk, making it further than Susie and Josh had.

Atlas glanced back and pushed lightly at my back. “Get inside!”
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I vaulted through the shattered glass doorway just as a roamer soared above, sending a soft gust that whirled the dust around. My keys jingled as I opened the second door, allowing us to stumble into the deserted hallway.

We pressed our backs against the chilly, smooth wall adjacent to the door as if trying to meld into its surface. Each of us gasped for oxygen in ragged, uneven inhales, our chests heaving with the exertion. The sound of our labored breathing echoed softly in the deserted hallway, punctuated by the distant howl of the roamer still circling outside.

“Jesus Christ,” Atlas muttered between breaths.

“That was close,” Jasper remarked, his laughter tinged with unease.

“Too close,” I echoed.

Atlas stood straight first, his chest rising and falling a bit less rapidly. “We probably don’t tell Emily about this last part.”

“Good idea,” I said.

“Why not?” Jasper asked, his eyes narrowing.

Atlas laughed nervously as he shook his head. “Because we’re going to have to go do that all again for food and water, and she will not let us leave if she heard how close it was to not making it back.”

We took the stairs two at a time, desperate to get back to the apartment where we could pretend we were somewhat safe. My apartment door wasn’t far from the stairs, but it felt as though it was miles away. It looked exactly how I’d left it, but opening it now felt like breaching a fortress.

Emily would certainly be waiting. I opened the door to find her face etched with worry that mirrored my inner turmoil.

“We’re back,” I called out as if announcing some great achievement rather than letting anyone know how close to death we’d been.

The interior greeted us with muted shadows that seemed to crawl on the walls as night approached. Emily’s cane tapped the floor like a metronome.

She looked me up and down as if to check if there were any pieces missing and was obviously still angry that I’d left. Cassi ran to Jasper and threw her arms around him.

“Well, how was it?” she asked, her eyes popping with curiosity.

“Uh, not bad,” Jasper said, shooting me a glance. “Kind of scary to be out there, but it’s easy to avoid the aliens when it’s storming.”

Stephanie scoffed. “Makes me wonder why they create the storms when it seems to put them at a disadvantage.”

“I think they have to,” Oliver said with a half-shrug. “Like it just has to release that weird green cloud. Maybe that’s how they survive in our atmosphere or something.”

“What did you get?” Emily asked, standing in the hallway as if her feet had taken root.

I smiled and took the bag with her medications from Atlas. “Everything. We got everything.”

“Thanks,” she said, pressing her lips together. “I’ll hide them.”

“Good idea,” I said, but she’d already turned away and headed back to her room. My body jolted at the sound of her door closing and the lock turning into place.

“Did you get anything else, you know, like water?” Rex asked, looking down his nose.

Atlas sighed as he crossed his arms. “Unfortunately, not enough. We will have to go back out during the next storm.”

“Weapons?” Terrah asked, stepping up beside me.

I swallowed hard, placing a hand on my pistol as if I’d forgotten all about it. “Oh, yeah, we found a few.”

“But probably still not enough,” Atlas said, releasing a sharp breath. “It should do for now.”

“Good,” Terrah said, shifting her weight. “Although, hopefully, we won’t need them because next time, Rex probably won’t just open the door to strangers.”

Rex emitted a low, gruff murmur from his position across the room, the words indistinct and barely audible. It was a sound that seemed to convey his displeasure, and though I couldn’t decipher the exact meaning, I was perfectly content to remain in the dark.

I turned to Atlas. “I should hide the other medications.”

“Good idea,” he said, handing me the rest of the haul from the pharmacy.

I took the remaining medications from Atlas and headed to my room, holding the bag close to my chest, hoping that no one would notice. The door creaked as I closed it behind me, the sound echoing in the quiet of my small space. I glanced around the room, searching for a place where no one would look if they snuck into my room.

I opened the closet and shoved it far back under a folded afghan I’d taken when I moved out from my dad’s. It had been something my grandma had crocheted many years ago as a gift to my parents for an anniversary. My fingers lingered on the yarn for a few seconds as I tried to remember my grandma. I’d probably only been like eight or nine years old the last time I saw her.

She’d died a few years ago, and I couldn’t even remember what she’d died from. After my mom left, we hadn’t seen much of her, although she did always send a birthday card every year with five dollars.

Thinking of my grandma brought the images of Susie and Josh’s dead bodies lying in the street to the front of my mind. One simple, drunken mistake, and now they were gone.

I sank down onto the edge of my bed, resting my head on my closed fist. The weight of guilt bore down on me. Their deaths were the consequence of my actions, rather, my inactions. I should have done more to stop them from running into the street, but it had all happened so fast.

There was a soft knock at the door, and I quickly rubbed my eyes. “Yes?”

“Hey,” Atlas whispered, his voice as gentle and soft as the fluffiest marshmallow. “Can I come in?”

I straightened my clothes and opened the door, stepping to the side to allow him to enter. He closed the door, narrowing his eyes at me.

“You okay?” he asked.

“What makes you think I’m not?” I asked sharply.

He shrugged. “Got a feeling.”

I shook my head, unable to speak through the lump in my throat. He sat down on the bed and patted the mattress next to him.

“We didn’t do enough,” I said, clearing my throat.

Atlas wrapped his arm around my shoulder, pulling me close. “It’s not our fault. There wasn’t anything we could do.”

I leaned into him, feeling weak from everything. It was probably the first time I really sat with everything that was happening around us and let it fully sink in. The devastation of it all felt overwhelming, and it was bad even before the aliens arrived.

There was the cancer.

There was the taking care of Emily.

There was the whole drug mule shitshow.

And if my entire life hadn’t been enough of a disaster, aliens decided to come and destroy everything around us.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” I said, leaning into him.

“You can’t blame yourself for their decision,” Atlas said, sighing softly.

I nodded, but the words did little to ease the pain I felt. We sat in silence for a few moments, the only sounds coming from the distant insectoids.

“It’s not just what happened to them, it’s everything. How am I going to protect everyone?” I asked, flicking my eyes to meet his gaze.

“It’s not your job to take care of everyone,” Atlas said, rubbing his thumb on my shoulder.

I pushed my shoulders back and straightened my spine. “Sorry,” I said, my voice a raspy whisper. “I’m not usually like this.”

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” Atlas said, pressing his lips into a smile.

My gaze lingered on him, taking in his kind demeanor, gentle nature, caring heart... and that undeniable, striking handsomeness that seemed almost unfair. A fleeting thought brushed through my mind, a chilling reminder that our time is likely going to be painfully short.

Without giving myself a moment to second-guess or deliberate over the consequences, I found myself drawn in by an impulsive force. One that I didn’t resist or question. I acted.

I closed the distance between us and pressed my lips to his.
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Atlas’s lips were soft and warm. My body gravitated toward him as if pulled by an invisible force.

He broke the kiss, his blue eyes searching mine for what seemed like permission. I leaned back, kissing him harder as if that would signal that I was a grown woman who could make her own choices and that I wanted to choose him right now, at that moment.

He cupped my face, his thumb tracing my cheekbone as his tongue found mine. The kiss was deep and more urgent, as if he, too, were feeling the need.

His hands traveled over my body, tracing each curve and valley, exploring every nuance of my shape. An involuntary moan slipped from my lips, a soft surrender to his touch as my fingers twisted into his perfectly messy hair.

Atlas wrapped his hands around my waist and effortlessly pulled me onto his lap. I straddled him, my hips grinding against his. I could feel his arousal pressing against me, and it sent a thrill through my entire body.

“Nora,” he whispered, his voice husky with desire. “Are you sure?”

I nodded. “I’ve never been more sure about anything.”

He growled, his hands sliding under my shirt. I arched my back, giving him better access. He traced circles on my skin, sending shivers down my spine. I reached for the hem of his shirt, pulling it over his head.

Atlas’s chest was broad and muscular. I ran my fingers over his abs, feeling the hard ridges and smooth valleys.

He leaned in, capturing my lips in a searing kiss that sent an electric current coursing through my veins. His hands left a scorching trail as they grazed my breasts, teasing and tantalizing me with every touch. The sensation was almost too much to bear, and I found myself fumbling with the button on his jeans, desperate to feel him against me.

Atlas must have sensed my urgency because he helped, his fingers deft and sure as he popped open the button. I bit my lip as he sprung free. The sensation of his bare skin against mine was intoxicating, and I couldn’t help but lean in closer, eager to explore every inch of him.

“Oh, God,” I murmured with a sharp breath.

He reached for the bottom of my shirt, yanking it over my head and thrusting it to the floor. I shivered as the cool air in the room hit my skin, but Atlas’s warm hands quickly chased away the chill.

He exhaled slowly as he traced the curve of my waist, his fingers lingering on the clasp of my bra. “God, Nora. Is this crazy?”

“No,” I said, peering into his eyes. “Well, maybe a little, but it feels perfectly normal. I need this.”

He chuckled softly. “God, so do I.”

I held my breath as he unhooked my bra, the fabric falling away to reveal my breasts. Atlas’s eyes darkened with heady desire as he took in the sight of me. He leaned closer, capturing one of my nipples in his mouth. My head dropped back at the jolt of pleasure that shot through me.

His hand slid down my body, gliding over the curve of my hips before reaching for the button on my pants. I got to my feet, allowing him to pull them down, along with my underwear.

I stood before him completely naked, vulnerable, and exposed, but instead of feeling self-conscious, I felt empowered. Desired. Needed.

Atlas’s eyes roamed over my body, taking in every inch of me. He reached for me, guiding me onto him. I gasped as he filled me.

My fingers tightly gripped Atlas’s shoulders, my nails digging into his skin as our hips moved in rhythm. Each powerful thrust from him sent an electrifying wave of pleasure coursing through every inch of my body, leaving me gasping for breath and craving more.

His lips descended upon mine, sending sparks dancing through my body. His thumb roamed over my nipple, leaving a trail of fire behind. I moaned into his mouth, my hips grinding against his as I chased the release that was building inside me.

Atlas reached between my legs, teasing and tantalizing me with every touch. I cried out as my body shook with pleasure as he expertly worked my sensitive spot. He knew exactly what I needed and was more than willing to give it to me.

“Oh, God,” I murmured with a sharp breath. “Don’t stop.”

He chuckled softly, his breath hot against my ear. “I have no intention of stopping.”

I leaned back, giving him better access as he continued to work my body. My hips bucked wildly, my body desperate for release. I could feel the tension building inside me, coiling tighter and tighter with each passing moment.

“Atlas,” I moaned, my voice barely above a whisper. “I… I’m so close. Oh, God!”

He growled, his hands tightening on my hips as he drove into me harder and faster. The escalating intensity was nearing the point of being too much.

“Come for me, Nora,” he rasped, his voice husky with desire, “I want to watch you.”

His words sent me over the edge. My body shook with pleasure as I finally reached the peak. Wave after wave of ecstasy washed over me, leaving me breathless as he continued to move inside me.

Seconds later, his body shuddered with his release. I could feel his heart pounding against my chest, matching the rhythm of my own.

“That was incredible,” I murmured, my voice barely above a whisper.

He chuckled softly, his fingers tracing lazy circles on my back. “It was.”

We lingered, entwined in the absolute bliss of the moment despite what was happening outside. The world melted away, leaving only us in its wake.

But then I remembered. I remembered everything that was happening, and the weight of it all came rushing back.

I got to my feet and began searching for my clothes. “Thanks.”

“Thanks?” he asked, his eyes sparkling but squinted.

“Yeah, I needed that,” I said, my voice devoid of emotion.

Atlas got to his feet and placed his hands on my shoulder. “Of course, I did too.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, pulling on my shirt. “That probably shouldn’t have happened like that. Don’t worry, I don’t expect anything from you.”

“Oh,” Atlas said, pulling on his pants. He turned his back to me and grabbed his shirt off the bed. “Yeah, of course.”

“I mean, I enjoyed it, like a lot, but you know,” I said, gesturing toward the window. “It was nice to feel alive.”

“Yeah, I get it,” he said, wrapping his arms around me. “You made me feel alive, too. Like really fucking alive.”

It was depressing how quickly reality came crashing back. The sounds of the distant insectoids were all I could suddenly focus on.

“I guess we should get back to the others,” I said, my voice heavy with reluctance.

I let out a deep sigh, knowing that I shouldn’t have let things go so far with Atlas. It was true that I was an adult, but we had far bigger concerns that we should have been dealing with.

All I’d wanted was to forget about the outside world… to forget about Susie and Josh’s bodies lying in the street. To pretend that everything was normal and that I wasn’t hiding from aliens with a group of people I barely knew.

“Guess so,” Atlas said, taking my hand. “You know, Nora, I really like you.”

“I like you too, but we need to stay focused,” I said, refusing to meet his eyes. “Lives depend on it.”

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing thoughts. Atlas was the kind of guy I’d wanted all my life, but he was never the kind of guy that had any interest in me. The types of guys I drew to me were the ones that always wanted something from me… or, like Logan, to use me for something.

Now, here we were at the end of the world, and Atlas was the guy in my bedroom. And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. He didn’t know about my cancer. He didn’t know that I was an awful person who did bad things just for money.

If he knew… if any of them knew, it would be over for me. I wasn’t even sure if Emily would stick around if she knew I brought Shadow’s drugs to dealers who likely sold to… I didn’t want to think about it. I couldn’t think about it.

Everything was different now. I could be a different person.

But was I? I was the kind of person who stood there, doing nothing, while innocent, intoxicated people ran out into the street to their deaths.

As we made our way back to the group, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease. The world outside was still a dangerous, deadly place, and I knew that my respite with Atlas had only been temporary. I could hold on to the memory of his arms around me and the feeling of being safe and loved, if only for a little while. Anything would be better than the memories of being with selfish Logan, who had no idea how to please a woman.

Terrah came rushing to my side as soon as I stepped out into the living room. Her eyes were wide with panic. “Stephanie’s losing it.”
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The oppressive, stale air that filled the apartment seemed to weigh heavily upon us, pressing down like an unseen burden. Our group was frayed at the edges, with palpable tension coursing through the atmosphere.

Atlas returned to the window, his eyes fixed on the road as night began to fall. Stephanie was muttering to herself, gesturing along with her mostly incomprehensible ramblings.

Abruptly, she clutched her stomach with a ferocity that bordered on self-harm. “I can’t take this anymore!” she shouted between shallow breaths. “I don’t care if they come for us. I’d rather they kill me than I die from starvation.”

Her bloodshot eyes were wide as she scanned our faces for any shred of empathy… or solutions. Tyler and Oliver exchanged uneasy glances.

Tyler stood next to her, his voice rasping with an edge of desperation that I hadn’t heard from him before. “We’re all hungry.”

“I can’t stand it in here anymore,” Stephanie said, looking as though she were crying, but no tears came out. “It stinks. It’s so small. I’m going to lose it, Tyler. I really am.”

“Try to calm down,” Tyler said, looking around nervously. “You might be ready to die to one of those things, but I’m not.”

Oliver’s head bobbed in agreement as he pushed off the wall he’d been leaning against. “Yeah, try to keep it down.”

“I can’t. I just can’t,” Stephanie said, walking toward the door. “I’ll just go get something myself.”

Rex stood like a knight in front of the door. “No one is leaving.”

“You can’t keep me here like a prisoner!” Stephanie hollered, her hands balled into fists.

Emily came down the hallway, her eyes focused on Stephanie. “Have you gotten any sleep?”

“Not really.” Stephanie hugged herself. “How am I supposed to sleep in this strange place with all of you hovering around and my stomach feeling like it’s devouring itself?”

“Maybe I can help,” Emily said, flicking me a quick glance.

Stephanie was unraveling, her sanity stretched thin, but we couldn’t afford to let her break. Not now, when we’d managed to evade detection for so long. One scream, one reckless action could bring the insectoids swarming down upon us in an instant.

I knew what Emily was thinking. If she gave her one of her sleep aids, perhaps it would be enough to take the edge off Stephanie’s panic. She needed to calm her down before she did something we’d all regret.

Stephanie tapped her foot. “Why? Are you hiding food in your room?”

“No,” Emily said, stepping back as if she’d been hit. “I would never do something like that!”

“We all know that,” I said, taking calm breaths. Stephanie was getting on my last nerve.

Stephanie grunted. “Well, I don’t know that. I don’t know what any of you might do.”

I looked back up at Emily and gave a slight, solemn nod. If a bit of medicine could buy us a few more days of fragile safety, it was worth the moral cost. Emily turned and headed to retrieve the pills from their hiding spot.

“Freaking out isn’t going to help anyone,” Atlas said without turning from the window. “We will get food and water with the next storm.”

“You have guns now, right?” Stephanie said, throwing a hand to the door. “Go get some from one of the apartments. Shoot them if you have to.”

“Jesus Christ, Stephanie!” Tyler said, running his hand through his hair.

“Yeah, it’s easy for you all, isn’t it? None of you feel like your insides are eating themselves!” Stephanie roared.

Atlas pushed himself off the chair, the legs squeaking against the floor as he spun to face her. He took two quick steps toward her, his shoulders rising with his quick breaths.

“We are all hungry,” he spat as he glared at her. “You will get food and water as long as you don’t get us all killed. We’ve come this far, and you’re going to sabotage us?”

“I’m not doing anything. None of us are doing anything,” Stephanie said, a tear rolling down her cheek.

“There isn’t anything to do right now but wait until we can safely go out,” Atlas said, pointing a finger at the door. “But hey, if you want to go out there and search for your own food, by all means, go right ahead. We risked our lives going out there for medicine and weapons, and we’ll do it again for food if you just sit down and shut up.”

Atlas returned to the window, turning away from everyone as Emily returned, her hand curled around what I knew was a pill. She cautiously approached Stephanie as if trying to help a bird with an injured wing. Stephanie took the medicine and swallowed it down with a big gulp.

The gnawing in my stomach had been easy to ignore because I’d been so worried about Emily and keeping the other safe. But now, with everyone focused on the lack of food, my stomach decided to join in. It wasn’t the first time in my life I’d been hungry and had to find a way to ignore the grumbles and rumbles.

The snacks that we had managed to scavenge from the abandoned pharmacy were already gone. Every single cupboard and cabinet inside the apartment was now completely and utterly bare, with not a single morsel or crumb of edible food remaining.

Tyler collapsed onto the floor, wearily rubbing his temples. “We can’t keep going like this.”

“What choice do we have?” Terrah asked, her head dropping back against the sofa. “If we want to survive, we just keep going… like this. Even though it’s hard, we do it anyway because that’s the only way we are going to have a chance.”

“Maybe we don’t all want a chance,” Stephanie muttered as she adjusted the blankets on the floor, resting her head on an old flat pillow.

The next day passed in a blur of restless waiting. There were at least thirty insectoids moving back and forth down the street as they worked to take down a building at the corner of the street. I watched Stephanie carefully, ready to pounce if she tried to do anything that might put us in danger.

At night, I excused myself to my room to get some rest while those in the living room broke into groups. Some whispered about their fears as they huddled together, while others stayed on the sofa trying to get rest. Each creak and groan kept me from sleeping as I pictured the insectoids coming to dismantle the apartment building next.

How long did we have before they came?

Was Stephanie right about dying on our own terms?

Was fighting for our lives really worth it?

So many thoughts ripped through my head, keeping my eyes fluttering open. I tried to think about my time with Atlas as if that would be enough to distract me, but it no longer felt as though it had even happened.

The following day proved even more difficult. I resisted the urge to remain in bed, compelling myself to feign indifference to the gnawing hunger that I knew we were all suffering from. Atlas paced as if moving his feet faster would somehow summon a storm.

As the hours ticked by, I caught myself staring into space more than once, my mind conjuring images of steaming meals and fresh produce—luxuries from another lifetime that now felt like distant dreams. I would have eaten anything, even cooked carrots.

When night fell, the mothership released a harrowing screech of metal on metal as it moved through the sky, spewing a cloud of green as it moved. A low rumble echoed in the distance, and at first, I thought it was my stomach.

Atlas rose from his seat by the window. “It’s time.”
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The wind shrieked and wailed like a pack of ghosts gathering on All Hallows’ Eve. Atlas, Jasper, Tyler, and I prepared to venture out as the apartment walls vibrated with the storm’s fury.

“Where is the closest grocery store again?” Atlas asked, pulling on a raincoat.

“A few blocks north of here,” I said, shivering as if I could already feel the raindrops attacking my skin.

Jasper checked the shotgun with practiced ease while Tyler’s hands shook, holding the rifle. A flicker of fear danced in his eyes, yet I could see he wanted to contribute to helping the group. Or maybe he just wanted to get Stephanie food so she didn’t have another anxiety attack.

“Be careful, okay, Jas?” Cassi said, chewing her lip as she watched him.

“We’ve done it before, and we can do it again,” Jasper said confidentially.

The thought of stepping out into the storm was daunting, but hunger had eroded any hesitation I might have felt before. It was necessary for survival.

I placed my hand on the pistol in the back of my waistband, my fingers crazing the cold metal. We finished dressing in whatever layers we could find to shield ourselves from the biting wind and rain.

“Can’t someone else go this time?” Emily asked, grabbing my hand.

“I know the area,” I said, offering her a reassuring smile. “It’s just to the store and back. It won’t take long.”

Emily grabbed my arm, her fingers digging into my skin and her eyes brimming with tears. “Don’t go. Please, Nora, it’s too dangerous out there.”

I placed my hand over hers, gently prying her fingers loose. “Em, I have to do this. We’re almost out of food.”

“Someone else can go. Why does it always have to be you?” Anger flashed across her face as her voice rose. She jabbed her cane against the floor for emphasis.

I hesitated, weighing my words carefully. Emily was struggling already with her condition, and I didn’t want to upset her more. Stress wasn’t good for her, and I definitely didn’t want to add to it.

Emily turned away, her shoulder trembling. “One of these days, you’re not going to come back, and then what will I do?”

A lump formed in my throat. My sister had been dependent on me nearly her whole life, but now it felt like the weight of everyone’s survival rested on my shoulders. Any weakness or uncertainty could throw Stephanie or even the others into a spiral.

“Em, come on. I don’t want you to be mad,” I said, pulling her in for a fierce hug. “I’m not going to leave you. Ever.”

She parted her lips as if to speak but abruptly clamped them together. The fury simmering within her caused her cheeks to flush a deep crimson and brought a glossy sheen to her eyes.

I wanted to make her promises of safety and security, but the stark reality was that the future was a shadowed path, unpredictable and fraught with danger. The truth was, I didn’t know if I would return, but I knew I would always try my damnedest to get back to her. Giving up wasn’t an option, or I would have done so a long, long time ago.

“We’ll be back soon,” I said, giving her a quick squeeze.

“Let’s go,” Atlas said from the door. Tyler and Jasper were both waiting for me.

Atlas led us through the darkened hallways toward the stairwell. I trialed behind, close enough to feel his calm assurance, which bolstered my own courage.

Atlas exuded a bold confidence that I found myself envying. His demeanor suggested a man who appeared impervious to fear, unfazed by the threats and uncertainties that might have rattled a lesser spirit. Like he thought there was a way out of any situation.

“Keep your eyes and ears open and watch the sky for roamers,” Atlas said just before opening the door to the lobby.

The storm hit us through the broken glass door. Rain pelted us like needles against our skin as thunder roared overhead with such power that it seemed capable of splitting the sky in two.

Jasper squinted through the deluge while Tyler gripped his gun so tightly that his knuckles turned white. Both of them carried backpacks we found in the closet, ready to be stuffed to the brim with all the food we could carry.

The wind screamed around us as we navigated through the piles of debris and alleyways, staying off the main streets. We stayed in close formation — Atlas leading the way, with Tyler, Jasper, and me following behind. Even though we were together, it still felt rather lonely and frightening to be out in the empty streets.

As lightning illuminated our surroundings in stark flashes, revealing brief snapshots of devastation, my heart pounded with an intensity that matched each thunderclap. We trudged through the rain-soaked streets toward the grocery store, hoping and praying there would be food left.

We barely spoke as we moved through the stormy streets. The wind, rain, and thunder would drown out any attempts to communicate. My clothes were soaked in seconds, our clothes fitting like an uncomfortable second skin.

I tried to focus on putting one foot in front of the other, but the wind kept pushing me off balance. It was a struggle to stay upright, let alone make quick progress, with the aggressive storm fighting us every step of the way.

I gestured to Atlas, which way to go, but when we arrived at the grocery store, the front windows and doors were shattered to bits. Empty packages littered the ground as we snuck inside the looted store.

The grocery store’s inside was like the belly of a beast picked clean by vultures. Shelves lay bare, aisles upended, and the smell of rot mixed with the mildew odor from the storm.

“Looks like we’re too late,” Jasper said, surveying the wreckage.

“There’s got to be something left here,” he said, scanning the aisles. “Let’s check the back storage rooms anywhere they might have overlooked.”

Jasper darted toward the employee-only door, his feet moving quickly through the ripped-up cardboard and empty chip bags. Tyler followed close behind, wearing a forlorn expression as his gaze lingered on the empty shelves.

We split up, combing through the remnants. The refrigerated section greeted me with silence where there should’ve been a gentle hum. Glass crunched underfoot as I made my way to the back, flashlight cutting through the gloom.

I swung open the door to find empty boxes and disarray—a scene of desperation where even scraps were claimed. “Nothing here!”

A clatter echoed from another room, and I rushed toward it. Atlas emerged from an aisle, holding a couple of dented cans without labels.

“It’s not much,” he said, dropping the cans into the backpack, “but it’s something.”

I nodded in agreement. “Let’s keep looking.”

Jasper appeared at the end of an aisle, his hands empty. “There’s nothing left except some spilled flour and... what appears to be rat shit.”

“Charming,” I said dryly.

Tyler stumbled back into view, his face crestfallen. “Empty. What are we going to do now? We can’t go back empty-handed, and not only because Stephanie will lose her shit again, but because we need it.”

We stood in a small circle, all of them focused on me. “Okay. Plan B.”
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Atlas narrowed his eyes. “What’s plan B?”

“We’ll head deeper into the city. The next store is a few miles away. If necessary, we can also check any houses we’re sure are abandoned along the way.” I said, pulling the damp clothes from my skin as if to allow it to breathe.

“I’m not sure we should go a lot further from the apartment,” Tyler said, swallowing hard.

Jasper drew in a breath. “You said yourself we can’t go back empty-handed.”

“Why did I come with?” Tyler muttered. “At least I now know it’s better to feel cabin fever than whatever this feeling is.”

“Doom,” Jasper said, jabbing him with his elbow.

Tyler gave him a nod. “Yeah, it’s doom.”

Atlas clapped Tyler on the shoulder. “We don’t have a lot of choices here since none of us learned how to photosynthesize overnight.”

Jasper chuckled despite the grim situation.

“Don’t you need sunlight for that?” I asked.

“You’re right,” Atlas said, popping his brows. “We don’t have any choices in the matter. We have to find food.”

The next store was several blocks deeper into what had become no man’s land. It seemed the further we got into the city, the more buildings had been destroyed, or at least partially destroyed. There were hills of rubble built up sporadically every few blocks.

The wind lashed against us with relentless force as we pushed forward through the aggressive storm. Lighting crashed around us in every direction, illuminating the sky with flicks and flashes of light in a fierce display. The rain stung my cheeks like tiny shards of ice as we dodged debris.

The streets were completely deserted, the only souls brave — or perhaps foolishly desperate — enough to scour the tempest-torn city for sustenance were ourselves. Shadows loomed and danced as lightning streaked the sky, but not a single other person ventured into the chaos of the dark, howling wasteland.

As we neared the store, my heart thudded in my chest. Atlas pushed the unbroken door open, and we were greeted by an eerie silence. We stood still for a moment, catching our breath and listening for any sounds that would indicate that we weren’t alone.

“Okay,” Atlas said, rubbing his hands together. “Spread out, but not too far. Gather everything you possibly can.”

Upon entering, it was immediately apparent that the store was in a state of disarray, yet it was relatively intact compared to others we had seen. Evidently, previous looters had rummaged through, though it appeared they had left in haste, taking only what they needed. Which apparently was a lot of booze because that section of the store had been conspicuously depleted to a mere handful of bottles.

I started stuffing my backpack with an assortment of canned soups, doing my best to ignore the rumbling in my stomach. Not far off, I heard a can of soda pop open. I peeked around the corner, where Jasper chugged the entire contents and threw the can to the floor.

“Parched?” I asked.

“Extremely,” he said, ripping open a package of brownies.

“Save some for the rest of us,” Tyler said, shaking his head.

Jasper closed his eyes while he swallowed. “I’ll do better work if I have a little something in my stomach.”

“Good point.” Tyler shrugged and ripped open a bag of potato chips, leaving them on the shelf while he filled his pack with boxed dinners.

I finished packing my bag with a few canned vegetables before moving to a shelf of breakfast bars. The bag was so full I struggled to zip it, and I knew it would be heavy on my back, but the fewer times we had to go out, the better it would be for all of us.

“Done,” Tyler said, brushing his greasy hands on his pants.

“With the chips or packing your bag?” I asked, smirking.

Tyler grinned. “Just the packing. A few more chips to go.”

“You ate the whole bag?” I asked, my eyes wide.

“Pretty much,” Tyler said, tapping his hand to his stomach. “And I’m still hungry.”

Atlas zipped his bag and stopped at the front of the store. “It’s dying down.”

“What do you mean?” Tyler asked nervously, glancing toward the front of the store.

“I don’t think we can leave,” Atlas said, shifting his weight.

Tyler started pacing. “No, no, no. W—we can’t stay here.”

I looked up from my scavenging and saw that Atlas was right. The rain had lessened to a drizzle, and the wind had stopped almost completely.

“What do we do now?” Tyler asked, his voice higher pitched than usual.

“We have no choice but to wait,” Atlas said, shaking his head. “We’re just too far from the apartment, and without the storm, we’re too vulnerable to those things.”

“It’ll storm again,” I said, ignoring the twisting knot in my stomach. It wasn’t from hunger this time… it was from knowing that Emily was going to be irate when we did return.

Tyler’s breaths came in short, sharp bursts, his eyes darting frantically around the dark store. “We can’t stay here. We just can’t. We’re not safe.”

I watched him closely, my own nerves fraying as he unraveled. The silence outside the store was deafening after the raging storm came to an abrupt halt.

Atlas’s posture radiated a calm he probably didn’t feel. “Try to stay calm.”

“What if it doesn’t come? What if we’re stuck here, and they see us? There’s nowhere to hide here!” Tyler’s voice rattled with worry as his eyes skittered around the room.

The large glass windows at the front of the store didn’t give much refuge from prying insectoid eyes. I swallowed hard, feeling Tyler’s rising fear growing like a living thing between us. He wasn’t wrong… the place was a death trap if they happened to see us.

“There has to be a back room or something?” Jasper said, looking around the small corner store. “An office or something. Maybe a lunchroom for the employees?”

“Yeah, I’m sure there is something,” Atlas said, gesturing toward the back of the store.

Tyler punched the air. “They could still come in here. This place isn’t safe.”

“Listen to me,” Atlas said, grabbing Tyler by the shoulders and giving him a firm shake. “We’re not going to let that happen. We’ll stay out of sight and keep quiet until another storm comes. There’s food and water. We will be okay.”

“But what if—” Tyler tried to argue, but Atlas cut him off.

“No ‘what ifs,’ Tyler,” Atlas said with steel in his voice. “We have to focus on right now. We’ve survived this long by being smart and careful.”

Tyler looked into Atlas’s eyes and laughed. “We’re alive because of luck. That’s all.”

Tyler looked at Atlas, then me, and finally at Jasper, who had been quietly observing the exchange while clutching a tin of powdered milk as if it were a lifeline.

“Okay,” Tyler breathed out after what felt like an eternity but was only seconds. “Okay.”

I exhaled slowly, trying to ignore the tightening in my chest that came with the knowledge that our situation was as precarious as Tyler feared. Atlas didn’t let go of Tyler’s shoulders — it was as if he were afraid Tyler would spin out of control if he let go of him.

“We’ll take turns keeping watch by the front windows. If we see anything, anything at all, we move to the back storeroom.”

“If there is one,” Jasper added.

I shot him a look.

“Sorry,” he whispered, holding up his hands.

Tyler sank down to the floor, burying his face in his hands. “It could be days before the next storm. I don’t think I can manage to stay in here for that long without losing my mind.”

Jasper chimed in then, his voice surprisingly steady despite the shadows under his eyes betraying his exhaustion. “I’ll look for a back room.”

“I’ll watch the window. Nora, could you help Jasper?” Atlas asked, flashing me a quick look.

It was hard to believe only a short time ago things had been so very different. There had been time for Atlas and me to forget about everything. I would have given anything — except the food — to go back to the bedroom with him and be back at the apartment.

Part of the problem was that the apartment wasn’t safe. It might have been a bit safer than the corner store, but it wasn’t going to be safe forever, especially at the rate the insectoids were moving through the city to take down the buildings.

“What should I do?” Tyler asked, his leg shaking wildly.

“Just rest up a bit,” Atlas said.

We hunkered down in the dark store, our hearts pounding as we listened to the sounds of the insectoids coming out of their hiding spots. We were trapped, but at least we were trapped with food.

I followed Jasper into the back, flicking on the flashlight, when I was sure anything lurking outside the front windows wouldn’t see the beam of light. My hand gripped the plastic handle tightly as Jasper opened the door to a very small office.

“This will do,” Jasper said.

I pressed my lips together. “Or is it a casket for us to get trapped inside of if those things come?”

“Uh,” Jasper said, holding my eyes.

“Sorry,” I said, rubbing the dampness from the back of my neck.

“Well, you’re not wrong,” Jasper said, placing a hand on my back. “Let’s go back to the others. Might as well fill up on snacks while we wait.”

I sighed. “All you can eat buffet.”

“Sort of,” Jasper said, flashing me a quick smile. He held up a six-pack of bottles as we stepped back into the main area of the store. “Anyone want a soda?”

The corner store turned into our impromptu bunker for the night. I settled into a spot behind a shelving unit, using a stack of t-shirts with the store logo on it for a pillow. I tried to find comfort on the cold, hard floor, but it was nearly impossible.

Tyler was up early, pacing the floor, his footsteps echoing in the quiet like a ticking clock. Atlas and Jasper had switched spots, and Jasper was watching both the window from just out of sight and Tyler’s pacing. It was impossible to tell which made Jasper more nervous, the sounds outside of the insectoids or Tyler.

I rose stiffly, my muscles protesting every movement. Tyler was leaning back against a wall, muttering to himself about how Stephanie was right. That we’re all stupid for thinking we’ll survive the attack. He repeated that he needed to get out… needing to move. He was spiraling further and further with each passing second that we were stuck in the store.

As I approached the window, the sounds of the insectoids grew louder. Jasper tapped his finger to his lips, and I stopped behind a shelf where I could see everything.

My breath caught in my throat. The insectoids were coming.
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They marched in perfect sync, their metallic limbs reflecting shards of light from the gray sky and the lights from the mothership as they passed by the window. The insectoids didn’t look toward the building, clearly not having any idea we were inside.

Tyler’s reaction was immediate. He scrambled up from where he had finally settled, his face contorted with fear as he caught sight of them through the window. They were close, no more than ten feet from where we hid.

“We have to go now,” he whispered, taking care to say each word near silently. Tyler clutched his backpack tightly to his chest as if it were making him invisible.

“Tyler, stop it!” Atlas hissed. “You’re going to get us all killed.”

Tyler scurried across the floor, stumbling as he attempted to get to his feet. He held onto the bag as if it were his life preserver, and he had fallen into the ocean with waves crashing around him. Tyler’s panic fueled him as he headed toward the front door.

Atlas caught him, pinning him against the wall with enough force to make him wince. He placed his palm over Tyler’s mouth just as an insectoid paused in the street.

My body tensed. I felt as though I was completely frozen solid as the creature’s head swerved from side to side, seemingly scouring for any sign of life. The insectoid behind the first emitted a sharp hiss, prompting them to resume their advance. I sucked in a shallow breath, afraid to make even the smallest of noises.

Their noises resembled a swarm of locusts mixed with the mechanisms of a clock factory, a ceaseless clacking and buzzing that sent shivers down my spine. Each step reverberated through the hollow bones of the building, a staccato rhythm that pounded through my chest. The organic squelches of their flesh intermingled with the cold precision of their metal parts, creating an eerie symphony of their march. It was an unnatural sound, a monstrous blend of living tissue and machine.

“We move when it’s safe — not a second before,” Atlas growled in a low but firm voice as he held Tyler’s frantic eyes. “Is that understood?”

Tyler’s head bobbed, but his eyes were on the insectoids. We all stood there breathlessly, watching the insectoids make their way down the street to whatever destination they had.

Tyler finally settled down, or maybe it was Atlas’s grip that convinced him to. The dread was shared between us all, creeping in like a little shadow in the water, darkening everything it touched.

The march outside continued, but their steps faded as they went further from our hiding spot. They were out of sight but not out of mind.

“Okay,” Atlas said softly after a few moments, releasing a long breath as he slowly pulled his hands from Tyler. “You okay?”

Tyler nodded frantically but didn’t say a word.

The silence after the insectoid’s departure weighed heavily on us, a palpable presence that filled the room with dread. We all felt it… that needling anxiety, but Tyler, he was like a pot about to boil over, eyes darting from the window to the door and back again.

Tyler appeared to be wound tight, every muscle in his body coiled like a spring. His eyes kept flitting to the window, and I could see the desperation of a cornered animal deep in his eyes.

Atlas took several steps away from him, his hands raised slightly as if to remind Tyler he wasn’t the threat, But Tyler didn’t seem reassured, in fact, he saw an opening.

“They’re gone,” Tyler whispered, more to himself than to us. He was shaking, his words threaded with an irrational certainty that seemed to give him strength. “I need to get back.”

“Tyler,” I began, my voice soft but firm. “We can’t know that for sure⁠—”

But he wasn’t listening. With abrupt and reckless movements, he slung his backpack over one shoulder and lunged for the door.

“Tyler!” Jasper barked from where he had been keeping watch just off to the side of the front windows. “What are you doing?”

Tyler didn’t answer. Instead, he yanked open the door with a force that made the hinges protest and dashed out into the street. Panic coursed through me like an electric current as I watched him make for the exit.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, moving as quick as my feet would go.

Atlas chased after him but stopped short of my outstretched arm. “No!” I shouted at Atlas. “You’ll only draw more attention.”

Atlas stopped his pursuit but waved to Tyler aggressively. “Come back inside!”

We were all frozen for a heartbeat, caught between action and indecision. Atlas looked at me with wide eyes that reflected my own terror.

“He’s going to get himself killed,” Jasper muttered from behind us.

“He’s going to get us all killed,” I said, sinking back at the click-clack sounds of an approaching insectoid.

“Tyler!” Jasper shouted.

For a moment, I considered going after him, pulling him back inside from whatever ill fate awaited him in the street. But before I could move, there was a flash of movement from above.

A roamer zipped by overhead.

Tyler started running, but he didn’t make it more than a few steps when the white goo flew through the air, hitting him with the force of a baseball. The roamer moved around in the sky as if watching the insectoid work.

“Oh, God, no,” I said, covering my mouth with my hand.

A shrill but muted scream tore from Tyler’s throat as his goo-coated body dropped to the concrete. My heart pounded against my ribcage so hard I thought it might burst through my chest. I watched helplessly from behind the dust and rain residue-smeared glass windows.

“Get back,” Atlas said, guiding both Jasper and me away from the window. “Don’t watch.”

Jasper cursed beside me, anger filling the one single word.

“Damn it!” Atlas said through clenched teeth. “Why couldn’t he just wait?”

I felt numb.

Before Atlas ushered us away from the windows, I caught a final glimpse of the insectoid lifting Tyler’s cocooned form with a chilling efficiency. It carried Tyler’s still wiggling body in its mouth with ease. Tyler’s movements became frenzied, a desperate dance for freedom, but the creature’s grip was unforgiving as it marched off, indifferent to the human life it carried.

“No,” I whispered, reaching out toward the window.

“There isn’t anything we can do for him now,” Atlas said, his voice low.

Jasper sucked in quick breaths. “Why did he do that? Why couldn’t he just wait?”

“Calm down,” Atlas said, drawing in a breath. “He freaked out. He… he panicked, and we’re not going to let that happen to us, are we?”

I shook my head silently as a lump formed in the back of my throat.

“No, I—I would never,” Jasper said, his voice quivering.

“Right,” Atlas said, keeping his voice steady. “We make smart, careful choices. That’s how we’re going to survive.”

“I heard him talking to Oliver one night about his girlfriend,” Jasper said, his voice sounding loud in the heavy silence. “The first day they arrived, a roamer lasered his girlfriend right in front of him. He was heartbroken.”

“That’s awful,” I said, swallowing hard.

Jasper lowered his gaze, twisting the fabric of his damp shirt. “He mentioned several times that it should have been him.”

The air felt thick with sorrow. There were so many lives lost, and how many of them could have been prevented? Even if they had been, was it just delaying the inevitable?

“Sorry,” Jasper said, pressing a hand to his face. “I probably should have kept that to myself. It hadn’t been meant for me to hear in the first place.”

I felt a chill run down my spine as we huddled together in the darkness of the shop, trying to make sense of what had just happened. None of us wanted to move from the back of the shop, even though the sounds of the insectoids were far in the distance.

As I sat there worrying about getting back to Emily, the front door opened. Atlas tapped a finger on his lips and pulled out his gun. “Shh!”
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We didn’t move as we listened to both footsteps and the sounds of roamers above the shop. It sounded as though whoever had entered was alone.

The stillness of the shop gave way to the shuffle of footsteps. I peeked around a shelf at the lone figure moving cautiously between the aisles as he glanced back toward the window. Atlas motioned for us to stay put as he stepped forward.

The stranger halted, having heard Atlas before he made much of a sound. Atlas aimed his gun at the man, who slowly raised his hands, palms facing outward.

“Just going to remove my hood,” he said, reaching toward his head.

“Take it easy now,” Atlas said, his eyes glued to the man.

“My name is Stone,” he said, his voice even but carrying an edge of weariness. His eyes, dark and intent, scanned Atlas as if measuring the threat he posed. “I’m alone, unarmed, and not looking for any trouble. All I need is something to eat, and I’ll get out of your hair.”

The man had short black hair, cropped close in the back but a touch longer on the top and front, and brown eyes that showed the struggles he’d seen. His gaze was direct, unflinching as if he was used to assessing situations swiftly. The man’s skin was tanned as if he’d spent a lot of time in the sun, and his stature loomed over us at an intimidating six feet and some inches. Muscles coiled under his worn jacket, suggesting a strength that could easily be lethal if he chose it to be. But there was something else in his eyes, a softness that told me he hadn’t walked into this store looking for a fight.

Atlas kept his gun trained on Stone, his stance softening slightly as if he had the same feeling but didn’t trust it. “You’re out of your mind to be walking around during the day with no storm to hide you.”

“Yeah, well,” Stone said, his lips quirked into a half-smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Desperate times and all that. I’ve learned how to move without being detected by those things.”

Stone looked around, his eyes focusing on the area behind Atlas where Jasper and I still hid from sight. Or at least we thought we had been.

“You’re not alone, are you?” Stone asked, raising a brow.

“I am not,” Atlas said.

“You can lower that thing,” Stone said, glancing toward the shelves. “I pose no threat. In fact, if you’ve claimed all of this for yourselves, I’ll move on to the next shop.”

Atlas glanced back as Jasper and I moved closer. My eyes lingered on Stone for a long moment before shifting to the shelf beside him.

“Go ahead,” I said, pointing with my chin. “Help yourself.”

“Appreciate it,” Stone said, bobbing his head like a cowboy from the Wild West.

He popped open a can of peaches and drank from it ravenously. His eyes flicked to mine as he gulped down the syrup.

“Run into a lot of trouble?” he asked.

“More than we’d like,” Atlas said.

My eyes narrowed. “You’d have to be lightning fast to dodge the roamer’s lasers.”

“Roamers?” Stone asked, squinting as he studied me.

“My name for the flying ships,” I said with a shrug.

“Fast… that I am, but don’t get me wrong,” Stone said, warning with a shake of his head. “I wouldn’t recommend it. I was desperate. Traveling during the storms isn’t ideal, but starvation makes a person do foolish things.”

Perhaps that was why Tyler hadn’t been more careful. The hunger had been affecting his brain, causing him to make an incredibly foolish choice.

“You live around here?” Atlas asked, folding his arms across his chest.

“I was in town visiting my sister when this happened,” Stone said, rubbing the back of his neck to hide his trembling fingers. “I’ve been moving from place to place since. Not sure what to do or where to go.”

I felt a twinge of empathy. It must have been hard to be in an unfamiliar place when the world was falling apart around you. We were all fighting our own battles in this broken world.

“Man, I think you must have a death wish,” Jasper said from beside me, his tone carrying a hint of respect for Stone’s risk-taking.

Stone let out a dry laugh. “No, just trying to stay one step ahead of dying.” He glanced toward me and then back to Atlas. “Looks like you folks are doing pretty much the same thing.”

Atlas nodded slowly as if conceding a point in an unspoken argument. Stone’s gaze shifted toward me again; this time, it lingered longer than necessary before he looked away.

The atmosphere was thick with unspoken questions and wary understanding; we were survivors first—everything else came second.

“So, where is your sister now?” Atlas asked as if trying to determine if he believed what Stone was telling him.

Stone’s jaw tightened ever so slightly. “Didn’t make it.”

“Sorry,” Atlas said, offering a sympathetic frown. “Well, you’re welcome to stay here until the next storm if you’d like.”

“Maybe you should come with us,” I said, ignoring Atlas and Jasper’s eyes burning into me.

Stone chuckled. “Don’t think your companions here would like that too much.”

“It’s my apartment,” I said, drawing in a breath as I widened my stance. “I’ve allowed others to hide out there, and for the time being, it’s working.”

“A lot of places work until those alien bugs decide to turn a building into their playground,” Stone said, jerking his head toward the window.

I watched Stone pick up another can of fruit, pineapple chunks. His eyes moved around like a cat poised to spring into action at any given moment. I wasn’t sure if he trusted us less than we trusted him.

“I’ll think about it,” Stone said, meeting my eyes. “It would be nice to get a little sleep. Haven’t been getting much of that one my own.”

Over the course of the day, Stone didn’t talk much between his resting and his eating. The room had a faint scent of preservatives from the canned fruit that he had left sitting on the shelving unit.

Atlas had locked the door to prevent or at least slow down anyone else who tried to enter. He was probably worried I’d invite every stranger back to the already packed apartment.

Jasper and I stayed back behind the counters and displays, waiting to fall asleep for our next shift at the window or for a storm from the mothership. Stone blended into our group as if he’d always been there. Atlas didn’t bother to hide the fact that he was suspicious of Stone, and Stone seemed too exhausted to care.

He’d offer the occasional grunt of agreement or short answer to a question, but otherwise, he kept to himself, maintaining a respectful distance. Jasper had taken to quietly checking his gun over and over again — a silent ritual to pass the time.

It felt like an eternity that we waited in the shop. Time trickled by in slow, languid drops, each moment stretching until it felt like several days might have passed in the span of hours. The outside world remained a picture of eerie stillness — no storms, no rain, just the occasional sound of a roamer whirring past or an insectoid clattering in the distance.

Everyone back at the apartment had to be going crazy with worry and hunger. I worried about each and every one of them, but I knew that Terrah would keep an eye on Emily.

I’d lost track of how long it had been, but it had probably been three days that we’d been in the shop before the mothership released a mechanical howl. A green cloud was expelled like toxic confetti over another section of the city.

Atlas picked up his bag. “Almost time.”
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The thick green cloud fell down around the shop as the distance sounds of insectoids moving increased. Jasper checked his gun one last time before picking up his things and standing next to Atlas, waiting for the cue to leave.

“Are you coming with us?” I asked, looking into Stone’s dark eyes.

“I don’t want to be a bother,” he said, pushing himself off the floor.

I flashed him a warm smile. “Well, you are more than welcome. Even if it’s just until you decide to leave.”

“It’s not some crazy kind of cult thing where you’ll hold me prisoner, is it?” Stone asked, raising a brow.

“No, definitely not,” I said, wanting to mention Rex and his attitude, but decided against it. Stone seemed like someone who could handle a guy like Rex.

Stone drew in a breath. “I suppose I’ll check it out if you don’t mind.”

“Great,” I said, flinging my backpack over my shoulder.

We gathered everything we collected and waited for the storm to begin. A haze of green dust hung heavy, blanketing everything around us in an eerie cloak. My heart thudded in my chest at the thought of stepping out into what remained of our world again.

The wind picked up outside, blowing the falling rain into thick sheets that blended into the misty green fog. Thunder rumbled in the distance, providing us with the cover and distraction we needed to make it back to the apartment.

“Let’s go,” Atlas said, opening the shop door.

A flash of lightning flickered, making the entire area glow in putrid green. Atlas led the way, with Jasper and me just behind him and Stone bringing up the rear.

“Stay close,” I called over the howling wind.

Stone nodded sharply, motioning forward with his head.

“It’s hard to see,” Atlas said, moving slower than usual.

Our visibility was less than half a block as we trudged through the abandoned streets. Water quickly soaked through my clothes, making each movement uncomfortable as the clothes clung to my body.

It felt as though we weren’t making much progress as we weaved through the streets and alleyways. A particularly loud clap of thunder caused me to jump despite expecting it.

The wind howled, a fierce creature of its own, as we raced through the streets. Rain battered my face, each drop stinging like needles against my skin. I could barely see Atlas’s back just a few steps ahead. We moved like shadows in the dense green fog that surrounded us, feeling more than seeing the world that had turned hostile.

My legs burned with exertion, my breath came in gasps that mingled with the storm’s fury. Jasper’s presence was a steady force to my left, his determination palpable even through the tempest. Stone’s heavy footsteps pounded behind me, a reassuring rhythm in the chaos. Even when I couldn’t see the group, I could hear that between the storm’s fury.

The streets seemed to stretch and warp around us as if we were moving through thick soup, our progress achingly slow. We navigated around overturned cars and rubble that had once been homes, stores, and landmarks of a life now shattered.

Atlas paused for a moment, squinting into the distance as another flash of lightning tore across the sky. “I think we’re about halfway there.”

I wanted to believe him, to trust that our shelter was within reach, but the city had transformed into an alien landscape under siege, leaving me disoriented and unsure. It was hard not to worry that at any turn, we’d come face to face with the giant insectoids, and everything would be over.

We kept moving, our steps syncopated with the rhythm of the falling rain. Water droplets cascaded down my cheeks, like waking up in a cold sweat.

“Does anything look familiar?” Atlas called out to me after we’d been trudging through another block. “I’m worried we might be lost.”

I peered through the green-tinted haze and rain, spotting a twisted street sign swinging precariously on one hinge. A pang of recognition hit me.

“You’re on track,” I shouted back to him. “Keep heading straight.”

We rounded another corner, and I could just make out the shape of our apartment building, looming in the distance like a beacon. The relief I felt was short-lived as shadows detached themselves from the alleys and closed in around us.

“Watch out!” Jasper barked a warning just as figures emerged from the mist—men with hungry eyes and desperate scowls.

My heart seized as I recognized the men surrounding us. It was the same group that had raided our apartment days ago. Their leader stepped forward, his eyes cold but filled with excited greed as he looked over our bags.

“Well, well, well,” he said, sneering as his voice barely carried over the wind. “Looks like we have ourselves a little reunion here, don’t we?”

Atlas stepped protectively in front of me while Jasper readied his stance, fists clenched at his sides. Stone remained quiet but alert behind us all, his body tense like a cobra about to strike.

“You took everything we had,” Atlas growled back at them. “Isn’t that enough?”

The leader chuckled darkly as his men fanned out around us, blocking the entrance to the apartment.

“Not quite,” he replied smoothly. “See, we were just about to head out and gather supplies during the storm. Who knew you’d be out here doing it for us?”

I could feel panic rising within me like floodwaters threatening to drown my resolve. We couldn’t afford another loss — not when Emily and the others depended on us. Hunger must have been driving them insane. Stephanie had already been suffering before our departure.

Jasper made a slight move — a signal I barely caught — but it was enough for me to understand his intent. We weren’t going down without a fight.

“Don’t even think about doing anything stupid,” the leader roared through the sounds of the driving storm.

The storm raged with a vengeance, its howls like a pack of wild beasts on the hunt. Rain battered the ground with such ferocity that it felt like standing beneath a waterfall.

“We need this stuff more than you do,” I shouted over the driving rain, my voice hoarse. The men before us were not just thieves; they were hoarders, snatching away any chance of survival from those who needed it most.

The leader stepped closer, water dripping off his face in rivulets, mixing with the venom in his eyes. “Hand everything over, or you won’t live to see another storm.”

Atlas squared his shoulders, rain plastering his hair to his forehead. His blue eyes met the leader’s with unyielding resolve. “We’re not giving you anything.”

I could feel Jasper’s tension beside me, his fingers twisting on the shot’s handle. Stone remained an enigma, his face betraying nothing but his stance, speaking volumes about his readiness to defend what was ours.

“We’re the ones holding all the cards here, sweet cheeks,” the leader said with a laugh, nearly lost to the wind. “I won’t give you another chance here.”

He glanced back at his men, a silent command that tightened their circle around us. I could see them eyeing our bags like vultures circling a carcass.

“This is your last chance to leave us alone,” Atlas warned, his hand hovering over the back of his waistband.

I didn’t want to use my gun, but I reached back for it, almost positive the safety was on. It didn’t matter, though, because the gun was gone. I couldn’t panic or show my fear, but I must have lost it at the shop when we were resting.

Damn it!

“You’ve got some guts, I’ll give you that,” the leader said, his sneer turning into a snarl. He gestured to his men, who pulled out their guns as if they’d practiced it in their apartment. “But guts aren’t going to save you.”

Jasper shifted next to me, nudging me with his elbow as if letting me know to be ready for anything. Good thing he didn’t know my gun was missing… or maybe that was a bad thing. I already knew we were at a disadvantage because of our previous encounter, I knew they were willing to do whatever it took to take our things.

The standoff seemed to stretch for an eternity. Lightning split the sky, clearing away some of the green fog as thunder boomed like artillery fire.

The leader stepped forward with a malicious grin pasted on his face. His lips curled into an excited smile. “So be it.”

The man closest to the leader pulled the trigger of his gun with a click. Something sprinkled my face as Jasper took several steps back.

I brushed my fingertips along my cheek, feeling the fresh, tacky moisture, and withdrew them. Blood.


THIRTY-FOUR


Jasper’s eyes widened in shock as I met his gaze. A bloom of red spread across his shirt as he dropped to his knees.

“Change your mind yet?” the leader bellowed as the rain shifted to a drizzle.

“Jasper!” I gasped, dropping down to the ground beside him.

“Th—they shot me,” he stammered, staring at me as if he weren’t seeing me at all.

I pressed my hands to his shoulder. “You’re going to be fine, Jasper. Just hold on, okay?”

“You… you… have to shoot them,” Jasper said, drawing out every word as if he were having trouble forming them.

I shook my head. “I can’t.”

I looked over my shoulder as the rain stopped falling. The humming and grinding sounds of the insectoids and roamers were distant, but there was no doubt they were coming out of their hiding spots.

Jasper’s green eyes met mine, pain and confusion warring within their depths. “Go… help Atlas.”

The green dust was nearly completely settled. I could see everyone in vivid detail as I glanced toward the apartment door, considering — for a brief moment — running inside to save myself because Emily wouldn’t forgive me if I died.

“Let them have it! Please, help him!” I shouted, turning back to Jasper and pressing harder against his shoulder.

“It’s just a scratch,” Jasper said, seconds before several pops of a gun sliced through the air.

My body tensed as I waited to collapse to the ground, assuming I’d been hit. But I didn’t fall. I looked over my shoulder at Atlas and Stone, both holding their guns.

The leader was on the ground with two other men — none of them moving. Another man ran off limping as another waved his hands in surrender.

“Go,” Stone said, glancing up to the sky. “Take your chances with them.

“Thanks,” the man said gruffly before running down the sidewalk and slipping into a building.

Atlas turned to Stone. “I thought you were unarmed.”

“And I thought I was armed,” I said, turning to give Jasper a reassuring smile. “We’re going to get you inside now and bandage you right up.”

“My sister is going to be upset,” he said, wincing as he pulled in a breath.

“Get him up,” Stone said, his eyes darting around. “They’re coming.”

A roamer glided into view, its motion stalling momentarily. My heart thudded against my chest as I was certain it had spotted us.

“Hurry,” I said, my voice shaking.

Stone’s hand slipped under Jasper’s arms while I scrambled to my feet, picking up Jasper’s bag of supplies along with my own. Atlas picked up his things and Stone’s as we bolted toward the apartment. Stone carried him as if he didn’t weigh more than a young child, even though he was a full-grown man.

“Move, move, move!” Atlas ordered, helping Stone as best as he could with Jasper while also carrying the supplies.

I led the way as the roamer sped toward us.

“Guys, I’m fine,” Jasper said with a soft chuckle.

“We’re not going to be if we don’t get inside,” Atlas said, his voice hard.

Our feet splashed through the puddles, echoing in the silence and sounding far too loud in the empty streets. I jumped into the building through the broken glass door, gesturing for the others to hurry.

“Get in!” Atlas said, his eyes filled with fear as he looked at me.

The roamer was just above him in the street as Stone stumbled inside, managing not to drop Jasper. I took a step out of the doorway, grabbed Atlas’s hand, and yanked him inside just as the roamer released a high-pitched whine.

A beam of light zapped the concrete just where he’d been standing, missing the back of his shoe by mere centimeters. The roamer shot again, this time hitting the doorframe, which sparked before fizzling out, charring the wood and sending splinters flying into the lobby.

I opened the second door, gasping for oxygen as my lungs painfully squeezed deep in my chest. That laser would have meant death, or maybe even something worse than death, if it had hit Atlas.

“Second floor,” I said, even though I was leading the way up the stairs.

“We didn’t get enough medical supplies,” Jasper said, his eyes squeezing shut as he inhaled.

Atlas met my eyes briefly as we walked down the hall toward the apartment. “Maybe I should check the other apartment since I know they’re not home.”

“Maybe,” I said, glancing toward Stone. “If you do, take Mr. Sneaky gun stealer with you.”

Stone snorted.

“When did you take it?” I asked as I reached to open the door.

“Just as they approached,” Stone said, his cheeks red from carrying Jasper. “Didn’t think you’d use it.”

“Well, I didn’t want to.” I studied him as I opened the door. He was meat, with a room full of shocked faces. “But I think I would have.”

Stone grunted as he stepped into the crowded apartment. “Think is the problem.”

He continued past me, lowering Jasper down onto the sofa. Cassi ran to him, briefly throwing her arms around him before looking him up and down.

“We saw the whole damn thing,” she said, quickly wiping a tear.

“I kept telling them I’m fine,” Jasper said, wincing as Cassi pushed down on the wound. “Just really, really hurts.”

“Get some towels and try to boil some water. Do you have any gauze or antiseptic?”

Emily got to her feet with a sharp groan. “I think we have some stuff from when they went to the pharmacy. I’ll check.”

“I’ll get some towels,” Terrah said, dashing toward the bathroom.

I took Jasper’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Told you that you’re going to be okay.”

“I know,” Jasper said, flashing me a smile. “I don’t give up easily, do I, Cassi?”

“Definitely not,” she said, drawing in a breath. “Us Cuttings are not quitters. Don’t forget that now, Jas. Don’t forget.”

“You wouldn’t let me even if I wanted to,” Jasper said.

Jasper’s sandy blonde hair clung to his forehead, damp with sweat and rain as Cassi and Terrah hovered over him, anxiety etched into every line of their faces as they worked to remove his bloodstained shirt. He offered a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes, grimacing with each shallow breath.

“You’re stubborn, I’ll give you that,” I murmured, trying to infuse some warmth into my voice.

“It’s going to take more than a stray bullet to bring me down,” Jasper said with a chuckle, which Cassi echoed.

Terrah returned with towels, her face pale but composed as she handed them over. Emily emerged from the bedroom, clutching a small box of medical supplies like it was the most precious thing in the world.

“We’ve got antiseptic, gauze, and some acetaminophen,” she said, setting the box beside Cassi. “Not much, but it should help.”

Cassi took the supplies and began working on Jasper’s wound with Terrah’s help, cleaning it carefully to avoid causing him more pain. His body tensed under her touch, but he remained silent, biting back any sounds of discomfort.

“Easy there,” Cassi said softly as she held Jasper’s hand, offering him comfort.

She dressed the wound as best as she could with what Emily gave her. The bleeding had slowed considerably, and it appeared as though the bullet had sliced through the side of his skin instead of getting lodged inside.

“You’re going to be alright,” Cassi whispered, assuring him with a gentle look. “Just rest now.”

Jasper nodded slightly and closed his eyes, his breathing easing into a more regular rhythm. If necessary, I’d get him something stronger from where I’d hidden the painkillers, but he seemed to be doing just fine.

With everything seemingly settling, the others began looking through the bags of supplies as I dropped to the floor. My eyes caught Atlas’s from across the room. They were filled with relief, but I could see he wasn’t ready to relax just yet.

He nudged Stone gently with his elbow, and I could just barely hear him. “Hey,” he whispered. “You up for checking out that apartment?”

“Hell yeah,” Stone said.

As Stone and Atlas moved toward the door, a nagging curiosity bubbled inside my stomach. I rose from the floor, muscles aching from everything we’d been through. They paused, sensing my approach, and I fixed my eyes on Stone.

“Wait,” I said, and Stone turned to face me. “Where did you learn to shoot like that?”

His dark brown eyes held mine steadily, with no hint of evasion. “Firefighter,” he replied with a shrug. “Part of the job is being ready for anything. Plus, I’ve had some training.”

“A firefighter?”

The pieces fell into place — his strength when carrying Jasper hadn’t surprised me due to his size, but his skill with a gun had.

“Yeah,” he confirmed, a trace of pride in his voice despite the grim circumstances.

“How long were you a firefighter?” I asked.

“About ten years,” he said. “Long enough to see plenty of action, to get used to carrying more than my own weight.”

“You certainly proved that today,” I remarked, glancing back at Jasper, who was now resting with Cassi and Terrah fussing over him. “Thanks. If you hadn’t been with us, I’m not sure we would have made it back inside before the roamer got to us.”

Stone’s lips curled. “That makes it sound like you think you all could have handled that group of men without me.”

“I like to think we could have,” I said, pressing my lips into a smile.

“We would have,” Atlas said, pushing his shoulders back. He cleared his throat. “We should go check out that apartment.”

Stone nodded and turned back to me. “You’ll be okay here?”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling warmth fill my cheeks. “Go get our stuff back.”

I probably should have done more to stop them, but I was far too exhausted, and the men likely weren’t going to go back. Even if they had, I fully believed Stone and Atlas would be able to handle the situation.

As they left the apartment, their footsteps echoed down the hallway, growing fainter. I stood there momentarily before closing the door and turning back to the group huddled up and feasting on the food we brought back.

Emily caught my eye from across the room and gave me a small smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She was glad to have me back, but she was still angry I’d left in the first place. After what happened, maybe she was right… one time, I might not make it back.

Jasper was stable. Cassi and Terrah had done an admirable job patching him up with our limited supplies, but we couldn’t stay holed up in this apartment forever. My mind began to churn with plans, as I knew eventually, we would need more than what we had if we were going to survive.

I sat down beside Emily on one of the remaining dining room chairs. I placed my hand on hers and squeezed gently.

“We are going to get through this,” I said firmly, trying to believe my words.

“You know, we all saw what happened out there,” Emily said, avoiding my eyes. “We were all worried you were never coming back.”

“And I came back. I will always do everything I can to come back,” I said, lowering my head. “But you’re right, maybe one time it won’t be enough. Until that day, I’m going to fight my ass off, though.”

Emily slid a toaster pastry in front of me. “Try not to make it so close next time.”

I gave her a nod and ripped open the package. It wasn’t just about supplies anymore. It was about protecting the people we had left in this broken world. It was about standing up against those who would prey on others’ weaknesses, even in widespread suffering.

All I knew for certain was that I wasn’t giving up without a fight. We would do whatever it took to figure it all out. Nothing was going to stop me from keeping my sister safe.


WHAT’S NEXT?


Thank you so much for reading Ended Earth in my Invaded series. If you enjoyed the book, I would be so extremely grateful if you would leave me a review on Amazon.

[image: ]


Want to binge read something else while you wait for book two? If you are enjoying the Invaded series, you may also enjoy the Ravaged Land series (a post-apocalyptic natural disaster thriller) or Absolute Darkness in The Great Solar Storm series (A CME survival thriller.)

Lastly, be sure to sign up for my mailing list so you can be one of the first to know when the next book is released!
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