
  
  
      
        
          Project UAP

          Nightfall Rising

		      
          J.T. Maddox

        

        
          [image: ]

          Vector Zero Press

        

      

    


  
  Project UAP: Nightfall Rising 
© 2026 J.T. Maddox
All rights reserved.
Published by Vector Zero Press
No part of this book, Project UAP: Nightfall Rising, may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise — without the prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations used in reviews, articles, or academic analysis.
This book is a work of fiction. While it incorporates realistic settings, contemporary technology, and speculative elements inspired by real-world unidentified aerial phenomena, all characters, events, organizations, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, or to real events, agencies, or operations, is purely coincidental.
This book is not affiliated with, endorsed by, or connected to any governmental agency, military organization, intelligence service, or investigative body. All interpretations, scenarios, and conclusions presented herein are fictional and intended solely for entertainment purposes.
Printed in the United States of America
Publisher’s Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Maddox, J.T.
Project UAP: Nightfall Rising
Science Fiction / Techno-Thriller / Conspiracy Fiction
FICTION / Science Fiction / Military
FICTION / Thrillers / Technological
FICTION / Science Fiction / Alien Contact
Legal Notices & Disclaimers
This book contains depictions of intense situations, conspiratorial themes, military operations, and peril that may be disturbing to some readers. Reader discretion is advised.
All images, illustrations, maps, or diagrams (if included) are either original to the author or used under license. Any resemblance to persons, technologies, or incidents outside the fictional narrative is coincidental.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Night the Drone Fell
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Scrubbed
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Ghost Followers
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Residual
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        The Cleaners
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Data Shadows
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Fractured
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Unseen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Integration
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        The Network
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Blacksite
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Viral
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Showdown
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Fallout
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Fugitive
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        The Facility
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Uprising
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter one
The Night the Drone Fell


Alli Kline hooked her thumb under Nyx’s collar as they stepped over a ridge of wind-scoured sand, just past midnight. The Jersey Shore in late May was a study in contrasts: daytime eatery bustle and families, then, after dark, the hush of waves lapping against dunes, punctuated only by the occasional drunken shriek from a boardwalk bar. Out here, though, farther down the moonlit spit, it felt like the world belonged to her. 
“All right, chat, I know this is technically trespassing,” Alli murmured, holding her phone up so her livestream could catch the shimmer of salt haze above the sand, “but you guys wanted ‘real’ Jersey, and hey, who am I to disappoint?”
Nyx trotted ahead, nose low, a flash of blue-black fur against the ghostly dunes. The chat scrolled so fast she barely caught more than a flood of hearts and fire emojis, punctuated by the occasional, “Show us the water!” or “I dare you to skinny dip!” She rolled her eyes, grinning. “You wish. It’s, like, fifty degrees and I’m not getting kicked out of another rental.”
A few dozen regulars spammed in-jokes and cringey memes. Alli let their energy buoy her. She bought time by scanning the wrack line for shells to hold up, conch, a twist of sea glass, a pale crab shell, ignoring the faint edge of something sharp in the wind. Maybe it was just exhaustion or nerves after a week of interviews and micro-hate, but she felt prickly in her own skin tonight. She squeezed Nyx’s collar for comfort, the dog’s fur warm and thick between her fingers.
And then it started: a low, insistent hum, threading beneath the sound of the surf.
At first it seemed far-off, almost atmospheric, like a powerline, maybe, or a distant engine. But it built quickly, vibrating against her sternum, making her teeth ache.
The chat noticed first.
“What’s that noise?”  
“Anyone else hear the creepy humming?”  
“Girl, RUN, that’s not normal.”
Alli squinted at her screen, playing it off with an uneasy smile. “Chill, guys, probably just a cargo ship or something. It’s Jersey. Weird is normal.” She angled her phone so the microphone aimed at the horizon and waited, hoping a boat would glide by, or a distant barge light would blink and explain away the unease.
Instead, the hum escalated until it was nearly a physical pressure, like standing next to a giant speaker. Nyx whined and pushed against her hip, ears flattened, hackles bristling. Alli’s heart stuttered. Maybe she should end the stream, head back toward the safety of the boardwalk lights. But the viewership count was spiking, the highest she’d seen all month. Something about danger, Alli knew, made for irresistible content.
She forced a laugh, aiming for breezy. “Okay, this is officially getting weird. Someone cue the X-Files theme.” But her voice wobbled, betraying her.
The wind shifted, carrying the smell of ozone and burned plastic. Then her phone stuttered, the video jittered, pixelating her face, the screen flickering wildly between frames. Her followers’ comments poured in, frantic now.
“ALLI, LOOK UP!!!”  
“There’s something in the sky!”  
“DUDE. TURN AROUND!!!”
She jerked her head up, phone raised to catch the horizon. At first she saw only wisps of cloud, moonlight silvering the crest of the dunes. The ocean tumbled dark and restless, unbothered by human anxiety.
And then the clouds split apart, tearing in a way that felt wrong, impossible.
A matte-gray shape, too angular to be a plane, too big for a drone, punched through the stratosphere, trailing a ragged scroll of fire. It spun, listing sideways, then righted itself as if fighting some invisible pull. The hum pitched up into a scream, rattling Alli’s bones. Her phone vibrated in her hand.
Nyx lunged, barking, teeth bared not in play but warning.
The craft, if that’s what it was, dipped lower, slicing over the dunes at an impossible speed. Alli’s camera caught a flash of blue-white light, sharp enough to leave afterimages on her retinas. Then all sense collapsed into violence. The thing sheared a hundred feet above her head, spinning end-over-end, shedding fragments that burned as they fell, hunks of metal and something that hissed and melted the sand in its wake.
Alli’s phone went weightless in her grip, the screen nothing but a stuttering kaleidoscope of static and light. The chat erupted:
“Get down!”  
“RUN OMFG”  
“Oh my god oh my god, ”
A chunk of debris whistled through the darkness, trailing sparks. Time turned syrup-thick. Alli registered a searing burst of color, orange, violet, black, and then agony as something slammed her shoulder. She stumbled, the world tilting wildly, sand filling her mouth. Nyx bowled into her, barking, the dog’s body covering her head. Fire erupted, everywhere, impossibly bright, painting the dunes in shifting shadows that twisted and danced. Glass exploded nearby. Alli tried to rise, but weight pressed her down; was it Nyx or something else?
Her ears rang. Noise meant she was alive. Sand bit at the raw edge of her cheek. She tried to focus, but her vision jittered, doubling. She tasted blood and salt and fear, sharp as metal on her tongue.
Flames chewed up the beach, igniting driftwood and sea grass. The sky, a moment ago so clear, was now a boiling mass of smoke and fire. Alli’s phone, she didn’t know where it was, if it still captured any of this. She reached out, hand shaking, found Nyx’s collar. The dog whined, pressing tighter against her. Heat seared her back, too close, too intense.
The world narrowed to Nyx’s frantic breathing, the crunch of sand under her jaw, the roar of something burning far too hot for this earth.
Then everything went white, hot, blinding, the sensation of being skinned alive by lightning. The sound cut out. For a heartbeat, Alli wondered if she’d gone deaf. The last thing she felt was Nyx’s fur, warm and alive, as she tumbled further into darkness.

      ***When Alli came to, it was to chaos, voices, distant sirens, the crackle of radios, feet pounding the sand. Lights strobed beyond the dunes, blue and red, painting moving shadows over her eyelids. The air tasted of chemicals; there was a distant, metallic tang, unfamiliar and wrong.
“Ma’am? Can you hear me?” A voice, urgent and male, filtered through the fog in her head. Someone touched her cheek. “Stay with me. What’s your name?”
She tried to answer but the words stuck; her mouth was full of grit and something coppery. Nyx’s anxious bark cut through the commotion, and she rolled her head, searching for her dog. Strong hands slid under her shoulders, rolling her onto her back. Pain flared in her collarbone, her left arm. She flinched.
“I, Alli,” she croaked, surprised by how raw her voice sounded.
Paramedics leaned over her, flashlights swaying. She blinked up at the faces, strange and far too close. One of them, a woman with a high ponytail and dark, serious eyes, held a gauze pad to Alli’s temple. “You’re lucky. Not a burn. Just superficial, lots of blood, though.”
Alli stumbled over her next question. “My dog, Nyx? Where, ?”
“She’s here. She’s fine. No burns, just scared,” the other paramedic reassured, thumb stroking Nyx’s muzzle as the shepherd pressed against Alli’s uninjured side, whining deep in her chest.
Adrenaline fizzed under Alli’s skin. “The thing, the crash, did you see, ?”
The first responder’s eyes flickered, uncertain. “We got a dozen 911 calls about a fireball, but when we got here, ” She hesitated, glancing over her shoulder. The dunes behind them flickered with spotlights and the blue blink of police cars, but the sand was bare. No twisted wreckage. No scorched blackened grass, no evidence that anything had carved through the earth but her and Nyx.
Alli pushed herself upright, the world spinning. “No, it was huge, metal, on fire, I saw it hit right there, the whole sky, ”
The words broke apart as she stared at the untouched dunes. Not even a scorch mark. Her arm throbbed where the fragment struck, but there was no sign of what had torn the air open and nearly killed her.
A police officer knelt beside her, voice gentle. “Miss, we’re going to check you out at the hospital, okay? You can tell us everything there. Don’t try to stand yet.”
She shook her head. “My phone, my stream. My followers saw it, ”
The officer frowned. “We’ll get your belongings. For now, just breathe.”
Confusion spiraled. Had she imagined it? The chat, the frantic messages, the heat, the light, Nyx whimpering and barking, leaping to protect her. The memory played over and over, each time more impossible.
She gripped the edge of the blanket someone had draped over her shoulders, willing herself to focus. “Did anyone else see it? The footage, I was streaming, there’s video, ”
The paramedic pressed a cold pack to her head. “Let’s get your vitals first. Try to relax. You were lucky. Honestly, I can’t believe you’re awake with that bruising. That kind of impact, never seen anything like it.”
Alli flinched as she remembered the feeling, a bone-cracking, world-ending blow. Yet here she was, bruised but breathing, Nyx alive and unhurt. The questions multiplied, each sharper than the last.

      ***At dawn, after hours of medical checks and interviews, Alli sat in a hospital gown, fingers wrapped around a cup of vending-machine coffee. Her phone, when she finally got it back, was dark. Fried. The casing was melted in places, the battery dead. No amount of button-mashing or charger-cajoling revived it.
In the waiting room, she borrowed a nurse’s tablet to check her socials, desperate to see the proof she’d risked her life for. But her channel was empty, no record of the stream, not even a buffer icon. She scrolled back through her archives, heart pounding. Gone. Every other copy, every repost, wiped. Even the frantic Twitter threads vanished as she watched, disappearing mid-refresh.
She shivered, cold crawling up her spine. The world outside was waking up, sunlight brightening the corridor, normalcy creeping in. But Alli Kline knew what she’d seen. And somewhere, someone else did, too.
Salt air rode in on the wind, twisted cool and sharp across Alli Kline’s face as she strode the midnight boardwalk, camera steady in one hand. The tides slithered up and down the Jersey Shore, polished silver in the moonlight. Her followers, two thousand strong and climbing, peppered the chat feed with messages that scrolled too fast to read.
“Nyx, wait up!” she laughed, voice breathless, as her black mutt darted after a ghost crab along the edge of the dunes. The leash bobbed slack, her dog’s tail flagging above the sand. Alli flipped her phone around, framing herself in the lens, beanie askew, cheeks flushed from the cold. The glow of the screen washed her freckles pale, made her look more tired than she’d admit. Sleep was overrated when it came to the stream; her audience lived for these midnight walks, their hearts beating in step with hers.
She kept talking, narrating the rise and fall of the waves, the way the streetlights flickered out where the shore met the empty parking lot. “We’re out past Avalon Point tonight, trying to find that graffiti tunnel you guys keep raving about. If Nyx doesn’t get us lost first, right girl?” She panned to her dog, who paused in the foam and barked at nothing.
Suddenly, her wireless earbuds hummed with static. The chat, already wild, seemed to catch the same fever.  
, anyone else hear that?  
, wtf is that noise?  
, turn your audio up  
Alli tapped her phone, holding it out into the darkness. “Anyone else hearing…what? The wind?” But even as she said it, the sound pressed in, something low and mechanical, a vibration just beneath the edge of hearing. It tangled with the surf, a sinister echo she felt in her ribs.
Nyx stopped, ears flat, tail rigid. A nervous whine slipped out.
She squinted up at the sky, turning in a slow circle. Moonlight blurred behind high clouds, their bellies tinged sickly green. For a moment the only sound was the weird, throbbing hum, then her phone screen shimmered, dancing with little digital ghosts. A pixelated smear cut the horizon. The chat erupted.
, ALLI LOOK UP  
, holy shit holy shit  
, do you guys see that?  
, what is that???  
“Hang on,” she muttered, stepping backwards for a better view. Her phone juddered in her grip, picture glitching, battery meter blinking warnings she hadn’t seen before.
A crack split the sky.
It wasn’t thunder. It was sharper, like metal tearing.
High above the dunes, the clouds peeled apart. A metallic mass, angular, bristling with antennae, burst from nothing, spinning. It left a guttering trail of fire, shards of copper and blue. The object pitched sideways, screaming through the air.
Alli sucked in a breath, heart hammering so hard she barely heard herself yell, “Get down, Nyx!” Flaming debris sizzled toward the sand. The camera caught the world as a blur, sea, sky, Nyx’s fur, before the chat filled with capslock screams.
, GET OUT OF THERE  
, RUN  
, it’s coming at you  
, move move move  
She dropped to her knees, trying to shield Nyx. The world stuttered. Heat rolled over her, thick and chemical. Something hit her shoulder, pain exploded, bright enough to blot out the world.
Nyx shrieked, then leapt across her lap, pinning her against the cool, damp sand. The leash tangled around both of them. Flaming debris punched into the dunes with a hiss like a thousand snakes. Alli’s phone spun from her hand, camera app still open, catching a wild carousel of stars, fire, and darkness.
She gasped, shoving Nyx off, trying to roll, but her left arm wouldn’t move. Blood dripped into her eyes. Her phone’s screen, smeared with sand and something sticky, remained aimed at the carnage. The chat was a frenzy, no words now, just emojis and frantic bans from the mods.
Then the fire caught the edge of the tide. Steam roared up, swallowing everything in a white-hot veil. Alli blinked, vision swimming. She reached for her phone, fingertips brushing the glass just as the image smeared to static.
Silence dropped, pressing down on her ears. She could still taste the burning metal, hear Nyx’s frantic breath close to her cheek.
Her thoughts looped, sputtering:  
That just happened. I’m hurt. I need help. Is Nyx okay?
She tried to sit up, but couldn’t. The pain in her shoulder was blunt, spreading. With her good hand, she fumbled for Nyx, felt fur, warm and trembling. She murmured, “Good girl, good girl,” voice slurred and broken by tears.
Lights flashed somewhere beyond the dunes, red and blue, pulsing, painting the gloom with slices of color. Sirens screamed, muffled by the sand.
She tried to call out, but all that came was a wet cough.
Nyx barked, sharp and urgent.
Boots thundered up the shore. Plastic sheeting rustled. Voices barked orders; someone knelt beside her, gloved hands probing her wounds. “Ma’am, can you hear me? Stay with us. What’s your name?”
“Alli,” she managed. She could hear the confusion in her own voice. The pain spiked sharper. The world faded, dancing on the edge of consciousness.
People shouted to each other over the roar of the waves.  
“No sign of wreckage.”  
“There was fire, where’s the debris?”  
“Nothing here but scorched sand and this, her.”  
They loaded her into an ambulance, white lights hot on her face. She tasted blood, grit, the acid tang of fear. Her phone was gone, left somewhere by the tide, or maybe nothing was left at all.
Time fractured into fragments. Hospital ceiling tiles, cold electrodes, the beep of machines. People kept asking her to repeat her name, her birthday. She did, and each time it sounded less like her own voice. The serrated pain faded, replaced by something floaty, unreal, as the drugs took hold.
She tried to tell them about the drone, the thing that had ripped open the sky, the fire raining down. But nurses frowned, taking notes in silence. Cops hovered at the door, one tall and lean, buzzcut, badge glinting as he thumbed through a dented notepad.
“Ms. Kline, we need to know exactly what happened.” His tone was gentle, but his eyes flicked between her and the empty space where evidence should have been.
She tried to show them the video, but every time she reached for her phone, someone else had it. “I was streaming,” she said, voice hoarse. “It was all on the live. Everyone saw.”
A nurse traded a look with the cop. “There’s no device on her, and the site’s been down for maintenance all night.”
“That’s not possible,” Alli insisted. “There were thousands watching. Ask them.”
Nyx whined, scratching at the door outside. Someone had wrapped her in a pink hospital blanket, a neon bandage around her haunch. Alli reached for her, wincing as her arm pulled tight against the stitches.
A doctor squeezed her hand. “You’re lucky, Alli. Whatever hit you, it should have done a lot worse. We, frankly, we don’t know how you walked away. No burns, no concussion, just a through-and-through at the shoulder.”
She blinked at him, unable to process. “Where’s the drone? The wreck? There was fire, the whole sky, ”
He shook his head. “No evidence out there. We checked. The sand’s scorched, but there’s nothing else.”
“Check the stream,” she begged, desperate enough to ignore the ache blooming behind her eyes. “My followers, they all saw it. There’s video. There has to be.”
He squeezed her hand again, then left her alone, curtains drawn.
Much later, after her arm had been bandaged and Nyx curled beside her on the narrow cot, she borrowed a nurse’s phone and logged into her account.
The video was gone.
Not just deleted, scrubbed, erased, as if her midnight walk had never occurred. Everywhere she looked, the chat, the timeline, the backup servers she’d paid a fortune to access, it was the same: nothing. Crashed. Error messages, dead links. A few frantic DMs flashed across her inbox, but when she clicked them, each loaded as blank.
She stared at the screen, hands shaking. In some corner of her mind she wondered if the painkillers were spinning memories out of nothing. But Nyx was there, limping slightly, paw pressed against her thigh. The bandage on her shoulder throbbed. The metallic taste still too real.
Someone had wiped her night out of existence.
She leaned against the cool window, staring out into the hospital parking lot. Reporters milled at the edge of the tape. Cops talked in low voices. One, the detective with the buzzcut, met her eyes through the glass, then turned away sharply, guilty, maybe, or just overwhelmed. He spoke into a phone, glancing back at her every few seconds.
Alli’s cheeks burned with humiliation and anger. She’d survived, somehow, something that couldn’t have left her alive, but the evidence, her only proof, was gone.
Nyx whined, tail thumping weakly. Alli scratched her behind the ears, and Nyx’s breathing slowed, warm and steady.
In the hall, two hospital staffers whispered.
“She should be dead. Those wounds, no way, not from that explosion.”
“Surge says no internal injuries. Maybe it was a freak accident? Fireworks?”
“Weirdest thing is, there’s no trace of fire left on the sand now. It’s like it burned clean. Even radiation sweeps came up empty.”
She pressed her forehead against her dog’s fur, breathing through the panic.
Something had crashed from the sky, tried to kill her, and erased all proof an hour later. No evidence, no video, nothing but scars.
The world outside her window felt suddenly hostile and enormous. Her phone, her stream, her connection to the world, gone. All she had left was Nyx, blinking up at her with worried eyes.
The detective returned to her room before dawn, hands buried deep in his jacket, eyes shadowed. “Ms. Kline, I need you to listen. We’re going to figure this out, but you need to stay quiet about what happened tonight. No interviews. No posts. Can you do that?”
Something cold and hollow twisted inside her. “You don’t believe me.”
He hesitated, and that hesitation told her everything. “We’re just trying to keep you safe. Sometimes these things…The more noise you make, the harder it gets. For everyone.”
Her fists clenched at her blanket. “It was real. Whatever crashed, it was real. My audience saw it.”
He nodded, eyes darting to Nyx, then to the security camera in the corner. “Let’s keep this between us for now, okay?”
She felt the anger burn through the fear. “You’re going to make this disappear.”
He didn’t answer. Just left her alone, the door swinging shut behind him.
In the quiet, Alli realized that whatever had tried to erase the night wasn’t finished with her yet.
And neither was she.
Alli swung the phone up so her face filled half the frame, her wind-tossed hair, her crooked grin, the inky sweep of night behind her. “Midnight beach walk, you asked for it,” she said, voice muffled by the surf. “Nyx thinks we’ll find buried treasure or, you know, a hot dog someone dropped.” 
At her feet, Nyx nosed at a shell and snorted, tail flagging high as she trotted beside Alli, the leash slack between them. The dark shoreline stretched empty, except for occasional clusters of yellow-lit houses up the dunes. The air was cool and briny, laced with the memory of sunlit sand.
Her phone vibrated, chat bubbles leaping up the screen in rapidfire neon. *QUEEN! where’s the ocean view???*; *catch a ghost on cam plz*; *Why does it sound weird out there lol???*
Alli paused, squinting at the screen, then cranked up the volume. The white noise of waves was punctuated by something else, a faint electric hum, not the wind or crashing surf. She tilted the phone toward the black sky. “Anyone else hear that?” 
The chat exploded. *wtf is that sound*; *omg aliens*; *someone’s droning you girl RUN*; *use the zoom!* 
She laughed, nerves prickling under her skin. “It’s probably a boat out past the inlet. Or a generator. Chill, you guys.” But she found herself checking behind her anyway, heart thumping louder than she wanted to admit.
Nyx stopped, hackles up, nose twitching. The hum deepened, too steady to be wind, trembling in the sand through the soles of Alli’s sneakers. She swung her phone up, panned across the horizon. The beach was a smear of pale sand and dark water, sky empty, until a flicker of blue-white light glimmered overhead, spidering out along the low belly of the clouds.
The stream juddered, pixelating hard. Alli tapped the phone, muttering, “Don’t you dare drop now.” She heard her own voice bounce back at her, tinny and delayed, caught in a weird feedback loop. The chat kept rolling:
*LOOK UP LOOK UP*  
*alliiiii behind you*  
*what’s glit, *  
*camera’s glitching bro wtf*  
She lifted her gaze. Above the dunes, the clouds glowed sickly lavender, pulsing in odd, staccato bursts. A shadow split the sky, a metallic, oblong shape, wider than a car, trailing shreds of flickering orange flame. It spun, shuddered, and shrieked with a banshee whine that drowned out the normal world. The hum amped up until it scraped the back of her teeth. 
Alli’s words stuck in her throat. Nyx howled, lunging into her legs, forcing her to look away as the object, *a drone? a small plane?*, sheared sideways, pieces spinning off like fireflies.
The chat howled in digital distress. *IT’S COMING DOWN RUN RUN RUN*  
*Call 911!!!*  
*Oh god, that’s a crash*  
*alliiiii, *
A streak of burning metal scythed through the clouds, trailing sparking debris. Alli’s arm lifted reflexively, as if she could shield herself from something blurring through the night sky at a hundred miles an hour. She staggered back, the phone jittering in her grip, still streaming, still broadcasting every frame to thousands of unseen eyes.
The first fragment hit the sand a hundred feet away, sending up a geyser of shimmering glass and flame. The air went syrupy and strange, heat rolling off in waves, Nyx yanking the leash hard enough to grind sand into Alli’s palm.
“Nyx! Come!” Her own voice sounded underwater. She was backing up, angles and memories sliding sideways in her brain, her mother’s old warnings about storms, her brother’s stories about walkaways and driftwood, none of it matching *this*.
Something else split the sky. Pain flashed at the base of her neck, a hot, sudden, astonishing impact. The world whirled; she tasted copper, heard herself scream. Nyx leapt up, barking furiously, planting her body between Alli and the flames crawling over the sand.
The phone tumbled from Alli’s grip, skittered across the wet beach, the lens spinning wild. For a second, the stream was all fractured light, racing dog limbs, and Alli’s hand reaching desperately for something, someone, she couldn’t see.
The chat devolved into chaos.  
*NO NO NO*  
*Get up Alli!*  
*Call for help someone*  
*Is this real???*  
*Did she get hit?*
Flames, closer now, hissed in blue veins across the sand. An oily, chemical fire shot up, illuminating Alli’s crumpled form and the frantic dog circling her, barking herself hoarse. Alli tried to push herself up, but her arms wouldn’t cooperate. The world stuttered, each detail loaded with surreal clarity, Nyx’s desperate eyes, the burning scent of ozone, the metallic tang of her own blood.
Static crawled across the screen. The image wavered and fizzed, the comments thinning into desperate questions, then silence. The firestorm blew toward the camera, and as it consumed the lens, everything, sound, color, audience, winked to darkness.
Darkness, and nothing.
Minutes ticked by. In the distance, sirens wailed, faint and then closer, blue and red strobes spiraling down the empty road behind the dunes. Alli lay twisted on the sand, the world shrunk to a pinpoint between her eyes and breath. Nyx pressed against her side, shaking hard.
She heard unfamiliar voices, shouts; the crunch of boots; the hiss of extinguisher foam cutting against sand. Pain radiated from her shoulder and neck, vibrating through bone and cartilage. Someone knelt beside her, flashlight beam splintering through the dark.
“We’ve got a live one. Female. Late teens, early twenties. Breathing, pulse is rapid.” The voice was calm, authoritative. “Possible head trauma. Laceration on the shoulder, looks… cauterized? What the hell was she hit with?”
“She’s lucky to be alive,” another muttered. “Where’s the wreck? Dispatch said a crash.”
“There’s nothing here. No debris, no fire. Just her and… the dog. Did anyone see, ?”
Alli tried to speak. Her lips tasted like smoke. “The sky,” she managed, voice a thread. “It fell.”
Nyx whimpered, licking her hand. Someone’s gloved fingers checked her pulse. “We’re going to get you out, okay? Can you hear me?”
She nodded, barely. Eyes fluttered, clinging to any shapes that weren’t smoke or flame. The paramedic’s features were a blur, but their voice was steady. “Squeeze my hand if you can hear me.”
She did. All the power in her world came down to that tiny effort.
They lifted her gently onto a stretcher, voices blurring around her. “No burns, just this mark. Get her to Memorial, stat.” Tires chewed up the sand, ambulance doors snapped shut, and the world shrank to a close, suffocating hum, one that vibrated not just in her ears but deep in her bones.
The memory of the fire, the fall, the metallic taste, wouldn’t leave. She remembered Nyx’s soul-deep bark, the way the sky had torn open, how the comments had caught fire along with the sand.
The ride to the hospital was a fever dream: oxygen mask, clipped voices, fingers pressing at her scalp and neck. Lights flickered in the windows of the ambulance, surreal and loud and too harsh for her battered senses.
She drifted in and out, catching only scraps of conversation.
“Still no sign of a downed drone… FAA says nothing in the area… You see this wound? Like it was fused shut…”
“Was she carrying electronics? Phone’s fried… Screen’s melted.”
“Her vitals are stabilizing. It’s a miracle.”
At some point, Nyx’s warm body curled next to her in the gurney, the dog’s head heavy on Alli’s thigh. The ambulance doors slammed again, and inside the ER, nurses gentled her out of her shredded hoodie and cut away her shirt. They cleaned the wound, no blood, just a burn, somehow old and new at once, a perfect oval dug into her skin.
Questions came in waves, police, paramedics, a hospital administrator who wanted her login to the streaming platform. All of it blurred.
None of it made sense.
Late, late, maybe just before dawn, a detective leaned over her bedside chair. He was younger than she expected, flinty-eyed, tired, but his badge flashed and his voice demanded more than the others.
“Ms. Kline. Alli. Walk me through it, one more time.” 
She closed her eyes. The afterimage burned: pixelated sky, waves, sand turning to glass. The chat’s frantic screams as the world turned surreal. Her own pulse thrumming in her ears, and Nyx’s bark echoing along the dunes.
“It came out of the clouds,” she whispered. “It was on fire. There was this noise, like a thousand bees in my head. Everything went white. Then I woke up here.”
He scribbled something in a notebook. “Did you see anyone else? Another vehicle? Anything on the beach, besides you and the dog?”
“No. Just the sky and the fire.”
He didn’t look like he believed her, not really. He paused, pen hovering. “Your stream, was it recording the whole time?”
Her heart spasmed. “It should’ve been. My phone… It was live. Thousands saw it. Thousands.” The panic spilled in, cold as the Atlantic, and she grabbed his wrist. “You’ll see it, right? The video? The comments, someone must’ve clipped it, ”
But when he scrolled through his own phone, a frown deepened on his face. “Looks like the video’s gone. Nothing on the platform. Not in the archive. Your entire account… wiped.”
Alli’s world began to tilt sideways again. “No. That’s not possible. Someone must’ve saved it. It was everywhere. It, ”
“Ma’am.” He leaned in, voice low. “We’re looking. But right now, nothing remains. Not even a trace. No drone wreckage, no debris, no fire damage. Just you, a dog, and a mark that shouldn’t exist.” He hesitated, lowering his voice. “And you’re lucky, if that’s the word. Doctor says by all rights you shouldn’t have survived what hit you.”
A medical technician entered, glancing apologetically at Alli’s worn face as she fussed with the IV. “Vitals are strong. She’s conscious and alert, if a little shocky.”
Nyx whined softly, worried, her head nudging Alli’s hand until Alli stroked her with trembling fingers.
The detective straightened. “Someone will be back to take your statement again. If you remember anything, anything at all, call this number.” He tucked a card into the palm of her good hand.
She clutched it, staring at the strange, cruel burn on her shoulder. Nyx pressed closer. The taste of ozone lingered in her mouth. Somewhere, deep in the hospital’s humming machinery, she heard the same electric whine, fainter, but there.
No one else seemed to notice.
Alli closed her eyes, letting herself drift. She remembered the panic in the chat, all those strangers reaching out, witnesses now gone, everything erased. As if none of it had happened. As if she and Nyx had never walked that midnight shore at all.
But she knew the truth. Something had come down from the sky, and left her alive, when she shouldn’t be. And now, even the evidence was vanishing, seared out of existence. 
She traced the detective's card with her fingernail, listening for that low, impossible hum vibrating at the edge of hearing, a sound too real to ever forget.
Alli surfaced into blackness, thick and suffocating, the world shrunk to the salt heavy in her nose and the frantic scratching of Nyx’s claws against her chest. Heat blistered the sand beneath her and she sucked in a jagged breath, tasting smoke and copper. Her ears rang with the echo of something vast and metallic screeching overhead. For a moment, she was nothing but confusion, her streaming phone lay a few feet away, half-buried in broken shells, still catching the last guttering embers of fire as an orange glow licked across the dunes.
Nyx pressed close, tail rigid, hackles up, her body vibrating with panicked energy. The shepherd’s muzzle found Alli’s face, hot breath frantic against her cheek. Allies blinked, vision swimming with motes of light and shadow. The chat had vanished, replaced by a red banner, STREAM DISCONNECTED. The phone’s surface was hot to the touch, the lens cracked and filmed with grit. She rolled onto her side, hissing in pain, her palm coming away sticky and red.
Distantly, over the thunder of her pulse, sirens wailed, a surreal, rising chorus carving through the midnight hush of the dunes. Shadows flickered along the boardwalk, blue strobes slicing through smoke. Down by the water, someone yelled her name. But the beach was empty; only Nyx, trembling, and the carcass of a burning something thirty yards away. Her audience, gone, millions of eyes snuffed out by a single, terrible moment.
"Nyx." Alli coughed, voice cracked and raw, and reached for the dog. Nyx licked her ear, whining, her body pressed low, as if shielding Alli from the darkness itself. The stench of scorched metal and ozone was overwhelming, her nose ran, eyes streaming. She heaved herself upright, clutching Nyx’s ruff, heart pounding.
A figure burst over the dune, boots digging deep into the sand, flashlight beam arching wild. "Over here! I’ve got her!" A paramedic’s voice, hoarse with adrenaline, barely reached through the world’s ringing. Gloved hands hovered above her, uncertain, as if afraid to touch.
"Are you hurt? Can you hear me?" he demanded, squatting to meet her eyes, training his flashlight on her face.
"Back, back there, " Alli tried to say, gesturing lamely at the smoking scar in the sand, but her words tangled around blood and shock. She coughed, gagging.
"Stay still. You took a hit to the head." The paramedic’s partner knelt, medical kit unzipped with a practiced jerk. Cold compress pressed to her temple, sticky gauze to her cheek. "There was… some kind of explosion?" the woman asked, scanning the beach, eyes wide.
"I… I was livestreaming," Alli managed, teeth chattering as the sea breeze flailed her hair. The cold cut through the burnt stench. "Something fell. Out of the sky. It…" She swallowed, memory racing: A shape blacker than the clouds, not a shooting star, not a plane, something utterly wrong, roaring and bleeding light as it crashed. "It hit me. Where is it?"
But there was nothing, only scorched sand cooling in the night. No crumpled metal, no debris. The strange, echoing hum was gone. The burning thing she’d seen spiraling out of the clouds had simply… disappeared.
"We saw the smoke from the road. Half the boardwalk’s out here," the male medic said, glancing at police officers assembling by the parking lot, radios garbling. Alli’s streaming light flickered feebly, a dying firefly. A hand reached for her phone, but Nyx’s teeth bared in warning. Alli grabbed it herself, cradled it to her chest.
She looked at her own reflection in the cracked screen, blood caked along her hairline, soot streaked down her nose. She was alive, impossibly, when she should have been dead.
A cop crouched beside them, badge glinting. "Miss Kline? Did you see what happened here?"
Alli tried to focus, but shock bathed her mind in static. "It was on the stream," she mumbled. "Everyone saw it. My, my followers, "
The officer frowned. "We’ve got nothing but a static image. No video. The platform’s already pulled your feed."
Alli’s heart lurched. "No, that’s, there were thousands watching. Someone clipped it, someone must have, "
"Ma’am, there’s no footage." His tone softened, but his eyes stayed sharp, searching her face for lies, for signs of a concussion. "We’ll get you to the hospital. We’ll figure it out."
Behind him, more cops fanned out, combing the sand with flashlights and gloved hands. Two drones buzzed overhead, police, not the one she’d seen, but the scorched furrow in the sand ended abruptly at the tide line, as if the ocean itself had swallowed the evidence.
Alli glanced down. Her hands, shaking, burned, but functional. Nyx whined, nosing her thigh, relentless. She clung to the dog, grateful for something solid in a night that had turned to smoke.
A policewoman helped her to her feet, holding her elbow firm. "We need to check you for other injuries," she said quietly. Her mouth tightened as she looked up the beach. "You’re lucky to be alive. Whatever happened… that was close."
"Yeah," Alli whispered, vision blurring. She allowed herself to be guided to the waiting ambulance. Every step burned. People shouted, radios crackled, light beams slashed the shadows. None of it made sense.
Inside the ambulance, strobing red and white, the medic worked quickly. Blood pressure, pupils, bandages. Nyx, permitted inside by some small miracle, curled by Alli’s legs and refused to budge.
Her thoughts tumbled: The metallic shriek. The way the sky bent, flickered, like a film tearing, then flame raining down. The chat, screaming in real time. The last frame she’d seen, her own face, mouth open in terror, washed out by fire.
She clutched her phone. No signal, no replay. The streaming app coughed up only a spinning wheel, then a blank screen.
"You’re in shock," the medic told her gently. "Try to breathe. We’ll get you to the ER, get your head checked."
"I shouldn’t be alive," Alli gasped, shivering. "I felt it hit me, I saw it, "
He nodded, professional, nonjudgmental. "People survive stranger things. You’re a lucky one, tonight."
From the rear window of the ambulance, Alli watched the beach slip away, clean, empty, as if nothing had happened. Where the drone, if it was a drone, had smashed down, there was only smooth, dark sand. No twisted wreckage. No crater. Only the memory of searing heat and the echo of a sky torn open by something impossible.
At the hospital they cleaned her wounds, glued her forehead, bandaged her palms. The ER hummed with too-bright lights, the metallic snap of curtains, nurses rustling past. Nyx lay under the gurney, eyes fixed on Alli’s, unwavering.
A detective found her before sunrise, a tall woman in a navy suit with dark circles under her eyes and a badge clipped to her belt. She introduced herself as Detective Mathis and sat at Alli’s bedside, flipping open a small, battered notebook.
"Miss Kline. I need to ask you some questions, while it’s fresh."
Alli nodded, exhausted, hands wrapped in gauze. Her throat ached.
"What do you remember?" Mathis asked, voice even.
Alli closed her eyes, forcing herself to replay it. "I was walking the boardwalk. Streaming. The chat kept asking about a strange sound, a hum. And then… the sky flickered. Something metal tore through the clouds. It was spinning. I tried to get it on camera. There was fire. It hit the sand, hit me. That’s… all."
Mathis tapped her pen. "And the object, did it look like a drone? A plane?"
Alli shook her head, slow. "Bigger than a drone. Not a plane. I’ve never seen anything like it."
Mathis’s gaze flicked to Alli’s phone, still clenched in Alli’s hand. "We can’t recover your stream. Not from the platform, not from any device. We’ve sent a request to the provider, so far, nothing. It’s like it never existed."
Alli looked up, stricken. "But it did! Thousands of people saw it. The comments, people were clipping it, I swear."
Mathis’s mouth tightened. "If you think of anything else, you call me. Here’s my card." She set it on the table, just out of reach. "And if you remember any faces tonight, anyone unusual, anyone following you before the crash, you call, no matter the hour."
Alli nodded. Mathis lingered, studying her for a beat, then left, uniformed officers shadowing her through the hall.
Alone in the fluorescent quiet, Alli scrolled through her phone, desperate for proof. Every time, stream unavailable. She dug through her messages, her cloud, her backup accounts, nothing. Twitter was already alight with rumor and conspiracy. Some said meteor, some military, a few wild stories about secret government cover-ups. But no video. Not even a screenshot. Anyone who’d tried to save it, gone.
She tried not to think about what that meant, about the cold precision with which her digital existence had been scrubbed. She should have been dead, or missing a limb. But aside from stitches and burns, she was whole. Her skin prickled at the memory of Nyx’s body covering hers, the dog’s instinctive shield. She buried her hand in Nyx’s fur and blinked back tears.
A nurse passed and paused, gentle. "Anything I can get you, hon?"
Alli shook her head. "Just… need to sit a minute."
Nyx shifted, head pressed to Alli’s thigh, ears alert.
Restless, Alli eased to her feet and padded to the window. The horizon was still black, stars erased by the sodium wash of streetlamps. She wondered if anyone else that night had seen the sky rip open. If so, why was she the only one in this sterile room, recounting an event no one could prove?
A subtle shiver shook her. She remembered the hum, the chat’s frantic warnings, LOOK UP ALLI, LOOK OUT, WHAT’S THAT. The metallic scream as something tore the world in half, and then pain and fire and Nyx’s weight pinning her to the earth. She remembered the feeling, however impossible, that in that split-second, something had seen her, chosen her, and then let her live.
Her phone vibrated, a notification from the platform, oddly formal. We regret the interruption to your stream. Due to a technical error, all footage has been lost. Thank you for your understanding.
Alli stared. It felt like a lie typed by a machine. The weight of unreality pressed in. She opened her camera app and studied her own face, bandaged and hollow-eyed. Still her, but not.
Her hand trembled as she turned away, sliding down the wall until Nyx pressed against her knees. She closed her eyes and listened for the hum, the proof that any of this had ever happened.
Somewhere outside, a siren howled, a lonely, familiar sound. Inside the ER, the world kept spinning, indifferent, while Alli clung to Nyx and the memory of fire in the sky.
She didn’t know it yet, but nothing about her story would ever be normal again. Not after the night the drone fell. Not after the whole world watched, and then forgot.






  
  Chapter two
Scrubbed


Alli blinked through a shroud of white light, the world resolving piece by piece into harsh ceiling panels and the thin, antiseptic brightness of a hospital room. Her arms ached with pinprick soreness. The steady beep of a monitor played counterpoint to the pulse pounding inside her skull. Her mouth felt lined with glue. 
When she tried to move, her left wrist jerked against a stiff band, an IV line taped to her skin, blooming red around the edges. Someone moved in her peripheral vision, a shadow with a lanyard and a clipboard, approaching with those soft, professionally concerned footsteps unique to ER staff.
“Allison?” The nurse’s voice was warm but brittle, like tea poured in the wrong cup. “Do you know where you are?”
Alli tried to answer, but her tongue stumbled over the words. “Hospital,” she managed, voice raw. Her memory melted when she tried to probe deeper, splintering around the edges of the day, gray, then gone.
“Do you remember what happened?” The nurse wrote something down without looking at her, as if Alli’s answer, whatever it was, wouldn’t matter. “Can you tell me the last thing you recall?”
Alli flinched. There was fog in her head, thick and oily. She grasped for something real: the scent of the café, her phone in her hand, Nyx’s nervous glance at the window. She remembered laughter, her followers in the chat, emojis streaming like confetti. She’d started her live Q&A at noon. Then, 
Then nothing. Just blank, a slice cut from her mind.
“I…was streaming.” She forced the words out, watching the nurse’s pen hover. “I was talking to my audience. Did something… Did something happen?”
The nurse didn’t answer, but her eyes darted to the clock on the far wall. “Someone will be in to check on you soon,” she said, voice too bright, too practiced. “Try to rest, okay?” She slipped out before Alli could ask anything else. The click of the door echoed, final as a gavel.
From the far side of the room, Nyx unfolded herself from a cheap plastic chair. Her dark hair was pulled back in a severe knot, eyes sharpened to a knife’s edge. “You’re up,” she said, her voice pitched low, as if the walls might be listening. She looked as if she hadn’t slept.
Alli’s mother barreled in behind her, eyes rimmed red, purse clutched white-knuckled to her chest. “God, Alli!” she blurted, crossing the room in three long steps. “Are you all right? Do you know what they’re not telling us? Why won’t anyone say what’s going on?”
“I’m okay, Mom,” Alli said, meaning the words less every time she repeated them. Her mother’s grip trembled on her shoulder. Across the bed, Nyx hovered between daughter and stranger, her posture rigid.
A police officer appeared in the doorway, expression flat, not even pretending at warmth. His uniform looked starched enough to crack. “Good afternoon, Ms. Raymond.” He nodded at Alli, then at her mother. “I’m Officer Leary. I have some routine questions.”
“Routine?” Alli’s mother snapped, the word scraping. “Someone attacked my daughter! And you’re calling this ‘routine?’ Nobody will tell me a damn thing. The doctors, the nurses, now you.”
He leveled a look at her, the kind that pacified more than informed. “It’s standard procedure. Just need a rundown of events for our report.” He turned to Alli. “Do you remember anything unusual? Any threats, messages, people following you lately?”
Alli’s heart thumped. She shook her head. “I don’t… I don’t remember anything after I started my stream. There was a Q&A. Then it’s just… gone.”
Officer Leary made a show of jotting something onto his notepad, but the ballpoint barely touched the paper. “That’s all right. Sometimes it takes a while for memories to come back after a stressful event. If anything surfaces, let us know.” His eyes pinned her for a moment longer, searching her face for signs of, what? Deceit? Fear? Understanding? He left with the same impersonal nod.
As soon as he was gone, her mother started again, voice trembling. “They won’t tell me if you were assaulted. They took your clothes for evidence, Alli. I had to fight to get your phone back, ” She hitched in a breath, as if the effort cost something vital.
“I don’t remember,” Alli repeated, the words growing softer, as if distance would make them true. Anything before the nothingness was slippery. Her mind was a reel with footage spliced out. Her stomach twisted when she realized she was hungry.
Nyx caught her eye, voice tight, careful. “When you’re up to it, you should check your socials. That’s the first thing they asked me about.”
Alli nodded and reached for her phone, fighting a wave of dizziness that made the icons blur. Her thumb hesitated over the app. She tapped her streaming platform, praying for the comfort of familiar analytics, chat logs, the digital residue of her life.
Instead, a red banner flashed: **Account Suspended: Terms of Service Violation.** Archive unavailable.
Her breath came faster. She tried her backup account, the one only her inner circle knew about. **Login Failure. Account Locked Pending Review.** 
Everywhere she looked, it was the same: error messages, locked doors, blank screens where her content should have lived. She felt the first real pang of fear, not just at what had happened to her body, but at this invisible erasure. This wasn’t some copyright strike or troll raid. Someone, somewhere, had gone methodical, thorough.
Nyx’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it, her lips pressing into a thin line.
Alli’s phone buzzed, too, half a dozen notifications at once. She swiped up on the first.
**Riya:** _Girl what is going on? Your clips are GONE. Dozens of them. Did you delete them?_
**Jesse:** _My account’s locked. I didn’t even post anything?! This is messed up._
**Cruz:** _They took down our collab stream. My comments are gone. You okay?_
On and on, every message laced with panic or confusion, the frantic chatter of her circle as their digital lives disappeared in real time. Alli’s hands shook as she tried to reply, each message sent was met with a delivery notification, then, seconds later, a “Failed to Send” warning. She tried going into her settings, but the app crashed, rebooted, then hung on a loading circle as empty and eternal as the blankness in her memory.
Her mother placed an awkward hand on her arm, worry carving deep lines on her face. “Honey, is this about those threats you were getting last month? The weird emails?”
Alli shook her head, lips pressed together. “No, those were nothing. I blocked those users.”
Nyx moved to the window, eyes scanning the hallway outside, her posture twitchy. “It feels like someone’s covering their tracks.”
Alli looked down at her phone again. In her email inbox, a dozen subject lines from “Platform Support.” She opened one, only to find a sterile brush-off: _We take your account security seriously. We are reviewing your recent activity. Please refrain from further inquiries until our investigation concludes._
No answers. Just canned responses and a digital brick wall.
She scrolled to her monetization dashboard. The numbers were frozen, zeroes across the board, subscriber count wiped. Not even a notification, just an absence: sponsorships “revoked due to policy review,” advertising partners “reassessing commitments.” Every door slamming shut, all at once.
Alli’s throat tightened. She looked at Nyx, who shook her head grimly.
Her phone buzzed again, this time, a message with no sender ID. Just a gray bubble, words sharp and icy:
**Stop asking. It’s better if you forget.**
A chill crept through Alli’s bones. She pressed her lips together, thumb trembling over the screen.
Nyx rushed to her side, reading the message over her shoulder. “Who sent that?”
“I don’t know,” Alli whispered. “There’s no number, no details. Nothing.”
Her mother grabbed for her phone. “We need to take that to the police. Let them, ”
Alli recoiled. “You saw him. The cop, he doesn’t care. No one cares. They’re all in on it, or scared, or something.” She stared at the message, pulse pounding in her ears. “They want me to shut up. They want me to forget everything.”
Nyx closed the blinds with a jerk. “You think someone’s watching?” She kept her voice soft, cautious.
Alli stared at her own reflection in the phone’s black screen, the hospital lights glaring above her head. She tried to sift through her memories again, searching for something, anything, but it was all gone. Just the sense of pressure, of eyes on her from somewhere out beyond the reach of the hospital’s humming fluorescents.
“Yeah,” Alli said, her voice scraping out from somewhere deep. “And whoever it is, they’re scared. Not of me. Of what I might find if I don’t let go.”
Nyx stepped closer, her eyes sharp. “Then we don’t let go.”
But Alli felt the world closing in, safer inside a shell of ignorance than whatever waited on the other side of this enforced amnesia.
Somewhere in the hallway, a figure’s shadow flickered past the frosted glass window. Alli’s heart jumped, but it was only a nurse, head down, pushing a cart. She felt Nyx’s hand on hers, a lifeline, an anchor, but it was cold comfort against the sense that her entire life was being wiped, pixel by pixel, memory by memory.
“Stay awake,” Nyx whispered, her voice fierce. “Don’t let them erase you.”
Alli nodded, gripping her friend’s hand as tightly as she could. Even as the hospital’s electronic hum pressed in on her, the dread only grew, every blank space in her mind a doorway to something someone powerful absolutely did not want her to find.
Alli blinked against the harsh fluorescence, the room a buzzing haze of antiseptic and beeping monitors. Something cool pressed against her arm, IV tubing, she realized. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Her head ached in a way that was more than physical, as if thoughts themselves were trying to crawl out.
A curtain swished aside. A nurse with a badge reading LEE stepped in, clipboard held to her chest like armor. For a heartbeat, Alli couldn’t remember how she’d gotten here, only the echo of something wrong, the last moments from her stream fragmenting like broken glass.
“Hey there, Alli.” Nurse Lee’s smile was soft, practiced. “You’re in St. Luke’s ER. Can you tell me your full name?”
“Allison Merrit.” Her voice came out hoarse and smaller than she liked.
“And today’s date?”
Alli fumbled for it, the details slippery. “Uh… it’s May twelfth. Isn’t it?” Doubt flickered. Panic pooled low in her stomach. “What happened? Did someone bring me in?”
“Do you remember the incident?” Lee’s eyes remained on her, sharp behind the glass of concern. “Or anything right before?”
Alli squeezed her eyes shut. Flashes: her desk, ring light burning, chat scrolling with hearts and fire emojis, then, static. After that, nothing. “I… I was streaming. I think.” She ran a hand through tangled hair, feeling the sticky residue of old sweat.
The nurse nodded as if that confirmed something. “It’s normal to have some confusion,” she said. “Head trauma can do that.” But her fingers tapped the clipboard, rapid, expectant. “Do you remember any unusual callers, or maybe… someone outside your window?”
Alli frowned. “My window?” She shook her head. “No. Why, ”
“Just routine, honey.” Lee cut her off, forcing a comforting smile before backing out into the hall. The curtain fell shut like a guillotine.
A beat later, her mother’s voice sliced through the muffled white noise in the hall. “You, no, I’m asking what happened to my daughter!” Then her mother’s face appeared, pinched and frantic, a streak of dried mascara beneath her left eye.
“Mom, ” Alli barely finished the word before she was surrounded by her mother’s arms. The hug hurt, but she clung to it, real and grounding.
“They won’t tell me anything,” her mother whispered fiercely. “They just keep asking who you might’ve talked to. About some video.” She pulled away, smoothing Alli’s hair with trembling fingers. “The police said it’s just a routine investigation. But Alli, someone scrubbed your whole phone, your camera roll, everything’s gone. Did you do that?”
Alli shook her head, panic sharpening. “No. Why, ? Why would I, ?” She groped for her phone on the side table. It wasn’t there.
“Some officer took it,” her mother said. “Said they need it for evidence. But they won’t explain what evidence of what.”
Before Alli could process that, the curtain snapped open again. A uniformed officer stepped in, hands clasped behind his back. His nametag gleamed: MENDOZA. He smiled, but Alli flinched at the calculation in his eyes.
“Miss Merrit,” Mendoza said. “We’re just making sure you’re alright. Standard protocol.” He looked down at a notepad. “You do a lot of livestreaming, right?”
Alli nodded, jaw clenched. “Yeah. Is that… a problem?”
“Not at all,” Mendoza replied, too quickly. “People from all over see those, don’t they? Sometimes, people see things that aren’t really there. Or, you know, misunderstand what’s happening.” His gaze flicked to Alli’s mother, then back. “So, if you remember something odd, maybe it’s best to keep it to yourself. Online rumors get out of hand fast.”
“I didn’t start any rumors,” Alli said, defensive.
“We know. Just making sure.” Mendoza’s smile thinned. “Your account’s probably gone private for now, security precaution. Don’t worry about the details. Get some rest.” He turned on his heel and disappeared.
Alli’s mother bristled. “That wasn’t an answer,” she muttered. “None of this is an answer.”
The room quieted. Alli’s thoughts spun, each question feeding the next. She pawed at the rolling tray, found her tablet, powered it up. The home screen flickered to life, colors too bright, icons rearranged. She tapped the blue StreamVerse app.
Error. Account locked. “This account is under investigation for terms of service violations,” the message read. No details, nothing but a box to appeal. Her chest tightened. She jabbed at the SUPPORT link.
Tick, tick, tick. Then: “Your inquiry is important to us. Please allow up to five business days for review.” No phone number, no chat, just a dead-end web form.
Nyx appeared at her left elbow, as silent as a shadow. The black pitbull’s eyes tracked every passerby in the hallway, ears pricked. She’d been trained for security, never far from Alli when the streaming world started feeling less like entertainment and more like exposure.
“Good girl,” Alli murmured, fingers tangling in Nyx’s fur. The grounding warmth kept her from unraveling.
Her tablet buzzed, a notification from a friend. She swiped to the group chat. Messages tumbled in, one after another.
“ALLI WHAT HAPPENED?”
“Your stream is GONE??? I can’t even comment.”
“Did you get hacked?? My account is suspended after I clipped your video!”
Alli’s breath came shallow. Comments, the thousands she remembered, the heated debates, the laughter, vanished. She checked her own profile, scrolling past echoing silence. Even her monetization page was a blank, except for a frozen balance she couldn’t touch. Where her sponsor deals should’ve been was a message: “Partnership under review.”
Her heart hammered. Panic rising, she typed desperately: “What did you guys see? Was there something in the stream?” Fingers trembled as she hit send.
Replies scrolled in quick, choppy bursts.
“Idk, it glitched, then the vid just…stopped. Everything went black, then all the links broke.”
“Not just you. I lost my whole archive.”
“My DMs about your stream? All gone.”
The helplessness was a physical thing, pressing on her ribs. Alli stared at Nyx, who nuzzled her hand with an instinctive gentleness. Her pulse thudded in her throat.
Alli’s mother was still at the bedside, but her composure had shattered. “This is insane. I’m calling the lawyer, Alli. Something isn’t right. They can’t just take your phone. They can’t just…erase you.”
The nurse came and went again, this time leaving behind a paper cup of pills. “Just some acetaminophen for the headache, hon,” she said, but Alli caught the flicker of nervousness in her eyes before she left.
Her tablet chimed with another email, this one from StreamVerse support. Alli’s hope fizzled as she scanned the impersonal response.
“We have received your inquiry regarding account suspension. Due to the nature of the investigation, we cannot provide further details at this time. Do not attempt to circumvent platform restrictions. Thank you for your patience.”
She wanted to scream. Her world, painstakingly built, pixel by pixel, was being methodically dismantled by someone she couldn’t even see. It wasn’t just the video, it was her. Her account, her friends, her income. All of it, vanishing in real time.
A low growl bubbled from Nyx’s throat. The door wasn’t fully closed. Someone hovered beyond the frosted glass, institutional silhouettes, indistinct but intent. Alli clutched Nyx’s collar, feeling each muscle coil.
Her mother snapped, “It’s probably just another nurse.” But Alli saw the way her mother’s eyes darted, her knuckles white on the edge of the chair.
The police officer’s words echoed: “Sometimes people see things that aren’t really there…”
But Alli had seen the panic in her friends’ texts. Real fear, not a glitch, not confusion.
A soft chime from her tablet again. A new message, no subject line: “STOP ASKING. IT’S BETTER IF YOU FORGET.”
Alli’s blood froze. No sender information, no thread to reply to, only the cold finality of the words. Nyx pressed closer, hackles raised.
Her mother watched her, anxious. “Alli, what is it?”
She shook her head, throat tight. “Nothing.” But she couldn’t look away from the screen. Instinct screamed at her, someone was watching, and this was something deeper than platform bans or algorithm oddities. This was a warning.
She steadied herself, forced her voice flat. “I need my phone, Mom. I have to see what’s left.”
Her mother’s lips thinned. “I’ll ask again. But the cops are stonewalling me.” She hesitated, dropping her voice. “If we need to go to the news, ”
Alli shook her head. “No. Not yet.” Every fiber in her body wanted to run, to claw out of the hospital bed, to break the silence forced on her. But another part, coldly logical, recognized the risk. Stories like hers fell off the radar all the time. She’d streamed enough true crime to know how easily digital footprints could be scrubbed.
As her mother stalked out to corner the charge nurse, Alli’s gaze darted to the corners of the room, camera domes, the vent overhead, the thin gap under the door. She typed back to her group, lips pressed together.
“If you have backups, don’t post. Don’t tag me. Don’t say anything until I say so.”
More replies pinged in, but one caught her eye, an unfamiliar account.
“Do not trust anyone from StreamVerse. Do not talk about the window. They are already watching.”
Alli’s skin prickled. The window. Her memory flickered back, a sense of cold, something out there, a shape that didn’t belong. A night pressed against the glass, blurry and incomplete.
She pressed her forehead to Nyx’s warm head. The dog whined softly, eyes still fixed on the door.
Outside, a new set of footsteps approached, measured, deliberate. Alli could see movement under the door, two sets of shoes, stopping. An argument in low voices, too muffled to make out.
“Alli?” Her mother’s voice, brittle. “There are… more officers here. They want to talk to you again.”
Alli looked up, pulse thudding. The world spun around her, threads unraveling, digital scraps erased before her eyes. Someone powerful was pulling the strings. Not a platform, not a person, something bigger. For the first time since waking, fear felt sharper than confusion.
She straightened her spine, hugged Nyx close, and braced for the next question she didn’t want to answer.
Alli blinked against a sheet of hard white light, her eyelids sticky, her limbs unresponsive. The ceiling above was speckled and bright, the kind of ceiling you only saw from a hospital bed. Something beeped with steady patience near her right ear. She tried to sit up, but lead weighed down her body, and a coldness crept beneath the thin blanket to settle into her bones.
A nurse’s face appeared, too close and blurry at first, then snapping into focus, high cheekbones, tired eyes, a mouth that worked before any words came out. “Allison? Can you hear me? You’re in the emergency room. Do you know what day it is?”
Alli’s tongue was thick, sandpapered to the roof of her mouth. She searched for the answer but found only static, shapes without meaning. “Thursday,” she managed, though the word sounded wrong. Hadn’t it been Friday night, streaming the rooftop set, the city a constellation below her feet?
The nurse nodded, jotting something down. “Good. Do you remember what happened before you came in?”
Alli’s mind offered up scattered flashes, a rooftop view, bass throbbing through her feet, a glowing drone’s-eye view of the crowd beneath. Then, nothing. A gap, vast and black. “No,” she whispered. “Not really.”
Another face appeared, this one older, softer around the eyes, her mother, with worry etched across every feature. She reached for Alli’s hand with shaking fingers, squeezing too hard. “You’re awake, thank god. Alli, can you remember anything? They’re saying you, ” her voice faltered, and she shot a look at the nurse, who only pressed her lips in a thin line.
A uniformed officer hovered by the door, arms crossed, mouth set in a neutral line. “Routine questions, Mrs. Harrow,” he said. “Standard protocol.”
“Protocol for what?” her mother snapped, voice rising. “No one will tell me anything. She’s a minor, and I, ”
The nurse interrupted gently, “Allison, do you remember if you took anything last night, or if someone gave you a drink?”
Alli shook her head, which sent a sharp ache whispering around her skull. “No. I was just, streaming.”
The officer unhooked his arms and stepped closer, fixing Alli with a gaze that hovered somewhere between concern and calculation. “You were live on StreamForge around midnight, correct?”
She nodded, her mouth dry. “Did something happen to…?” She trailed off, dread prickling down her spine. To what? Her viewers? The rooftop? Herself?
He scribbled something in his notebook. “We’re still investigating. Everyone’s fine. We just need to clarify a timeline. When you’re up to it, we’ll need a formal statement.”
Alli’s mother glared. “She should rest. She’s not giving any statements until I talk to a lawyer.”
The cop shrugged, but Alli noticed a flicker of annoyance before he stepped back, retreating to the anonymous velvet of the hospital corridor.
The nurse, still trying for that bland, practiced smile, leaned in. “Is there anyone you’d like us to call?”
“My phone,” Alli croaked. “I just need my phone.”
Her mother snatched her purse off the floor, digging through it with trembling hands. “It was in your jacket. They gave it to me at intake.” She pressed it into Alli’s palm, worry radiating off her in palpable waves.
The screen came to life under her thumbprint, and Alli instinctively tapped the purple StreamForge app. The login screen spun, then delivered a terse error: “Account locked for review. Please check your email.” A sick chord vibrated through her chest.
She searched her inbox, the usual swarm of branded pitches and partnership requests, plus one red banner: “URGENT: STREAMFORGE ACCOUNT REVIEW NOTICE.” She clicked, but the email was sterile, a wall of legalese. No specifics. No timeline. Her mind raced. A week ago she’d been arguing with the partnership team about ad revenue splits, nothing serious.
The chat app pinged. One message after another, flooding in. First Nyx: “U ok?? No one can see your account. Call me asap.” Then Juniper: “Alli, did you delete your clips? My comments are gone.” Caleb: “Bro wtf, all my tags of you vanished.”
A notification popped up, then vanished, “Account Suspended: Content under review.” In its wake was a cold emptiness, as if her entire existence online had been sucked into a vacuum.
Her mother hovered anxiously. “Alli, what’s wrong? You’re shaking.”
“Everything’s gone,” Alli whispered, scrolling frantically. “All my clips, my channel, even my messages, everyone’s accounts connected to me are…suspended?” Her throat tightened, and she shoved the phone aside as if it burned.
Her mother tried to hug her, but Alli flinched, panic quickly giving way to a swirling anger. “This doesn’t make sense,” she said, voice raw at the edges. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”
A shadow flickered in the hallway, then resolved into Nyx, short and wiry, eyes sharp as ever as she slipped past the police officer with practiced indifference. Nyx planted herself by the bedside like a sentry, hands shoved deep into the pockets of her oversized hoodie. 
“Hey, don’t freak out,” Nyx muttered, voice lower than usual. “I’m watching the hallway. No one’s coming in unless I let them.”
Alli tried to smile, but the effect was lost. “Have you seen it?” she asked, nodding toward her phone.
Nyx’s face was grim. “Yeah. I tried to play back your last stream, just a black screen. Your old videos? All error messages. My account’s locked too, just for clicking. Juniper said her comments disappeared, like she never existed on your channel.”
Alli’s heart pounded. “But why would they, ?”
“I dunno, but it’s like they want it gone. Not just you, everyone around you, anything you touched.” Nyx tossed a quick look over her shoulder, eyes scanning the corridor for witnesses. “Dude, I’m not paranoid, but I saw someone outside, dark car, just watching the place. We’ve got to be careful.”
A nurse came in to take Alli’s vitals, her hands brisk and businesslike. “You’re a very popular girl, Ms. Harrow. Lots of people asking about you.” Her tone hovered between admiration and something Alli couldn’t quite place, mistrust, maybe, or envy. The nurse checked the machine, then leaned in with a forced smile. “You really don’t remember anything about the club? Or about…after?”
Alli’s patience snapped. “No. Can everyone quit hinting and just tell me what you think happened?”
The nurse’s face closed down, expression smoothing into bland professionalism. “Just trying to help, dear. Let us know if you remember anything.”
Her mother watched the nurse go with mounting frustration. “Why are they all so, strange? You’d think you’d set the building on fire, the way they’re treating you.”
Alli’s jaw clenched. “Maybe I did,” she muttered. “I can’t remember.”
Her phone buzzed again. She glanced down, expecting another panicked friend, but the alert was from Platform Support. The message was a wall of polite nothing: “Thank you for your inquiry regarding your account. For privacy and legal reasons, we are unable to disclose specifics at this time. Please refer to our Terms of Use. We appreciate your patience as we review your account.”
She scrolled lower, a new email, this one from her sponsorship manager at Kinetic Drinks. “As per contract clause 14.c, our partnership will be paused pending content review. Please do not contact us at this time. We appreciate your understanding.” Alli stared at it, stomach twisting. Her entire income, ad revenue, sponsorships, even donations, frozen, just like that. No explanation, no recourse.
Nyx caught her look. “They gave me the same garbage, corporate gibberish. ‘Under review.’ Juniper’s affiliate links vanished. Caleb’s partnership got suspended too, just for following you.”
Alli exhaled sharply, the tension ratcheting ever
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