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one
When the Rains Came


“And then the rains came. They came down from the hills and up from the sound. And it rained a sickness. And it rained a fear. And it rained an odor. And it rained a murder… Soaking. Spreading. Penetrating. And it rained an omen. And it rained a poison.” 
Tom Robbins

Annie leaned against the door frame of her small house to watch the storm roll in. The sirens blared their warning throughout town, but everyone knew you had to check the skies yourself to be sure. The wind changed and blew frigid air across her face and the sky turned a hue of green; but still she waited. 
The power flickered out, and she glanced over her shoulder into the dark. She wondered how long it would be out and if her groceries would keep. But a bang from next door returned her attention to the weather, and she caught sight of the neighbors hurrying down their porch steps and across the yard to their storm shelter. Mr. Miller stopped to wait for his family to pass him into the door and saw her. 
"Take cover!" he yelled. The sound whipped around on the air, but Annie figured out the words from watching his lips. She gave him a nod and a thumbs up; but still she waited.
The man gave her one last worried glance before he slammed the door above him.
Annie stepped out to cross her yard to her own storm shelter; her short brown hair lifted and waved as she stared at the sky.
And there it was - the reason her neighbors had been panicked—a funneled cloud of doom bore down on the field. The dirt and dust flying from the ground held Annie mesmerized; she'd never been this close to one before. So beautiful in all of its destruction. 
The rain returned with its nearness. Cold drops stung Annie’s skin and made her focus on the seriousness of the situation. Adrenaline kicked in and she ran to the shelter door and descended the first few steps.
But she had to see it one more time; had to behold its glory. But when she looked back, debris blocked her vision. Too close now. Annie tried to pull the door closed, using all her strength against the wind. A tug-of-war ensued. Every time she gained an inch, the wind yanked back. Panic seeped into her and for one moment she feared she’d waited too long.
A scream cut through the noise and the wind settled long enough for Annie to shut the door at last. She latched it and tried to shake off the ominous feeling the last sound had given her. Hail pelted the door seconds later. And she had to accept there was no way for her to help them. No one could help them now.
Take cover indeed; this one would be hell. 
Tornado Alley Post
An F4 Rocked the Town
Last night's storm brought death and devastation to an area that hasn't seen a tornado in twenty years. Two neighborhoods were leveled and downtown is partially destroyed. The local rock music venue, Drink Up, took a major hit. Thanks to the late hour, most of the buildings were empty. However, the search and rescue team continue working hard to find anyone who hasn’t been found. As of now, eleven people are unaccounted for. 
They have classified the tornado as an EF-4 because of the catastrophic damage it caused. But if that wasn’t enough to deal with, this storm had a bonus. Along with the winds came the rain. And not just ordinary rain, no. Last night we experienced a type of acid rain. Experts are still out on the official word. 
Death toll from last night's storm stands at thirty-six.  

Drew folded the newspaper to read the last of the article, shaking his head. "But it doesn't explain the people who weren't missing until the next day." 
He'd listened to frantic calls on his police scanner. “He just vanished!” People who had kept themselves safe during the worst of the storm. “No, she was in the storm shelter when the tornado hit!” They’d gone out later to help their neighbors and never returned. “Mrs. Daniels said he never showed up!”
Drew stood and posted the newspaper clipping onto his bulletin board next to various others. His eyes roved over the mass of articles, missing people posters, and weather reports. His eyes lingered on one picture near the center. 
His sister, Nora, had gone missing three years before in a storm that hadn't gotten the publicity it deserved. No tornado that night, only "high winds." And yet they found her car upside down in the middle of a field. Her body never turned up. Like something had carried her away...
The apartment door opened and brought Drew out of his reverie. His brother, Stephen, dropped an empty basket on the floor and unzipped his jacket. His shaggy brown hair looked in desperate need of a trim and the rough stubble on his face gave him the look of a man who hadn't slept in days. Maybe weeks.
"It's done," he said, then collapsed onto the couch and rubbed his face.
Drew pushed his chair away from his desk to face Stephen. "Everyone on the list?" 
"Everyone."
"Even the ones I added last night?"
"Yes, even them. They have their bluebonnets."
"Good." Drew relaxed. "I think I'm gonna hop in the shower. I'm helping with the missing posters later." 
Stephen peered at him through his half-closed lids as he stood and walked down the hallway.
"You know some still think it's a myth, right?" 
Drew stopped but didn't turn around. "What?"
"The bluebonnets... They think it's just a myth..."
"As long as they take them. They don’t have to thank us when it works." He strode to the bathroom and closed the door behind him. 

      [image: ]"Hey, new kid!" Marcus yelled across the hall when he saw the unfamiliar student try to squeeze through the crowd. He looked around; eyes wide as though he expected someone to hit him.
"Yeah, you! Come here." Ethan motioned him to their group.
"Hi," he said once he'd reached them. "I'm Kevin."
"I'm Marcus, this is Ethan, Ben, Lacy, and Sammy." He pointed to the group. "How was your first day?"
"Uh... Okay, I guess."
"Where'd you move from?" Lacy asked.
"Colorado."
"Cool. I've been there," Sammy said.
"Wanna come hang out with us?" Ben asked, and they moved towards the exit doors.
"Sure... There's a pond by my house, we could go swim-"
"Nah," they collectively cut him off.
"Huh? Why not? It's hot out, swimming would be great."
Their eyes shifted around uneasily.
"The water's dirty."
"There's weird fish."
The others mumbled a few more excuses.
"We can go explore the fields instead," Ethan offered. "We can drop our stuff at my house, it's on the way."
They agreed and walked down the sidewalk. Lacy and Sammy hung back, discussing a fashion magazine while the boys led the way. They stopped in at Ethan's house and piled their school bags in the front hall. Ethan yelled up the stairs to let his mom know where they were going.
"Is it always this hot?" Kevin asked. He tugged off his polo shirt and tucked it into his pocket. The others laughed.
"You don't even know what hot is," Marcus said.
"Yeah, wait 'til August when it's so hot you feel like your skin melts right off you."
"Oh, great."
"So, why'd you move here?" Ethan asked. They crossed the open lot into the field. Lacy and Sammy picked flowers and tucked them into each other’s hair.
"Well, my dad has family here. They said they wanted a 'change of scenery,' whatever that means."
"They didn't ask you about it?" Marcus asked and scooped up a large tree branch to use as a walking stick.
"Not really. They brought home a bunch of boxes one day after they discussed moving. I thought they were kidding."
"Super joke."
"Hey, guys! Come here!" Ben had wandered away and waved them closer. They ran towards him. "Slow down!" He put his hands out and they pulled up short. "Look."
A gaping hole in the ground lay before them, the edge feet away from where they'd stopped.
"Ugh, what's that smell?" Sammy covered her nose.
The wind shifted, and they got a whiff and made similar disgusted noises. A combination of wet dog and decay made the children draw back from the hole.
"Something's down there," Marcus said. "Something dead."
"Should we tell someone?" Lacy asked.
A sudden rattling noise made a response impossible. It seemed to come from the hole. It faded back out, and the kids looked at each other in confusion and fear.
"Cicadas?" Ethan suggested.
"I think it's going to rain." Ben looked at the sky to see clouds roll across the horizon. Dark, angry clouds.
Thunder rumbled above them to confirm his suspicions.
"We should go."
"Back to my house, yeah."
"Come on."
The first drops of rain fell before they got halfway across the field.
"Ow!" Sammy squealed and wiped at a spot on her arm.
"What?" Lacy studied her with concern.
"The rain. It stung me."
The rain picked up its pace.
"Ouch! Stung me too!"
"Let's get out of here!"
They took off at a run.
Tornado Alley Post
Missing Children 
Yesterday's thunderstorm rolled in quickly and dropped several inches of rain on the town. By nightfall, residents reported several children missing. Their last known whereabouts was near Lemon Ave. One of the missing children’s mother, Mrs. Browder, told police, “I found their backpacks in my front hall. Ethan said they were going to play. They couldn’t have gone too far.”
If you've seen any of these children, please alert the authorities.
Marcus Walters,  Ethan Browder,   Kevin Andrews,
Ben Simmons,   Lacy Mcdonald,   Sammy Fredrickson 

A phone rang from far in the distance. A shrill, persistent cry. Why wasn't anyone answering? People were trying to sleep here.
Annie rolled over and her mind surfaced out of the depths of sleep. She realized the ringing wasn't as far away as she'd thought when she saw her cell phone vibrate off the nightstand.
"Ugh." She leaned off the bed and felt around on the floor until she found the now silent phone. "Three missed calls." She shielded her eyes against the light and was about to check who had called when the phone rang again. "Mmm... hello?"
“You're still asleep?” Annie's boyfriend, Trey, said.
"Not anymore."
"It's almost one o'clock!"
"So?"
Trey laughed. "Well get up sleepy head. I'm off work early and on my way back. Let's get lunch."
"Oh fine. You'd better have a cup of coffee in your hand when you walk in the door."
"Already got it covered. See you soon, babe."
Annie dragged herself out of bed and to the bathroom. She reminded herself she did actually like her boyfriend and splashed icy water on her face. Especially since he'd let her stay with him after the tornado destroyed her house. But it put her sleeping schedule through hell.
Annie worked at a bar and didn't get home until 4am most nights. Trey woke at five thirty to go to work and his alarm always jolted her out of her deep sleep and it took another hour to get back into it. But she liked him, so she dealt with it.
A key turned in the lock and the apartment door swung open. "Honey, I'm home!" Trey called out. Annie met him halfway, and he presented her with a steaming cup of coffee. "Your elixir of life, m'dear."
Annie inhaled the aroma and took a gulp. "Mmm, thank you." 
Oh yes, she liked him. From his neatly styled black hair, to his buckled Rockstar boots.
"So, lunch?"
"Sure, I'm off tonight." She moved back towards the bedroom to get dressed. Luckily she'd already brought a few of her things here before the storm. She had salvaged little from the wreckage.
They drove into town and Annie stared at the fields of bluebonnets on the side of the highway. There were a ridiculous amount of people out there today.
"Let's take pictures," Annie interrupted whatever work story Trey had been in the middle of.
"Huh?"
"With the flowers," Annie said. "I've never done it. Let's take pictures."
Trey laughed. "Sure babe. We'll be extra Texan today." He pulled the car off the road and parked behind a line of other people who’d had the same impulse. "Sure is crowded. I didn't know it was this popular."
"I dunno, maybe they look extra pretty today and everyone knew it."
They walked hand in hand at a casual pace through the flowers. Children ran and laughed around them while parents tried their best to get them to sit still for a picture. A few people gathered flowers in baskets. They seemed to have overly serious expressions on their faces. Annie watched them out of curiosity. 
"Sit right here." Trey motioned to a spot out of the way of most of the others. "Don't want too many randoms in your background."
"I want a picture of us together, though," Annie said. "Ask one of them to take it."
"Hey man," Trey said to the nearest guy gathering flowers. "Could I bother you to take our picture?"
Drew looked around, startled. "Oh, sure."
Trey and Annie posed. Drew took the picture and handed back the phone.
"Thanks, man."
"You should take those with you. The flowers," Drew said and grabbed his basket. "For protection." He walked away before the couple questioned him.
"Protection from what?" Trey asked Annie. "Do you know what that was about?"
"No clue." Annie bent to pluck a flower. "Better safe than sorry though. Now let's get food. I’m starving."

      [image: ]Annie stood on the balcony of Trey's apartment, unable to sleep. She twirled the bluebonnet stem between her fingers and examined the sky. It would rain again soon.
The first drops fell and Annie retreated under the awning, but stayed outside to take in the storm. Even with the recent disaster she'd gone through, she still enjoyed watching the weather develop. The idea that even nature went crazy sometimes gave her a sense of calm.
The wind picked up and drops of rain whipped around under the awning, hitting Annie's arms and face. It stung in a way she wasn't used to. She wiped it away and thought maybe she should go back into the apartment after all. But a bolt of lightning lit the area, and she caught sight of a man standing near the building across from her. He had a cigarette in his hand but wiped frantically at his face as the rain pelted him. He shuddered in pain.
"Trey!" Annie called into the apartment, "Trey, come here!"
The man fell to his knees, and the cigarette dropped to the ground. He cried out, and the sound carried to her on the wind.
"Trey!" Annie turned to yell louder. When she looked back at the man, he’d been dragged backwards by something out of sight. "Oh my god!"
"What? What is it?" Trey emerged from the hall, rubbing his eyes.
"Quick! Come look!"
Trey looked where she pointed in time to see the man's outstretched arms disappear into the darkness.
"What the..." Trey shook his head, unsure of what he'd seen. "Call the police."
Annie ran for the phone and Trey crossed to the hall closet and pulled out a raincoat. "Where are you going?" She asked.
"9-1-1, what's your emergency?" the operator asked.
"Um, I saw... I’m not sure what I saw. Someone, or something, dragged away my neighbor. I couldn't see what happened."
The operator asked for the address and assured Annie an officer would arrive as soon as possible to investigate. Trey pulled on his shoes near the door.
"Trey, where are you going?" Hysteria crept into her voice.
"I'm going to see what happened."
"What? No! Don't go out there!"
"Annie-"
"Please! The cops are on their way. Let them handle it!"
Trey studied her face for only a moment before he caved. She was pale and shaking. He couldn’t leave her in that state. "Okay, I'll stay and wait. Come sit down."
They waited. And waited. Hours passed by and the storm blew itself out. At last, the sun rose over the horizon. And finally, they heard a knock on the door.
"Where have you been?" Annie couldn't contain herself when Trey opened the door to reveal the police officer.
"Annie!" Trey scowled at her in shock. "I'm sorry, sir. We waited all night, and she's a little upset."
“I understand, and I'm sorry about the delay.” He removed his hat and wiped a hand across his brow. His raincoat dripped puddles at his feet and one look at his face showed the weight of his exhaustion. “We received a lot of calls last night and didn't have enough manpower to cover them. But I'd like to ask you a few questions before I go look at the sight.”
"Of course, come in."

      [image: ]In the murky depths of the Earth, he awakens, seething. A rumble comes from the shadows, and he is ravenous. He makes his way out of the gloom, filled with longing, and he begins his work.
Above the ground, clouds roll across the sky. Dark and filled with evil beings who will do everything in their power to please their master’s murderous appetite. Thunder rumbles and lightning pierces the sky. 
The humans are seeking shelter now from the storm. But one is close. He latches onto their scent and is filled with wrath. He craves the taste of their flesh. Their writhing agony is the cure to his emptiness. 
As the rain begins, the human is caught. They will bring it to their master. They drag it down, down, down into the lightless cave. 
Thunder shakes the town once more and shatters the silence of the night. Another bolt of lightning streaks across the sky. Then nothing more but the wind and rain.  

      [image: ]Storm Season Day 35
The sales manager informed us this morning Donna is missing. She camped by the lake with a few friends and was gone in the morning after the rain. I don’t know how I forgot to put her on the bluebonnets list. I blame myself a little. But she also should have known better. I’ve talked to her about this too many times. She was there for me after Nora disappeared. She should have known. She should have stayed in her tent. Or better yet, not gone camping until after storm season had ended.
-D

Drew grabbed a push pin to add Donna’s missing poster to his board. He took a moment to stare at the faces, but he needed to get back to work. He and Stephen needed to pack out the storm shelter for the weekend. 
“How’s the radar?” Stephen asked from the kitchen where he sat at the table and packed canned food into a box. 
“The same. They expect the storm by 3am.” Drew stacked two cases of water by the door. “We need to hunker down by 10pm. The rain might begin earlier than the major cell.”
“Sure.”
“Did you get with everyone on your list already?”
“Yeah. The ones who believe will be there.”
“After all this time, they still don’t-”
“I know, Drew, I know. But they think they’ll be just as safe if they stay in their own house.”
“Unless there’s a tornado.”
“Right, but you know how people are in Texas; they don’t believe it until it’s right on top of them.”
Drew rubbed his eyes with a sigh. “They’ll learn one day. I’m gonna run this load to the car and check the basement one last time. The landlord hasn’t listened to me about the dangers.”
“Is this really the only building in town with a basement?” Stephen closed his box and started on another one. 
“Yup, that’s why I picked it when we moved here. Someone needed to be vigilant in this town. I’ll meet you at the car.”
Drew stepped off the elevator into the basement and the lights clicked on one at a time across the ceiling. Storage cages came into view, filled with other tenant’s miscellaneous possessions; Christmas trees and bicycles among boxes and totes. The door on the far wall lit up and Drew took a step forward. 
He’d mentioned to the landlord when they’d moved in two months earlier that he needed to keep it locked. Especially during the Spring. He’d half-heartedly agreed, but Drew had found it open on two of his random security checks. The door led to a no longer in use wine cellar. The walls had cracked and crumbled in places because of the settling and unstable Earth, but the landlord hid there once in a while to get away from his nagging wife. 
Drew twisted the knob, still locked. The new deadbolt had been drawn. Good. 
As he turned to go upstairs, Drew heard something. A low growl, like the noise of a hungry stomach. He closed his eyes and counted to ten, but the sound didn’t come again. Drew crossed the basement at a quicker pace than when he’d arrived, pressing the elevator button as soon as was in reach. He watched the door behind him until the elevator slid open. He stepped in backwards to keep his eyes across the room. The doors finally slid shut, and he breathed a sigh of relief. 
The doorknob to the wine cellar rattled, and a snarl echoed around the empty basement.  

      [image: ]“Are you sure you’re okay?” Trey asked Annie for the fifth time while he packed his gym bag. 
“Yeah. Just tired, like I told you. I didn’t get any sleep.” Annie stared out the balcony window to where she’d seen the man disappear. The police had found nothing. She didn’t have much hope they ever would. 
“Okay.” Trey took her face in his hands to turn her gaze. “I’ll stop by the bar tonight and check on you if you’d like.”
“It’s okay, I promise.” Annie gave him a strained smile. 
Trey kissed her and pulled her in for a hug. “Okay, babe. If you insist. I’ll see you when you get home. Be safe.”
“You too. Have a good workout.”
After the apartment door closed, Annie returned to staring out the window. She needed to get ready for work, but she lacked motivation.
An hour later she arrived at the bar wearing the first pair of clothes she’d pulled out of the closet and not a spot of makeup. Maybe in the dim lighting, no one would notice her shirt didn’t quite match. Her mind full of missing posters she’d noticed on the walk from the bus stop, she moved towards the bar. There were more than she’d ever remembered seeing. Could one of them be the man she’d seen? 
“Annie!”
Annie jumped and had to cover her mouth to stop the scream climbing up her throat. Her boss stood behind her, an apron in her hand and a pierced eyebrow raised. 
“You all right?” Matilda asked. 
“Fine.” Annie took her apron and tied it around her waist, avoiding eye contact. “I’m a little stuck in my head, sorry.”
“Get you a cup of coffee before you hit the bar. We’ve been busy all day and I need you on your toes.”
“Yes, ma’am.” 
People packed into the bar. And they were loud. Everyone seemed to have something to celebrate and the drink orders kept pouring in. Annie tried her best, but her focus kept drifting. After three broken glasses and two incorrect drink mixes, Matilda had had enough.
“Annie, bus!” She called over the other bartender’s heads. 
“Yes, ma’am.” Annie hung her head and replaced the bottles she’d been staring at. She grabbed a rag and tried to maneuver around the riotous patrons to wipe spills and gather empty cups. But she didn’t do any better at cleaning and Matilda had to pull her to the kitchen after another thirty minutes. 
“What’s going on?” Matilda asked, hands on her hips, but a motherly tone came out instead of the strict boss. Once they stood in the better light, she took in the dark circles under Annie’s eyes and her knotted hair.
“I didn’t sleep last night…” Matilda frowned and Annie debated on how to continue. “I, uh, saw something… terrible. We had to wait for the police and… I’m sorry Matilda.” Tears welled up in her eyes and she tried to blink them away. 
Matilda debated on asking for more details, but thought she’d better leave it alone. “How about you take a few days off, hun? I’m surprised you’re here at all after what happened to your house. You deserve a break.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. Now get home safe and try to rest. Call me when you’re feeling better.” Matilda gave her a quick hug, even though it defied her policy of staying professional with her employees.
“Thank you,” Annie said, her tears barely held at bay.
“Don’t mention it.”
Annie dropped her apron off, collected her bag from the office and began her walk back to the bus stop. A few tears fell at last as she walked. She’d tried her best to keep it together. She couldn’t even pin down what was wrong with her. Sleep deprived, a little shocked, and scared. Mostly scared. But scared of what? 
What had grabbed that man?
The bus took her back across town to the apartment and she let herself in. Trey wasn’t back from the gym. Did he usually work out this long? A few hours had passed. She called his cell, but it went straight to voicemail. 
Annie was at a loss for what to do. She wasn’t hungry, and she didn’t believe she’d be able to sleep if she tried, not while alone. She settled herself onto the couch and stared out the window to wait for Trey. 
The sun completed its descent and clouds blanketed the sky. Thunder rumbled overhead and a flash of lightning roused Annie from her daze. She stood and moved closer to the window. 
“Come on, Trey, where are you…” she muttered. Lightning sparked. She dialed his number again, but there was still no answer.  
The rain began with a slow trickle but picked up pace with fat rain drops pelting the window. Annie pressed her face against the glass and tried to watch for a sign of headlights or a person running through the downpour. 
Forty-five minutes crawled by before the storm blew itself out. By that time, Annie slid to the floor and stared blankly at the sidewalk below her. 
Where could he be?
At some point, Annie fell asleep, still huddled against the window. In the first minutes of the morning, the sun peeked over the horizon and a knock came at the door. Annie jerked awake and stumbled to her feet.
“Coming!” she said after the knock sounded a second time. She flung the door open and choked on a sob when she saw a police officer standing there.
“Ma’am?” the officer asked with concern. 
“Yes?” Her voice shook.
“Is this the residence of Trey Rogers?”
“Yes.” Annie clutched her hands in front of her chest and tried to hold her composure. 
“Ma’am, there was an accident-” the officer lunged to catch Annie before she hit the ground when her knees gave out. “Ma’am?” 
“Is he dead?” Annie whispered after the officer had set her on the couch. 
“Well, as of now, there’s no sign of a body. They found his car in a field, upside down. It’s possible he pulled himself out and wandered off in the wrong direction.”
Annie took this in and thought of the missing posters. Trey would be one now….
“Will you be okay here?” the officer asked. “Is there anywhere you can go? Or someone you can call?”
Annie shook her head. 
The officer sighed, not happy with leaving her like this, but he still had work to do. “Here’s my card,” he said after a moment. “You can call if you need anything.”
“Thank you.” Annie took the card without looking up.

      [image: ]Several days passed by before Annie made herself leave the apartment. She’d barely even left the couch. But there wasn’t any food in the kitchen, and she couldn’t let herself waste away, no matter how much she wanted to. 
Annie pulled on a clean pair of clothes and covered her dirty hair with a hat before she made her way to the street. She turned left, not sure about her destination yet, and walked with her head down. After two blocks of near misses, she ran into someone. 
“Sorry,” she said and glanced at the man hanging a missing poster. 
“No problem.” Drew straightened his shoulder bag and tried to move around her. 
“Wait, I know you.” Annie stepped into his path. “You told me to take a bluebonnet with me.”
“Uh -” Drew couldn’t place her face, but he told a lot of people about the flowers. 
“What did you mean about it being for protection?”
“Um…” Drew glanced at the people passing them. “Let’s go in this coffee shop, I’ll explain.”
Once they’d paid for two steaming cups and found a table, Drew dove right in. 
“It comes in the spring every year, during the rain season. It has no official name. Few even acknowledge its existence. But the few I surround myself with call it the rain monster. 
“Under cover of the weather, it steals away the people it can. My theory is it controls the weather, bringing in the clouds and creating tornados. But I can’t prove it. The storms aren’t predicted all the time, but radar devices aren’t always accurate, so I can’t use them to argue my point. But I’ve convinced a few people. 
“The bluebonnets are protection. They grow in unique conditions compared to most flowers and are tough and durable. They work in opposition to the monster and are used to repel it. A lot of flowers can be a substitute because they represent life, but bluebonnets are the strongest.
“We keep track of the missing people. We switch towns when it does. We’ve followed it across more than half of Texas and parts of Oklahoma so far. We hope we can find something to prove our theories. We try to protect anyone we can, so it will stop happening. But mostly we want to kill it.”
Drew sipped his coffee when he finished the story. Annie stared at her hands. Her drink had gone untouched. 
“It took my boyfriend,” she said at last. 
“When?”
“Three days ago.
“Are you sure?”
“Now I’ve heard this… yes.” 

      [image: ]Drew paced his apartment and worried about Annie. They’d exchanged numbers, he’d given her a basket full of bluebonnets and yet… He still didn’t think she was safe enough. 
“Dude.” Stephen poked his head out of his bedroom door, his eyes half shut. “Quit trying to wear a hole in the ground and go to bed.”
“I can’t.” Drew didn’t stop. 
“Do something else. It’s like your steps are going back and forth across my forehead.”
“Sorry, I’ll go do a security check.”
“Good, fine, whatever. Goodnight.” His door clicked shut before Drew stalked out into the hall. 
He found nothing amiss on the top floor. One floor down and he saw an older man taking his dog out. The fifth floor and Drew’s eyes got heavy. Busy work had done the trick and his mind had quieted enough to let him get tired at last. 
Fourth floor was deserted. Third the same. On the second floor his feet dragged behind him and he thought about skipping the rest and going to bed. But he took his job too seriously and had to be thorough. On the first floor he waved to the janitor, the floor buffer too loud to converse over. And on to the basement.
The moment the elevator doors opened he was relieved he’d finished the job. His grogginess vanished when he took in the room. The lights were already on in the sizeable storage space, but worst of all, the wine cellar door stood ajar. 
Drew took a steadying breath and walked to the door, prepared to close and lock it in one simple movement. But he heard something; someone talking somewhere beyond the door. 
“- don’t understand…” the voice of the landlord, but he sounded dazed. “Take them all… the whole damned building…” 
The ground shook beneath Drew’s feet as a thunder rumbling noise came in response. 
“Yes, yes! Deal. Let me live and you can have them all!” 
Drew didn’t wait to hear more. He took off for the exit, opting for the staircase instead of the elevator. He took the steps two at a time and gasped for air by the time he slammed the apartment door behind him. 
“Stephen!” he yelled once he’d caught his breath enough. “Stephen, wake up!”
“What?” Stephen came out of his room, more annoyed and tired than before. 
“We have to go. Now!” 
“Why?”
“Pack up. We need to get out of here. I’ll explain in the car.”
He trusted his brother enough to not ask again and grabbed his go bag. Drew waited by the door with his phone to his ear. 
“Annie!” he said once the other line had picked up. “It’s Drew. We have an emergency. My brother and I need somewhere safe to stay. Great, thank you. Text me the address.” 
“Who-”
“Let’s go.” 
Tornado Alley Post
Apartment Complex Ghost Town 
Police responded to a 9-1-1 call early this morning at the Stormy Meadows apartment complex in downtown. The details of the call have not been released, but upon arrival, officers were unable to locate any of the tenants for questioning. It would appear they all vanished. They found no signs of a struggle. The authorities ask anyone with information regarding the missing tenants to come forward.  
On a related note, they found the landlord of the complex dead in the basement. Cause of death has not been released. 

“What’s going on?” Annie held the door open. Drew and Stephen carried in boxes from their car. 
“We need to fortify the apartment. There isn’t a storm shelter nearby and we still have to survive a few more weeks.” Stephen set his box in front of the enormous patio windows. 
“There are a lot of windows in here,” Drew said. “We need to board them up. Hail is one of my big concerns. It’s angry, I can feel it in the air. It didn’t get everyone at the apartment like it wanted. I’m expecting a tantrum soon. I wish we were closer to ground level, but we’ll deal with what we’ve got.”
“We appreciate you letting us stay here, by the way,” Stephen said.
The brothers headed back to the car for another load of boxes before Annie could reply. She glanced around the full living room and fought off the overwhelming panic. A few days ago, she hadn’t been able to get off the couch. This was a positive change. Action was good. 
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