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Someone Replied After the World Ended

About the Author


Lena hadn’t spoken to another human being in 1,247 days. 

She knew the number because she counted every morning when she woke up in the dark. It was the only way to prove she was still alive. Counting days. Counting cans of food. Counting the bullets left in her father’s old rifle. 

Three bullets. 

That was all that stood between her and the things that moved through the ruins at night. 

The sun was sitting behind the broken buildings of what used to be a city. Lena sat in the corner of a collapsed gas station, her back against a concrete pillar that had once held up a roof. Now the roof was mostly gone. So was everything else. 

She pulled her coat tighter. The coat had been her mother’s. It smelled like dust and old blood now, but it still kept the cold away. 

In her lap sat the radio. 

It was a small thing. Gray plastic. A cracked screen. A dent on the side where something had hit it during the last days. Her father had given it to her when she was twelve. “For emergencies,” he had said. “You can reach me anywhere.” 

That was before the collapse. Before the sky turned strange colors. Before the screaming started in every city. Before the silence came. 

Lena hadn’t turned the radio on in months. The batteries were almost dead, and she had no way to get new ones. Every time she used it, she knew it might be the last. 

But tonight was different. 

Tonight she felt something she hadn’t felt in a long time. 

Loneliness. 

Not the normal kind. This was the kind she could handle. She had learned to talk to herself. To pretend the wind was answering. To imagine her mother’s voice in the rain. 

No, this was worse. This was the kind of loneliness that made her hands shake. That made her chest feel hollow. That made her wonder why she was still trying so hard to survive. 

She hadn’t seen another person in over two years. 

The last one had been a man near the river. He had tried to take her food. She had run. He had chased her for three miles. She had hidden in a sewer pipe until his footsteps faded. 

After that, she stopped looking for people. 

People were dangerous. People took things. People died, and their death left holes that cold wind blew through. 

But tonight, for reasons she couldn’t explain, Lena wanted to hear a voice that wasn’t her own. 

Her finger found the power button on the radio. 

Don’t, a voice in her head said. Save the batteries. You’ll need them. 

She pressed the button anyway. 

The screen flickered. Weak light glowed in the glowing darkness. The radio hummed. 

Lena turned the dial slowly. Static hissed. White noise. The sound of a dead world. 

She had done this a hundred times before. Scanned every frequency. Listened for anything. A signal. A voice. A sign that she wasn’t the last person on Earth. 

She had never found anything. 

But tonight, when she stopped on a frequency near the bottom of the dial, something changed. 

The static shifted. 

It became softer. Almost like breathing. 

Lena’s heart stopped for a second. Then it started again, faster that before. 

She held the radio closer to her ear. 

And then she heard it. 

A voice. 

Not a recording. Not an echo. Not her imagination. 

A real voice. 

It was faint. Like someone was speaking through a wall of water. But the words were clear enough to make Lena forget how to breathe. 

“—still here. If anyone can hear this... I’m still here.” 

The radio slipped from Lena’s hands. 

It hit the concrete floor with a crack. The voice cut out. Static returned. 

Lena stared at the radio like it was a snake about to bite her. 

No, she thought. No, that’s not possible. 

Three years. Three years of nothing. Three years of walking through empty towns and silent forests. Three years of burying bodies that no one else would bury. Three years of being that last voice in a world that had stopped listening. 

And now someone was speaking. 

Her hands were shaking so badly she could barely pick up the radio. 

She pressed it to her ear again. 

Nothing. Just static. 

Had she imagined it? Had her mind finally broken? People went crazy out here alone. She had seen it happen to others in the early days. They would start talking to shadows. Laughing at nothing. Walking into fires. 

I’m not crazy, she told herself. I heard it. I really heard it. 

She turned the dial back to the same frequency. 

Static. 

She turned it slowly. Left. Right. Left again. 

And then— 

“—please. If you’re out there. Just say something.” 

The voice was clearer this time. Closer. 

It was a girl. 

Or maybe a young woman. It was hard to tell. The voice was rough. Tired. Like someone who hadn’t spoken in a long time and had forgotten how. 

But there was something else in it. Something that made Lena’s throat tighten. 

Hope. 

The voice had hope. 

That was dangerous. Hope killed people in this world. Hope made you careless. Hope made you open doors you should keep closed. 

But Lena couldn’t help herself. 

Her thumb found the transmit button. 

She pressed it. 

And then she realized she didn’t know what to say. 

What do you say to the first person you’ve heard in three years? What words could possibly fill that silence?

Hello? Too simple. 

Who are you? Too suspicious. 

Please don’t be a ghost. Too honest. 

The voice came again. “I’ve been sending message every day for three years. Every single day. No one ever answers. But tonight I thought... maybe tonight would be different.” 

Three years. 

She’s been sending for three years. 

Just like Lena had been listening. 

Lena’s finger pressed harder on the button. 

“I hear you,” she said. 

Her voice came out wrong. Croaky. Broken. Like a door opening after being rusted shut for too long. 

She let go of the button. 

Static. 

Then— 

“Did someone just speak?”

The voice was different now. Sharper. More alert. 

Lena pressed the button again. “Yes. I’m here. I heard you.” 

Silence. 

For a terrible moment, Lena thought the connection had died. Or that she had imagined the whole thing. Or the girl had given up and walked away from her radio. 

But the voice came back. 

And this time, it was crying. 

“Oh my God. Oh my God, you’re real. You’re actually real.”

Lena felt something wet on her cheeks. She touched her face. She was crying too. 

She hadn’t cried in over a year. Not since she found her father's body in the basement of their house, his hands still wrapped around the shotgun he had used to end his own pain. 

Lena had buried him in the backyard. She had said words she didn’t believe over his grave. And then she had walked away and never cried again.  

Until now. 

“I’m real,” Lena said. “My name is Lena. Who are you?”

The other girl took a shaky breath. Lena could hear it crackle through the radio’s small speaker. 

“My name is Mira. I’m... I’m seventeen. I think. I stopped counting days a long time ago.”

Seventeen. Same as Lena. 

“Where are you?” Mira asked. “What happened to your city? Is anyone else there with you?”

The question came fast. Desperate. LIke Mira was afraid Lena would disappear if she didn’t ask everything at once. 

Lena looked around the gas station. At the broken glass. The dried blood on the floor that wasn’t hers. The shadows growing longer as the sun sank below the horizon. 

“I’m alone,” Lena said. “I’ve been alone for two years. What about you?”

Mira didn’t right away. 

When she did her voice was smaller. “Three years. I’ve been alone for three years.”

Three years. 

That meant Mira had been alone since the beginning. Since the collapse. Since the world ended and left only ghosts and memories behind. 

How is she still alive? Lena wondered. How is she still sane?

“How did you survive?” Lena asked. 

“I don’t know,” Mira said. “I just... kept going. One day at a time. And every night I turned on this radio and begged someone to answer.”

“Why didn’t you give up?”

Another long pause. 

“Beacause my mother told me to.”

The words hit Lena like a punch to the stomach. 

Her mother told her the same thing. On the last night. When the sky orange and the ground was shaking and people were running through the streets like scared animals. 

“Don’t give up, Lena. No matter what. Don’t you dare give up.”

Lena had carried those words for three years. They were heavier than any backpack. Heavier than the rifle. Heavier than the bodies she had buried.  

“My mother told me the same thing,” Lena whispered. 

The radio crackled. “Maybe they knew something we don’t.”

“Maybe.”

Outside the last light was fading. Lena knew she should move. Find shelter. Get somewhere safer than this open gas station. The things that came out at night didn’t like the dark—they were the dark. 

But she couldn’t move. 

She couldn’t leave this voice. 

“Mira,” Lena said. “Are you safe? Wherever you are?”

“Safe enough,” Mira said. “I found a basement. Concrete walls. One door. I blocked it with heavy things. Nothing has gotten in yet.”

“Yet.”

“Yeah. Yet.”

Lena looked down at her rifle. Three bullets. 

“I have a gun,” she said. “But only three shots left.” 

“I have a knife,” Mira said. “My father’s hunting knife. I’ve used it more than I want to remember.”

Lena didn’t ask what Mira had used it on. She already knew. This world didn’t leave room for clean hands. 

The static between them felt different now. Warmer. Like the silence between two people who understood each other without needing to explain. 

“We should keep talking,” Lena said. “As long as the batteries last.”

“Okay,” Mira said. And Lena could hear her smile . Just a little. Just enough. “What do you want to talk about?”

Lena thought about it. 

“Tell something good,” she said. “Something from before. Something worth remembering.”

Mira was quiet for a moment. Then she started to talk. 

She talked about her dog. A golden retriever named Sunny who used to steal socks from the laundry basket and run around the house with them. She talked about her best friend Zoe, who laughed so hard she snorted. She talked about grandmother’s apple pie and the way the kitchen smelled on Sunday mornings. 

Lena closed her eyes and listened. 

And for the first time in three years, she didn’t feel completely alone. 

The night passed slowly. 

Lena and Mira talked until the stars came out. Then they talked until the moon was high. Then they talked until Lena’s voice went raw and her eyes burned with exhaustion. 

They talked about everything and nothing. 

Mira learned Lena used to want to be a veterinarian. That she had a brother named Daniel who was away at college when the collapse happened. That she never found out what happened to him. 

Lena learned that Mira used to draw. That she had a sketchbook filled with pictures of things that didn’t exist anymore. That she carried it everywhere, even though looking at it made her sad. 

“Why do you keep it?” Lena asked. 

“Because if I lose the drawings,” Mira said, “I lose the memories. And if I lose the memories, then what’s the point?” 

Lena understood that. 

She had her own box of memories. A shoebox under her bed in the apartment she had claimed as her home. Inside: a photograph of her family. Her mother’s wedding ring. A letter her father never got to send. 

Small things. Useless things. But they were all she had left. 

“Lena?”

“Yeah?”

“Can I ask you something?”

“You just did.”

Mira laughed. It was a strange sound. Rusty. Like she hadn’t used it in years. But it was real. 

“No, I mean something serious.”

“Okay. Ask.”

“Do you think there are others? More people like us? Hiding in basements and old gas stations, too scared to come out?”

Lena had thought about this a lot.

In the first year, she had looked for survivors. Walked miles. Called out names. Left notes on doors. 

She never found anyone. 

By the second year, she had stopped looking. It was too dangerous. Too disappointing. Every empty house was a reminder of how many people had died. 

But now, holding this radio, hearing Mira’s voice...

“Maybe,” Lena said. “Maybe there are more. But even if there aren’t... at least we have each other now.”

“Yeah,” Mira said softly. “At least that.” 

The radio crackled. 

Lena looked at the battery indicator. It was almost empty. A thin red line blinking at the bottom of the screen. 

“My batteries are dying,” Lena said. Her chest tightened. “I don’t know how much longer we have.”

“Mine too,” Mira said. “I only have one set left. After that...”

After that, silence. 

Permanent silence. 

Lena couldn’t let that happen. Not now. No when she had finally found someone. 

“We need a plan,” Lena said. “We need to find each other.” 

“What?” Mira’s voice was sharp. Scared. “Lena, that’s crazy. We don’t even know where the other one is. And traveling out there alone is suicide.”

“Staying alone is suicide too.”

Mira didn’t argue.

Because Lena was right. 

Alone, they would eventually make a mistake. Leave a door unlocked. Run out of food. Sleep too deeply. The world would kill them slowly or quickly, but it would kill them. 

Together, they had a chance. 

“How?”  Mira asked. “How would we even find each other?”

Lena thought fast. 

“Tell me something about where you are. Something unique. A landmark. A sign. Anything.”

Mira was quiet for a long time. 

Then: “There’s a bridge. A big one. It’s broken in the middle. Half of it fell into the river. The other half is still standing.”

A broken bridge. 

Lena’s heart started racing. 

“What river?” 

“I don’t know the name. But it’s wide. Slow. The water is brown.”

“Mira,” Lena said slowly. “Is there a water tower near you? Red and white? With the word ‘HOPE’ painted on the side?”

Silence. 

Then: “How did you know that?”

Lena’s hands were shaking again. 

Because she knew that water tower. She had passed it two years ago, on her long walk south. She had slept under it for three nights. She had carved her her name into the metal with a rock. 

Lena was there. 

“Mira,” Lena said. “I think I know where you are.” 

“What? That’s impossible. You could be hundreds of miles away.”

“Maybe. But I’ve been there. I’ve seen that bridge. I’ve drunk from that river.”

“Lena...”

“Listen to me,” Lena said. “I’m going to come find you. I don’t know how long it will take. I don’t know if I’ll make it. But I’m going to try.”

The radio crackled loudly. The battery light flashed red three times and went dark. 

“Lena? Lena, I can barely hear you. The battery—”

“Mira, keep your radio on. Same frequency. Every night at sunset. I’ll call you. I’ll keep calling until I find you or until the batteries die. Do you understand?” 

“I understand.” Mira’s voice was barely a whisper now. “Lena... please be careful.”

“I will.”

“And Lena?”

“Yeah?”

Thank you. For answering.”

The radio went silent. 

The battery was dead. 

Lena sat in the darkness of the gas station, holding the useless radio in her hands, and listened to the wind howl through the broken windows. 

Somewhere out there, Mira was doing the same thing. 

Somewhere out there, a girl she had never met was waiting for her. 

And Lena had just promised to walk across a dead world to find her. 

She looked up at the stars through the hole in the roof.

“I’m coming, Mira,” she whispered. “Just don’t die before I get there.”

The wind was her only answer. 

But for the first time in three years, Lena didn’t feel like she was talking to nothing. 

She packed her bag. Checked her rifle. Counted her bullets. 

Three.

Three bullets and a promise. 

It would have to be enough. 

Lena didn’t sleep. 

She couldn’t. 

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Mira’s face. Not because she knew what Mira looked like—she didn’t. But because her mind kept drawing pictures. Dark hair? Light hair? Blue eyes? Brown? Scars? Smile? 

She’s real, Lena told herself.She has to be real. 

But doubt was a cold finger running down her spine. 

What if the voice had been a trick? What if the loneliness had finally cracked her brain open? What if she had imagined the whole conversation while sitting in the dark, talking to static and ghosts?

No. 

The radio had been warm in her hands. The voice had been clear. The words had made sense. 

“I’m still here.” 

Those three words had changed everything. 

Lena stood up slowly. Her legs were stiff from sitting in the same position for hours. Her back ached. Her eyes burned. 

Outside, the world was black. No moon tonight. No stars. Just thick darkness that pressed against the gas station’s broken walls like something alive. 

Something alive. 

Lena’s hand found the rifle. 

Three bullets. 

She had left the radio on the floor. She bent down to pick it up, her fingers brushing the cold plastic. 

Dead. 

Completely dead. 

She would need new batteries. But where? She had searched every store, every house, every car within twenty miles. Batteries were gone. Taken by others or rotted away or buried under rubble. 

Maybe Mira has batteries, Lena thought. Maybe when I find her, she’ll share. 

When I find her. 

Not if. 

When. 

That was dangerous thinking. Hope made you stupid. Hope made you take risks. 

But Lena was tired of being smart. Smart had kept her alive, but smart had also kept her alone. Maybe being stupid for once was exactly what she needed. 

She slung the rifle over her shoulder. Picked up her backpack. Checked the pockets. 

Water bottle. Half full. 

Three cans of beans. 

One knife. 

One lighter. Almost out of fluid. 

One photograph. Her family. Smiling in front of a Christmas tree that probably didn’t exist anymore. 

That was it. 

That was her world. 

She was about to step toward the gas station’s broken door when she heard it. 

A sound. 

Behind her. 

Soft. Like cloth dragging on concrete. 

Lena froze. 

Every muscle in her body turned to stone. 

Don’t turn around, her father’s voice said in her head. Don’t let them know you you heard. 

But she had already heard. And whatever was behind her knew it. 

The sound stopped. 

Silence. 

That kind of silence that screams. 

Lena’s hand moved slowly to the rifle. Her fingers found the trigger. Her thumb found the safety. 

Click. 

She turned the safety off. 

The sound was tiny. But in the darkness, it was louder than a gunshot. 

And then something breathed. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Right behind her neck. 

Warm. Wet. Smelling like rotten meat and old blood. 

Lena spun around and swung the rifle like a bat. 

The metal stock hit something solid. Something that grunted. Something that stumbled back into the shadows. 

Lena didn’t wait to see what it was.

She ran. 

Her feet hit the broken concrete. Glass crunched under her boots. The door frame scraped her shoulder as she burst through it. 

Outside, the darkness was even thicker. 

No stars. No moon. Just black. 

But Lena didn’t need to see. She had walked this path a hundred times. Left at the broken car. Right at the dead tree. Straight through the empty lot. 

Behind her, she heard it coming. 

Fast. 

Too fast. 

Not running on two legs. 

Running on four. 

No, Lena thought. No, no, no. 

She had seen them before. In the early days. When the world was still burning. When the screams were still fresh. 

They had been people once. Before the sky changed. Before the sickness came. 

Now they were something else. 

Something hungry. 

Something that didn’t remember how to speak or think or love. 

Something that only knew how to hunt. 

Lena’s lungs burned. Her legs burned. Her whole body screamed at her to stop. 

But she couldn’t stop. 

Stopping meant dying. 

She veered left, toward the collapsed apartment building she called home. It wasn’t much. A basement with one entrance. A door she had reinforced with steel bars and concrete blocks. 

If she could reach it before the thing caught her, she might survive. 

If. 

The thing was closer now. She could hear its claws scraping the pavement. Its breath hissing between teeth that were no longer human. 

Faster, she told herself. Run faster. 

But she was already running as fast as she could. 

The apartment building appeared out of the darkness. A black shape against black sky. The entrance was a hole in the ground, half-covered by a fallen wall. 

Lena dove for it. 

Her shoulder hit the dirt. She rolled. Scrambled. Pulled herself through the opening. 

Behind her, the thing slammed into the wall. 

Concrete cracked. Dust fell. 

Lena didn’t look back. 

She crawled through the tunnel she had dug. Her fingers found the steel door. She pulled it shut. Dropped the metal bar across the frame. 

And then she sat in the darkness of her basement and listened to the thing scream. 

It screamed for hours. 

Not like an animal. 

Like something that used to be human and remembered what human and remembered what human voices sounded like. 

Lena pressed her hands over her ears, but the sound still got through. 

It was the worst sound she had ever heard. 

Worse than her mother’s last breath. 

Worse than her father’s gunshot. 

Worse than the silence that followed both. 

It’s not human anymore, she told herself. It doesn’t feel pain like we do. It doesn’t remember love or fear or hope. 

But the scream said otherwise. 

The screams said: I was someone’s daughter once. Someone’s friend. Someone’s everything. 

The screams said: This is what the world did to me. 

Lena curled into a ball on her mattress. The mattress was moldy and torn, but it was softer than the floor. She pulled her mother’s coat over her head and squeezed her eyes shut. 

Mira, she thought. Mira, are you listening to screams too? Are you hiding in your basement, praying for morning?

She wished the radio had batteries. 

She wished she could hear Mira’s voice one more time. 

She wished she wasn’t so alone. 

The screaming stopped around 4 AM. 

Lena didn’t sleep. 

She lay in the dark, counting her breaths. In. Out. In. Out. 

One. Two. Three. 

She was still alive. 

Four. Five. Six. 

The thing was gone. 

Seven. Eight. Nine. 

Tomorrow, she would start walking toward Mira. 

Ten. 

If she survived the night. 

Morning came slowly. 

Gray light filtered through the cracks in the basement ceiling. Lena blinked. Her eyes were dry and raw. Her body ached from the night before. 

She sat up slowly. 

The basement looked the same as always. A small room. Concrete walls. A dirt floor. In the corner: her shoebox of memories. Next to it: three cans of food and a half-empty water bottle. 

On the wall: scratches. 

1,247 scratches. 

Each one a day she had survived. 

Lena picked up her knife and added another scratch. 

1,248.

Then she ate half of a can of beans, drank a sip of water, and packed her bag. 

She was leaving today. 

She had said she would find Mira, and she meant it. 

But first, she had to check something. 

The thing from last night. She needed to know what it was. Where it had gone. Whether it would come back. 

Stupid, the smart voice in her head said. Stay in the basement. Wait. Be safe. 

But Lena was tired of being smart. 

She lifted the metal bar. Opened the steel door. Crawled through the tunnel. 

The morning air was cold and sharp. It smelled like rain and rust and something else. 

Something sweet. 

Blood. 

Lena’s stomach turned. 

She climbed out of the basement entrance and looked around. 

The thing was gone. 

But it left marks everywhere. Claw marks on the wall. Deep gouges in the dirt. A trail of dark liquid leading away from the apartment building. 

Blood. 

The thing had been bleeding. 

Lena had hurt it. With the rifle stock. She had swung hard enough to draw blood. 

Good, she thought. I hope it hurts. I hope it remembers me. 

But that was cruel. And Lena didn’t want to be cruel. She had seen what cruelty did to people. It turned them into things. 

Like the thing from last night. 

She followed the blood trail for a few steps. It led towards the river. Towards the broken bridge. 

Toward Mira?

No. Mira was far away. Days of walking. Maybe weeks. 

But the blood trail was fresh. The thing couldn’t be far. 

Lena stopped following. 

Let it go, she told herself. You have bigger things to worry about. 

She turned back towards the apartment building. But before she went inside, she looked up at the sky. 

Gray clouds. Heavy with rain. 

No sun. No way to tell direction. 

But Lena didn’t need the sun. She had learned to navigate by landmarks. The broken water tower. The collapsed highway. The dead forest. 

She knew the way south. 

She had walked it once before, two years ago. Back then, she had been running away from something. 

Now she was running toward something. 

That made all the difference. 

Lena spent the morning preparing . 

She packed her bag carefully. Every item had a purpose. Every space mattered. 

The three cans of beans went in first. Then the water bottle. Then the knife. Then the lighter. Then the photograph. 

She looked at the photograph for a long time. 

Her mother. Her father. Her brother. 

All gone. 

All dead. 

Except maybe Daniel, a small voice said. You never found his body. 

Lena pushed the voice away. 

Daniel was dead. Everyone was dead. Except Mira. 

Probably, the voice whispered. You don’t know
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