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Chapter 1: The Flicker

Hannah Price gripped the edge of her desk, her fingers white-knuckled against the cool glass surface. The office tower in Midtown Manhattan hummed with the usual Friday evening energy-colleagues wrapping up calls, the distant ping of elevators, the faint glow of screens reflecting off polished floors. At 30, Hannah had carved out a solid niche as a project manager for a boutique marketing firm, overseeing campaigns for high-end brands that promised luxury in a city that never slept. It was a job that demanded precision, independence, and a thick skin-qualities she'd honed after her last relationship imploded two years ago. Mark had been charming until he wasn't, leaving her with a bruised heart and a vow to never rely on anyone else for her stability again.

She glanced at her watch: 7:45 PM. The sun had dipped below the skyline hours ago, leaving the city bathed in artificial light. Hannah was wrapping up one last email, her mind already drifting to the quiet evening ahead-a glass of wine, a book, and her cozy apartment in Chelsea. No dates, no complications. Just her. A low rumble echoed through the building, like thunder trapped indoors. The lights flickered once, twice-then plunged into blackness. "What the-?" someone muttered from the cubicle next door. Hannah's screen died mid-sentence. The emergency lights should have kicked in, but nothing happened. The office fell into an unnatural silence, broken only by the shuffling of feet and confused whispers. 

She reached for her phone-dead. No signal, no power. Weird. Blackouts happened, but this felt off. The air conditioning whirred to a stop, and the hum of the city outside seemed to mute, as if a blanket had been thrown over the world. "Okay, everyone, stay calm," her boss called from across the room, his voice tinny in the dark. "Probably just a grid glitch. Generators will be up soon." Hannah stood, her eyes adjusting to the faint moonlight filtering through the floor-to-ceiling windows. The city below was a void-no streetlights, no neon signs, no traffic glow. It was as if New York had been erased. 

Her heart ticked up a notch. This wasn't normal. She grabbed her bag, slinging it over her shoulder. Better to head down now, before panic set in. The stairwell was pitch black, the emergency strips on the steps barely visible. She descended carefully, her hand sliding along the rail. Others joined her-footsteps echoing, breaths heavy. On the 15th floor, the door banged open, and a man stumbled in, nearly colliding with her. "Sorry," he muttered, his voice low and steady. In the dimness, she could make out his outline-tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in a simple button-down and jeans. He didn't seem like office folk; maybe a visitor or contractor. "No problem," Hannah replied, keeping her tone even. She wasn't one for small talk, especially with strangers, but something about his presence felt grounding in the chaos. They descended together in silence, the group thinning as people peeled off to their floors. By the time they reached the lobby, it was just the two of them. 

The revolving doors were stuck-power-operated, of course. They pushed through a side exit, stepping into the street. The city was a tomb. Cars sat idle, horns silent. People milled about, phones raised uselessly to the sky. No sirens, no shouts. Just an eerie quiet that made Hannah's skin prickle. "This is fucked," the man beside her said, running a hand through his dark hair. He looked about her age, maybe a bit older-mid-thirties-with sharp features softened by stubble. His eyes scanned the street with a wariness that mirrored her own. "Yeah," she agreed, hugging her arms against the chill. "I'm Hannah, by the way." "Owen. Owen Parker." He extended a hand, and she shook it briefly-firm, calloused. Not an office drone. "You work up there?" She nodded. "Marketing. You?" "Electrician. Was finishing a job on the 20th. Figures the power goes out on my watch."

He gave a wry smile, but it didn't reach his eyes. A distant sound cut through the night-a low, guttural scrape, like metal on concrete. Hannah froze. It wasn't traffic; there were no engines running. It came again, closer this time, echoing off the buildings. "What the hell is that?" Owen whispered, stepping instinctively in front of her. Before she could answer, a scream pierced the air from a block away. Sharp, terrified, then abruptly cut off. The street erupted in murmurs, people scattering toward doorways and alleys. "We should move," Hannah said, her practical side kicking in. Isolation was her default, but something told her sticking with this near-stranger might be smarter than going solo. 

"My place is a few miles south. You?" "Brooklyn, but the bridges..." He trailed off, glancing at the darkened skyline. Another scrape, nearer now. "Let's get off the street." They ducked into a nearby alley, hearts pounding. The darkness pressed in, thick and oppressive. Hannah's breath came in shallow bursts as they pressed against the brick wall. Footsteps-not human-pattered softly in the distance, purposeful, hunting. Owen's hand brushed hers in the dark, a accidental touch that sent a spark through her. "Stay close," he murmured. She nodded, though he couldn't see it. For the first time in years, Hannah felt the weight of her solitude crack-just a little. But as the sounds grew closer, she wondered if trusting anyone, even for survival, was a risk she could afford. The night had only just begun.

––––––––
[image: ]


Chapter 2: The Long Dark

Hannah led the way south through the blacked-out streets, Owen a solid shadow at her shoulder. They moved fast but quiet, sticking to the edges of buildings, ducking behind parked cars whenever those scraping sounds drifted closer. The city smelled different already-exhaust gone cold, the faint metallic tang of fear-sweat mixing with garbage that no longer got collected. Every car they passed sat dead. Not stalled. Dead. Engines wouldn’t turn over, dashboards blank, headlights refusing to flicker even when Owen tried a few. 

Hannah’s own phone-fully charged when the lights died-remained a useless brick. No power, no signal, screen black as obsidian no matter how many times she mashed the buttons. Owen’s was the same. “This isn’t a blackout,” he said under his breath as they crouched behind a delivery van on 23rd Street. “This is... something else. Like the whole grid got unplugged from reality.” Hannah nodded, throat tight. She’d read enough disaster prep articles to know the basics: cars should run, batteries should hold, flashlights should work. None of it did. 

The silence between the hunting noises felt deliberate, as if the city itself was holding its breath. Another scrape-closer this time, maybe only a block away. Something heavy dragged across pavement, slow and methodical. Then a wet, ripping sound, followed by a choked scream that ended too fast. They bolted. Hannah’s building was a pre-war walk-up on 18th between 8th and 9th. The lobby door was propped open with a brick-someone else had already fled. They took the stairs four at a time, lungs burning, until they reached the fourth floor. Her key turned; the deadbolt clicked like a gunshot in the quiet hall. 

Inside, she locked everything behind them-deadbolt, chain, the secondary bar she’d installed after Mark. Owen leaned against the wall, breathing hard, eyes scanning the dark living room like he expected the threat to follow them through the door. “Jesus,” he muttered. “Your place?” “Yeah.” Hannah flicked the light switch out of habit. Nothing. She crossed to the kitchen, pulled open a drawer, and found the battery-powered LED lantern she kept for hurricanes that never came. It was dead.  It should have thrown harsh white light across the small space-exposing the brick, IKEA couch, bookshelves crammed with thrillers and marketing textbooks. Her apartment had a single bedroom down the hall. One bathroom. Enough space for two people who didn’t know each other yet.

Owen set his backpack down. “Mind if I look around?” “Go ahead.” He moved methodically-checked windows (curtains drawn), tested the fire escape (rusted but usable), peered into cabinets. When he opened the pantry, he let out a low whistle. “You’ve got a stockpile.” Hannah shrugged, cheeks warming. “I like being prepared. Ex made fun of it. Said I was paranoid.” Owen glanced back at her. “Ex was an idiot.” She didn’t argue. They inventoried together: six cases of bottled water, canned goods (beans, tuna, soup, vegetables), rice, pasta, peanut butter, protein bars, a camp stove with extra propane, first-aid kit, batteries (useless), candles, a wind-up radio that was dead.  It produced no static when cranked. No voices, no emergency broadcasts. Just nothing.  

Outside, the sounds grew bolder. Footsteps-too many, too fast-pounded past on the street below. Screams rose and fell like sirens that never quite reached full pitch. Something heavy slammed into a car; glass shattered. A woman’s voice begged, high and desperate, then silence. Hannah pressed her forehead to the cool window glass, curtains parted just enough to see shadows darting between buildings. Owen stood behind her, close enough that she felt his heat. “We stay put,” he said quietly. “Whatever’s out there... it’s hunting movement. Noise. Light. We give it nothing.” She turned. Their faces were inches apart in the darkness. “For how long?” “Until it stops. Or until we figure out what the hell it is.” They settled in. Days blurred. 

They rationed food and water with military precision. Total darkness.  Conversations in whispers. They took turns keeping watch at the window, trading stories to stay sane. Owen had been an Army combat engineer before he got out and started doing electrical work for high-rises. Divorced at twenty-eight after his wife decided she didn’t want to wait for him to come home from deployments that kept stretching longer. No kids. He carried the guilt of that like a low-grade fever.

Hannah told him about Mark-about how she’d ignored every red flag because being alone felt worse than being hurt. About how she’d rebuilt herself brick by brick, swearing she’d never let anyone close enough to knock them down again. They laughed quietly at stupid things: the way her neighbor’s cat used to yowl at 3 a.m., the time Owen accidentally wired a chandelier upside down on a rush job. They cried once-silently-when a child’s scream echoed for nearly a minute before it stopped. By day six the screams were fewer. The city sounded emptier. Whatever was hunting seemed sated, or maybe it had moved on. Or maybe there was simply no one left to hunt. 

On the seventh night, boredom and fear and proximity finally cracked them open.They were sitting on the couch, knees touching, sharing the last of a bottle of cheap red Hannah had been saving for a bad day. The candle cast long shadows. Outside, the world was quiet for the first time in a week. Owen’s hand found hers. Calloused fingers threaded through hers. She didn’t pull away. “I keep thinking,” he said, voice rough, “if we die tomorrow... I don’t want the last thing I feel to be afraid.” Hannah looked at him-really looked. The stubble on his jaw, the tired lines around his eyes, the way he watched her like she was the only solid thing left in the world. She leaned in first. The kiss was clumsy at the start-tentative, tasting of wine and salt and seven days of held breath. Then it wasn’t. Hunger took over. His hands slid under her shirt, rough palms dragging over her skin. She shoved his shirt up, nails raking down his back hard enough to leave marks. They tore at clothes like they were on fire. He lifted her onto his lap; she straddled him, grinding down as his mouth found her throat, biting, sucking, leaving bruises she’d feel tomorrow. Her fingers dug into his shoulders when he yanked her leggings down, when his hand slipped between her thighs and found her already soaked. She moaned-loud, shameless-into his mouth. “Fuck, Hannah,” he growled against her lips. “You’re dripping.” She answered by reaching between them, wrapping her hand around his cock-thick, hard, leaking at the tip. She stroked him rough, sloppy, precum slicking her palm. 

He cursed, hips jerking. They didn’t make it to the bedroom. He flipped her onto her back on the couch, shoved her thighs wide, and buried his face between them. Tongue flat and relentless, sucking her clit until her hips bucked, until she was clawing at his hair and gasping his name. She came hard, thighs clamping around his head, body shaking. He didn’t give her time to recover. He rose over her, lined himself up, and thrust in deep-one brutal stroke that made her arch and cry out. No condom. No discussion. Just raw need. He fucked her like he was trying to crawl inside her skin-hard, fast, sloppy. Sweat slicked their bodies. The couch creaked under them. Her nails scored red lines down his back; his teeth found her shoulder and bit down as he drove deeper. 

She wrapped her legs around his waist, heels digging into his ass, urging him harder. “Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Don’t you fucking stop.” He didn’t. He fucked her through her second orgasm, through the way her body clenched and fluttered around him, until he was groaning her name and spilling hot and deep inside her. They collapsed together, panting
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