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Christian rushed toward the subway with his head bowed against the rain, cursing himself for believing the weatherman.

That morning, the man on the radio had promised light rain. A quick spring shower, nothing more. It would come and go before anyone had a reason to complain.

Light rain, Christian thought bitterly.

The sky had opened like a wound.

Rain came down in hard, slanting sheets, driven sideways by a wind that slapped at his face and arms. His cheap umbrella buckled and twisted above him, more burden than shelter. His T-shirt clung to his chest, soaked through, and cold water ran down the back of his neck. No sane person would have left home without a coat if they had known what was coming.

“To hell with that weatherman,” he growled, splashing through water that had spilled over the curb and swallowed half the sidewalk. “So much for light rain.”

Nearly an inch had fallen in less than an hour, and the city drains were already choking. Water rushed along the gutters in muddy streams, gathered at the corners, and swallowed the painted lines of the crosswalks. Plastic cups, leaves, and cigarette butts spun in the current like tiny wreckage from a larger disaster.

It was late spring, that hopeful part of the year when summer usually began to warm the air and soften the evenings. A storm like this felt wrong. That morning, the sky had been clear and blue, almost innocent. Then, in what seemed like a single breath, the light had vanished.

Dark clouds had rolled over the city, thick and swollen, as if some invisible hand had dragged a curtain across the heavens. Lightning tore through them again and again, each flash followed by thunder so deep it seemed to shake the bones of the buildings. The city no longer sounded alive. It sounded under attack.

By the time Christian reached the subway entrance, the place was packed. People crowded beneath the awning and along the stairs, shoulder to shoulder, staring out at the downpour as though they were watching something impossible. Some faces held wonder. Others confusion. A few had the pale, fixed look of fear.

Christian forced his way through and descended toward the platform. Fortunately, he had a monthly pass and didn’t have to join the long line at the ticket counter. The floor was slick beneath his shoes, filmed with water tracked in by thousands of wet feet. In all his twenty-nine years, he had never seen rain like this.

The platform was worse. It was jammed with people dripping water onto the concrete. Women wiped black trails of mascara from beneath their eyes. Others wrung rain from their hair. Almost no one wore a coat or jacket, which told Christian they had all made the same mistake.

They had believed the forecast.

A train pulled in, and the crowd surged. Christian tried to move with it, but there were too many bodies, too many elbows, too much impatience packed into too narrow a space. The car filled before he reached the doors. A moment later, the train pulled away, carrying the lucky ones into the tunnel.

Then someone shoved him.

Maybe it was an accident. Maybe not. His foot slid on the wet platform, and he went down hard, one hand slapping against the cold floor.

“Damn it.”

He pushed himself up, but as he did, his gaze dropped toward the tracks. For a moment, he simply stared. The tunnel beyond the platform was black. Too black. The lights were out, leaving the rails swallowed by darkness on both sides. Christian stood slowly and listened, trying to hear past the crowd’s complaints, past the coughs, the muttered curses, the squeak of wet shoes.

There it was.

A faint, steady dripping.

Water.

Or maybe his mind was playing tricks on him.

The next train arrived a few minutes later, and Christian forced the thought away. He boarded with the crowd, gripping a pole as the doors slid shut. As the train pulled out, he checked his watch. He was supposed to meet Daniella after work, one of their usual little dates. At this point, there was no chance he would make it on time.

He wasn’t the only one whose plans had been delayed or ruined. The subway car was full of tense faces, damp coats, wet hair, and people staring angrily at phones that could do nothing about the weather. But nature didn’t care about schedules. Nature did not apologize for inconvenience.

Nature lived by her own laws.

At the second stop, a few passengers got off, and Christian moved closer to the doors. He stared through the glass at the tunnel wall and frowned. Why the hell were all the tunnel lights out?

Water crawled down the window in thin, relentless lines. For a moment, it looked as if it were raining underground, as if the storm had seeped through brick and concrete and found them even there, deep beneath the city.

By the time he reached his stop, uneasiness had settled low in his stomach.

Christian hurried out with several other passengers. A few of them paused at the station exit and looked up. The clouds were still there, black and swollen, with no sign of breaking apart. He opened his umbrella and ran toward the restaurant.

It wasn’t far, but distance no longer mattered. The rain found him from every direction. It struck from the side, bounced off the pavement, and ran down into his collar. By the time he reached the door, he was drenched.

Warmth met him inside, along with the smell of tea, coffee, and cooked food. For one brief second, the restaurant felt like a place from another world. Dry floors. Low lights. People speaking in normal voices. A few candles on tables, glowing with soft yellow halos. Christian stood near the entrance, dripping onto the floor, and searched the room for Daniella.

He found her at the farthest table from the door.

Of course.

She always chose the corner.

Her glossy dark hair fell over one shoulder as she lifted a cup to her lips. She looked calm, beautiful, untouched by the chaos outside. Christian walked toward her, brushing rainwater from his shoulders even though there was no point.

Daniella looked up.

“Chris.”

She stood and kissed him.

“Hi, babe,” he said. “You look great.”

“And you look...” Her eyes moved over him. “Terrible. You’re soaked. Where’s your umbrella?”

Christian lifted it slightly.

“So why didn’t you use it?”

He gave a short, breathless laugh and looked at the table instead of answering. “Sorry I’m late. I see you started without me.”

“Yeah. You’re about forty minutes late.” She tried to keep her voice light, but Christian heard the irritation beneath it. “You’re lucky I didn’t leave. People kept staring at me like, poor woman, sitting here all alone. You almost lost me, you know. They were trying to steal me from you.”

She smiled, but when Christian didn’t smile back, the playfulness faded.

“I thought you forgot,” she said more softly. “I tried calling you, but your phone was out of service. What happened?”

“Take a guess.” He nodded toward the window. “Look outside.”

Daniella turned. Beyond the floor-to-ceiling glass, rain poured with cold, merciless force. Two people ran past holding plastic bags over their heads. Water rushed along the curb like a shallow river.

“It wasn’t this bad when I left the hospital,” Daniella said.

“Something’s wrong.” Christian tried to keep his voice calm, but worry had already drained the color from his face. “It’s flooding out there.”

Daniella looked back at him. He raised a hand and waved down a waiter.

“We need to leave.”

“Now?” She reached for his hand. “Are you sure? You’re freezing. At least drink something hot first.”

“No. I’m fine.”

“It might stop soon.”

“What if it doesn’t?”

The question stayed between them.

Christian’s mind returned to the subway tunnel—the dead lights, the black walls, the sound of water dripping where water shouldn’t have been. He looked outside again.

“If it keeps raining like this for another hour,” he said, “we’ll have to swim home.”

That convinced her.

Daniella picked up her handbag, though she did not look happy about it.

“Hey.” Christian touched her cheek. “We’ll still have our date. Just not here.”

“All right,” she said with a small sigh.

“We can have dinner at my place. I’ll cook.”

“Dinner at your place?” A faint smile returned to her face.

She rose onto her toes and leaned close, her body pressing lightly against his. Her nose nearly touched his, and he felt the warmth of her breath against his lips.

“Will you still respect me after dinner?” she asked.

“I can try.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her again.

“I love you.”

“Love you too.” Then she stepped back, holding up a finger. “But not today, Chris. You’ll have to wait. I need to go home tonight. If I stay at your place, it’ll get too late. You know my parents don’t like that.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I know.”

He pulled out his phone and opened the cab app.

“That’s strange,” he muttered. “I don’t have any missed calls from you. I’ve got signal now. 4G is working.”

“I messaged you on WhatsApp.”

“Oh. Right. I must’ve been in the subway tunnel. Didn’t feel it buzz.”

He tapped the screen a few times and stared at the result.

“That was easier than I expected. Cab will be here in three minutes.”

They went to the entrance. Outside, the water had risen enough to seep beneath the door and spread across the restaurant’s marble floor. Daniella stared down at it.

“Chris...”

“I know.” He took a breath. “Come on. Let’s do this.”

He shoved the door open and stepped outside. Cold water swallowed his shoes instantly. This time, he didn’t even bother with the umbrella. The wind was too strong. It shouldered into him from the side, while rain struck so hard he could barely see more than a few feet ahead.

The cab pulled up through the blur of water and headlights.

Christian waved to Daniella. She stood in the doorway with her handbag over her head, then splashed toward him. Halfway there, her foot slipped beneath the water.

Christian caught her before she fell.

“Get in,” he said, opening the cab door.

Daniella climbed in first. Christian followed and slammed the door before too much water could rush inside. They sat there soaked, breathless, dripping all over the back seat. Daniella looked as though she had jumped into a pool fully dressed. Christian knew he looked no better.

“Sorry,” he told the driver. “We’re getting your seats wet.”

The driver laughed tiredly. He was thin, probably in his late forties, and he watched Christian through the rearview mirror.

“No worries. This rain is like something out of a disaster movie. Where to?”

Christian gave him the address.

“It’s close,” he added. “Same district.”

“Close is good,” the driver said, typing it into the navigator. “Maybe we’ll get there before the city washes away.”

“Oh, Jesus.” Daniella touched her hair. “My hair is ruined. My hairdresser is going to kill me. Her work lasted one day.”

“You still look beautiful,” Christian said. “My drenched little mouse.”

She punched him lightly in the shoulder.

“Shut up.”

On any ordinary day, the drive to Christian’s building would have taken five minutes. Half an hour later, they were still in the cab. Traffic had locked the street in both directions. Red taillights stretched ahead in a wet, trembling line. Rain hammered the roof and windows, steady and vicious, like countless fingers drumming from every side.

Another fifteen minutes passed.

They moved no more than a few feet.

“You mind if I smoke?” the driver asked.

“Yes,” Christian said.

The driver sighed and put the cigarette back in the pack.

Daniella stared out the window. Rainwater raced down the glass, turning the street into a smeared painting of light and shadow.

“Do you think this is normal?” she asked.

“Everything’s going to be fine.”

Christian wanted to sound convincing.

He didn’t.

His voice had a thin tremor in it, and he hated that. He hated the feeling growing inside him even more. Something was off. He couldn’t name it, but it sat in his chest like a stone.

“Look,” Daniella said suddenly. “Everyone’s running.”

She leaned closer to the window.

“Oh my God. Chris, she fell.”

Christian bent forward. Through the rain, he saw a woman on all fours in the water. She looked older, maybe in her late fifties. A man hurried toward her and helped her up.

“She’s okay,” he said. “See? He’s got her.”

Daniella’s face remained tight.

“What is happening? It looks like it’s never going to stop.” She looked at him. “What if God is angry with us?”

“Please, Daniella.”

His reply came out sharper than he intended. She flinched slightly.

Christian rubbed his forehead and forced a weak smile.

“You don’t seriously think this is another Great Flood, do you?”

“You wouldn’t laugh if it was.”

“Well, if Noah shows up with the ark, we’ll ask him for two seats.”

“This isn’t funny, Chris.”

“No,” he said after a beat. “It’s not.”

That surprised her. She looked at him, and for a moment neither of them spoke.

Then Christian ruined it.

“But that doesn’t mean God is up there punishing people. You need to stop turning every scary thing into a sign.”

Daniella pulled her hand away from his.

“And you need to stop talking to me like I’m stupid.”

“I didn’t say you were stupid.”

“You don’t have to. You do it with your face.”

Christian looked away.

He always felt caught off guard when their conversations turned to faith. Daniella was a nurse, a person of science, at least in his mind. She worked with bodies, medicine, pain, death. He could never understand how someone who saw the machinery of life so closely could still believe there was a hand behind it.

“Daniella,” he said carefully, “I’m just saying there’s an explanation. There’s always an explanation.”

“Maybe. But you don’t know everything.”

“I never said I did.”

“No, you just act like it.”

That landed harder than he expected.

The driver kept his eyes on the road, pretending not to hear.

Daniella looked back out the window, her shoulders stiff beneath the damp fabric of her dress. Christian stared at her profile. Her faith mattered to her. He knew that. He didn’t understand it, but he knew it. And he knew he had hurt her more than once by treating it like something childish.

Maybe she would never change her mind.

Maybe she didn’t need to.

Her belief wasn’t hurting anyone.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

She didn’t answer.

“I shouldn’t have said it like that.”

“You shouldn’t have said it at all.”

“Fair.”

That made her glance at him.

Christian took her hand again, gently this time. She let him.

“I know what you think about religion,” she said. “I knew before we started dating. I’m still here, aren’t I? We can love each other and not agree about everything. But I need you to stop trying to pull that part of me apart.”

Christian’s expression softened.

“I’m not trying to pull you apart.”

“Sometimes it feels like you are.” She swallowed. “I was thinking we’d have a nice night. That we’d get through this stupid rain, maybe laugh about it tomorrow. I’m happy with you, Chris. But when you do that, you make me feel like I have to defend who I am.”

Christian lowered his eyes.

“You’re right,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

This time, he meant it more deeply.

Daniella studied him for a moment, then sighed.

“I’ll make it up to you,” he said, trying for a small grin. “We’ll be home soon.”

“Home?” She looked outside. “We’re trapped.”

“We’ll start moving.”

The driver gave a short, humorless laugh.

“At this rate, we’ll still be sitting here five hours from now.”

“Five hours?” Daniella said.

Christian looked past the windshield. Some drivers had gotten out of their cars. Others stood in the rain, shouting into phones. A few had left their engines running and abandoned their vehicles in the jam.

“We’ll walk,” Christian said.

Daniella turned to him. “Walk?”

“It’s not far.”

“Chris, look outside.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. That’s not walking. That’s swimming.”

“We’re close. Ten minutes.”

The driver shook his head.

“She’s right. You’re better off staying in the car. The water’s rising fast.”

“I don’t want to wait.”

Christian pulled out money and handed it to the driver.

“Drop us here. Keep the change.”

The driver looked at him in the mirror. “You sure?”

Christian opened the door.

Water rushed into the cab.

Daniella gasped.

Christian jumped out and reached back for her.

“Come on.”

“Christian!”

“I’ve got you.”

She grabbed his hand and stepped out.

The cold hit them like a wall.

“Holy shit,” she cried. “It’s freezing.”

“Stay close to me.”

Rainwater rushed along the street like a river now. The wind had grown savage, lifting water from the ground in rolling sheets. Daniella clung to Christian’s arm, her eyes narrowed against the rain.

The street was chaos. People ran in every direction, searching for shelter. Car horns blared without pause, an angry and useless chorus from drivers trapped in the flood. Café umbrellas flew through the air like broken birds. Trash, leaves, and newspapers spun in wet spirals. The city no longer felt real. It felt like a nightmare built from water, noise, and panic.

A large umbrella came flying toward them.

Christian saw it too late. He jumped aside, crashed into Daniella, and they both fell into the water. For one terrible second, the cold swallowed him. Then he forced himself up and pulled Daniella with him.

“I’m sorry,” he shouted.

She coughed, wiped water from her face, and pushed her wet hair back.

“Over there,” she said, pointing to the entrance of an old building.

Christian followed her finger. The doorway was decorated with statues of Jesus on the cross. For half a second, he hesitated.

Then he shook his head.

“No. We keep moving.”

“Chris, please.”

“If we stop, we freeze. We’re almost there.”

“My feet are numb.”

“I know. Mine too. Come on.”

They pushed forward. The water kept rising. Soon each step became a fight. The current tugged at their legs. The wind slammed into their chests. Christian could barely feel his feet anymore, but he kept moving.

Daniella stumbled again.

He caught her.

“What is this?” she cried. “This isn’t normal.”

Christian didn’t answer.

He had no answer.

A few minutes later, they reached his front yard.

“Look,” he said, nodding ahead. “We made it. Just a few more yards.”

The yard had become a black pool trapped between buildings. Plastic bags and broken branches drifted across the surface. Parked cars sat with their tires nearly underwater. The flood hid the ground, and Christian slowed, afraid they might trip over something buried beneath the dark water.

“I can’t feel my feet,” Daniella said, her voice breaking.

“We’re almost there.”

The entrance was close, but the storm seemed determined to deny them those last few steps. The wind shoved them backward. The current pulled at their legs. Christian’s body burned with cold and exhaustion.

Still, he pushed on.

Not far, he told himself.

Not far.

“Hold on a little longer,” he said. “That’s it. We’re here.”

They staggered up the first steps and collapsed in front of the building door, gasping for breath. Christian tore off his shoes and socks. Daniella wore sandals, and her bare toes looked pale and frozen.

He tried to lift her.

His strength failed.

She pushed his hand away weakly.

“Come on,” he said. “We have to get inside.”

“I can’t.” Her voice cracked. “I can’t move.”

He knelt beside her and brushed wet hair from her face.

“I’ll carry you.”

“You can’t,” she whispered. “You’re shaking.”

Christian sat beside her on the cold concrete and wrapped his arms around her. He pressed her head to his chest.

“It’s okay,” he said, though nothing felt okay.

A door slammed somewhere above them.

Footsteps came quickly down the stairs.

Christian looked up.

A young man appeared in the stairwell and stopped when he saw them.

“Chris?”

“Edward?”

Relief hit Christian so hard he almost laughed.

Edward lived on the top floor. He hurried down the remaining steps, eyes wide.

“Holy shit. Are you guys okay? I saw you from my window.” Then he looked at Daniella. “Daniella, you look... awful.”

“Thanks, Edward,” she said weakly. “Very kind.”

“Help me,” Christian said. “She’s frozen.”

“Yeah. Of course.”

Edward slipped under one of Daniella’s arms. Christian took the other side.

“The power’s out,” Edward said before Christian could even look toward the elevator.

“Of course it is,” Christian muttered.

They began climbing.

Slowly.

One step at a time.

“So much rain in two or three hours,” Edward said.

“Keep going,” Christian replied.

Daniella’s lips had a bluish tint. Her hands trembled. Her weight dragged at Christian’s arm, and his legs threatened to buckle beneath him.

“Let her lean on me more,” Edward said. “I’ve got her.”

Christian clenched his jaw.

“No.”

It was pride.

He knew it was pride, but he couldn’t let go. He believed in himself. In will. In endurance. He had never trusted much else.

Still, by the time they reached the third floor, he knew the truth.

Without Edward, he would not have made it.

At his door, Christian fumbled with the key. His fingers were so numb that he missed the lock twice before finally forcing the key inside. The apartment opened into a small, dim hallway. They brought Daniella into the living room and lowered her onto the sofa. She curled into the corner, shaking violently.

Christian flicked the light switch.

Nothing.

“No power, bro,” Edward said.

Christian cursed under his breath and stripped off his soaked shirt. Then he kicked out of his wet pants.

“Christian,” Daniella whispered. “It’s so cold.”

“Take your clothes off,” he said. “Everything wet has to come off.”

Edward cleared his throat.

“I’ll leave you two.”

“Yeah,” Christian said, breathing hard. “Thanks, man. Really.”

“No problem. Call me if you need anything.”

“I will.”

Edward left, closing the door behind him.

Christian turned back to Daniella.

“Come on. Let’s get you out of that dress.”

She nodded and tried to reach the buttons at the back, but her fingers shook too badly.

“Here,” he said. “Let me.”

He unbuttoned the dress and pulled it carefully over her head. Daniella lowered her eyes and covered her chest with her nearly blue hands.

“I’ll get a towel.”

Christian hurried to the bedroom, grabbed a long white towel from the wardrobe, and brought it back. He wrapped it around her shoulders.

“Underwear too,” he said gently. “It’s soaked.”

Daniella nodded.

Christian looked away and gave her a moment.

His apartment was small: a modest living room, a narrow kitchen, and a bedroom just big enough for the bed and wardrobe. The walls were painted light gray because he liked quiet colors, colors that asked nothing from him. Daniella hated them. She loved bright things—bright rooms, bright clothes, bright days.

Bright like her.

Christian had no doubt that if she ever became his wife, she would repaint the whole place.

And he knew he would let her.

He went into the kitchen and tried to light the gas stove. His frozen fingers struggled with the matches, but at last a small flame caught. It looked fragile and precious in the dark kitchen, a little blue tongue of warmth.

“Come here,” he called. “The stove works.”

Daniella appeared in the kitchen doorway, barefoot, wrapped in the towel. She moved slowly, still shaking, and stood beside him near the flame.

“Put something on,” she whispered. “Aren’t you cold?”

“Yeah. In a minute.”

His fingers began to burn as warmth returned to them. He pulled them back, opened a cabinet, and took out a bottle of brandy. He poured some into two cups.

“Drink this. It’ll help.”

Daniella took the cup with both hands. Christian swallowed his in one gulp, poured another, and drank that too.

Daniella forced hers down and coughed.

“That’s awful.”

“It’s medicine.”

“It’s terrible medicine.”

“But effective.”

She almost smiled.

Christian went to the bedroom and found a shirt and a pair of pants for her. When he returned, Daniella was sitting near the stove, the towel still around her shoulders.

“You feeling any warmer?” he asked.

“A little.”

He handed her the clothes.

“Sorry. I don’t exactly keep a wardrobe for you here.”

“Your shirt and pants?” she asked.

“Best I can do.”

Daniella let the towel fall.

Christian meant to look away.

He didn’t.

For a moment, he stood frozen, staring at her. Even after everything—the cold, the fear, the ruined streets outside—her beauty still struck him with painful force. She looked fragile and alive in the dim kitchen light, her skin touched by the blue flame, her dark hair damp against her shoulders.

“Hey,” she said softly. “What are you looking at?”

“You.”

“You’re terrible.”

“I know.”

He stepped closer and took her hand. Her fingers were icy. He lifted them to his mouth and breathed warmth over them, then kissed her wrist. Their eyes met. For a second, the storm outside felt far away.

Then Christian forced himself to let go.

Daniella pulled on his shirt. It hung too large on her, falling almost to her thighs.

Christian suddenly remembered his phone. He found it in the pocket of his wet pants, soaked through and dead.

“Where’s your phone?” he asked.

“In my bag.”

Her phone was damp but alive. The screen lit when he pressed the button.

“Your weather app says it’s sunny,” he muttered.

Daniella gave him a tired look.

“Helpful.”

“Idiots.”

He checked the news.

His face darkened.

“What?” she asked.

“The rain’s everywhere. All over the country. Flooding, damage, power outages. They’re saying electricity may be out until tomorrow morning.”

Daniella took the phone from him.

“I need to call my mom.”

She dialed.

Nothing.

She tried again, entering the number manually.

“No dial tone.”

“Probably the towers,” Christian said. “Signal’s weak. Internet’s barely working.”

“What about your landline?”

“Power’s out. It won’t work.”

Christian stood beside her, watching the stove flame flicker. In the silence, he tried to reason with himself. There was nothing supernatural about this. Nothing paranormal. It was rain. Extreme rain, yes. A disaster, maybe. But still rain.

Yet the images he had seen online stayed with him. Streets underwater. Broken trees. Damaged houses. Power stations down. Wind tearing through neighborhoods like a living thing.

Even if the storm stopped now, the city would not wake up normal in the morning.

Christian opened the refrigerator.

“I’ll cook something,” he said.

Daniella looked at him.

“They’re fine,” he added, knowing what she was thinking. “Your parents are home. They don’t go out at this hour. They know you were meeting me, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then they’re waiting. Worried, probably, but safe.”

She nodded, though he could tell she wasn’t convinced.

By the time they sat down to eat, the apartment had grown almost completely dark. The flame on the stove began to shrink. Christian watched it flicker, fighting to stay alive as shadows stretched across the kitchen.

Then it died.

Daniella let out a humorless laugh.

“Perfect.”

Christian tried to light it again.

Nothing.

He turned the gas valve off, just in case the supply returned later.

“Do you have candles?” she asked.

“A few. Saved them from my birthday cake.”

“That’ll do.”

He found the candles and lit them. Small flames trembled in the darkness, thin and brave.

“Let’s go to the bedroom,” he said. “We’ll be warmer under the covers.”

Daniella let him lead her there. She sat on the bed while Christian pulled back the blankets.

* * *
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Daniella lay in Christian’s bed and stared into the dark.

The room felt smaller without light. The darkness pressed down on her like a weight. It seemed to fill her lungs, her throat, the space behind her eyes. She had always hated darkness, but this was different.

This darkness felt alive.

The rain and thunder were not the only things frightening her. Christian’s room felt cold and unfamiliar, as if the storm had reached inside the apartment and changed it. The walls seemed icy. The corners seemed deeper than they should have been. She wanted light. Any light. Without light, hope felt impossible. And without hope, people lost their minds.

Christian, somehow, did not seem afraid. That frightened her too. He refused to admit the danger, refused to make room for anything beyond logic. He had always been like that. So sure of himself. So steady. It had been part of what drew her to him in the beginning.

Now, sometimes, it made her want to shake him.

He wasn’t good at expressing his feelings either. Daniella had learned that early. The first time he told her he loved her, she knew he must have fought with the words for days before letting them out.

Christian did not say things he did not mean.

That was why she believed him.

A candle flame appeared in the doorway. Christian stepped into the room, carrying the small light in one hand. His brown hair and dark eyes looked almost black, but the flame cast a warm orange glow over his olive skin.

The darkness retreated around him.

He set the candle on the nightstand and lay beside her, pulling the covers over them both.

“You must be freezing,” he said, wrapping his arms around her.

“I’m okay.”

She wasn’t.

But his arms helped. His warmth pushed back the cold. His touch quieted something inside her, something that had been clawing at the edge of panic.

“This will be over soon,” he said.

Daniella rested her head against his chest and listened to his heartbeat. She kept her eyes on the candle. Its small flame trembled, but it held.

“It’s probably climate change,” Christian said after a while. “Global warming. Storms, floods, natural disasters—they’ve been getting worse for decades.”

“I read about the Saint Petersburg flood,” Daniella said. “The one in 1824. The water rose four hundred and twenty centimeters. Do you know what that means?”

“Yeah,” Christian said. “A floor and a half underwater.”

He touched her cheek and moved closer until his nose brushed hers.

“It won’t get that bad here.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t.” His voice softened. “But I believe it.”

She looked at him.

“You said the weather app showed sunshine. This wasn’t predicted. What if it isn’t just weather?”

Christian sighed, but this time he did not mock her.

“Apps get things wrong all the time. Forecasts fail. Nature surprises us. I know it feels like the end of the world, but people have felt that before. The people in Saint Petersburg probably thought the same thing in 1824, and they survived without the technology we have now.”

He stroked her hair.

“This is terrible. I’m not denying that. But terrible doesn’t mean supernatural.”

Daniella looked away. Her mind returned to the flood she had read about. Was it only a coincidence? Or had she been meant to see it? A sign. A warning. A destiny.

Christian’s fingers moved gently through her hair.

“Try to sleep,” he said. “Tomorrow will be better.”

Daniella wanted to believe him.

The candlelight softened his face, turning his features warm and gentle.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered.

His voice was low enough to slip beneath the thunder. For a moment, it drowned out the rain beating against the window.

Daniella closed her eyes. She imagined a green field beneath a cloudless sky. Warm sunlight on her skin. Christian beside her in the grass. No storm. No darkness. No fear.

Then his lips touched hers.

They were cool at first, damp from the cold, but his breath was warm and tasted faintly of brandy. She surrendered to him slowly, then all at once, her fingers moving across his chest, feeling the strength and warmth of him beneath her hands.

In his arms, hope returned.

Maybe morning would come. Maybe the sky would clear. Maybe the city would survive the night.

Outside, thunder roared so loudly the window seemed to tremble.

Christian kissed her again, and his hands slipped beneath the shirt she wore. The storm, the cold, the darkness, the fear—everything fell away.

For a while, only they existed.

They made love with a kind of desperate tenderness, as though some hidden part of them understood that the world outside had changed, and nothing—not even the safety of a bed, not even the promise of morning—could be taken for granted anymore.

Outside, nature raged.

It lashed at the city with rain, wind, and thunder, reminding mankind of its own smallness. Humans had built towers, roads, tunnels, lights, machines. They had named themselves powerful. They had called themselves masters of the world.

But now they hid wherever they could find shelter, wet and shivering, like ants beneath a drowning sky.

And the rain kept falling.
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Chapter 2
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The concrete floor was cold beneath Daniella’s bare feet.

Silent. Dark. She could barely make out the shape of the room around her. Walls stood somewhere in the blackness, buried so deep in shadow they seemed less like walls and more like the memory of walls.

Was she still in Christian’s bedroom?

“Daniella? Hey, where are you?”

The voice came from somewhere to her right, distant and afraid, but threaded with hope.

Christian.

A faint light glowed far ahead. She could not tell how far. It might have been ten steps away. It might have been a mile.

“Daniella, where are you?”

His voice again.

She rose slowly. The ground beneath her feet was hard and unyielding, stealing warmth from her body. A cold wind passed through her—not around her, but through her—lifting her hair and whipping it across her face. She started toward the light with both hands stretched in front of her, searching for walls, furniture, anything solid. There was nothing. Only air. Only darkness.

“Chris, I’m here!” she cried, desperate to find him, desperate to throw herself into his arms and stay there until the darkness pulled back.

But all she heard was his voice echoing around her, growing fainter with every passing second.

“Daniella, where are you?”

“I’m coming,” she called.

She walked faster. The wind pushed into her face, and the cold sank deeper, slipping beneath her skin and into her bones. The last thing she remembered was Christian’s bed. They had made love, and she had fallen asleep in his arms.

So what had happened after that?

The darkness shifted.

Suddenly she was in a corridor. The pale light ahead spread across what looked like walls, but when Daniella reached out, her hand passed into them. She gasped and jerked back. Her eyes and fingers disagreed. The walls looked solid, but they yielded like water, rippling around her touch.

They were not walls at all.

They were made of darkness.

A thin, trembling barrier between blackness and something even darker beyond it.

“Christian!” she cried, panic rising fast. Her voice bounced back at her from the strange, living corridor. “Can you hear me? I’m here! Christian!”

She turned into another passage.

“Down here, Daniella.”

Christian’s voice filled the corridor, but this time it did not come from ahead.

It came from below.

Daniella crept forward.

The floor vanished beneath her.

She fell into a hole and hit concrete hard. Pain burst through her skull as her head struck the ground. She covered her face with frozen hands, tears spilling between her fingers. She had no strength left to stand. Her legs might have been broken, but she could not tell. They had gone numb, deadened by cold. Her whole body felt frozen. Even her heart seemed slower now, beating heavily, reluctantly, as if each pulse had to fight its way through her veins.

“Christian,” she whispered, unable to lift her head. “Please don’t leave me.”

Then warmth touched her.

A soft breeze moved over her body, gentle and impossible, and a bright light flickered on about ten steps away.

“Christian?” she breathed into the dark.

A door stood before her, slightly open.

It had not been there a moment ago.

“Christian!”

No answer came.

Daniella forced herself to her feet. The concrete beneath her soles had turned warm, almost alive. She staggered toward the door, her heart pounding. Every step hurt, but the fear inside her began to loosen, thread by thread.

She reached for the knob and pulled.

Radiant light flooded over her, white and blinding, so pure it seemed to erase the world. She had never seen anything like it. She closed her eyes against it.

And when she did, the darkness returned.

Her scream tore through the air.



Daniella jerked awake, the blanket sliding from her shoulders to her waist.

For a moment, she lay perfectly still, holding her breath. Then the room arranged itself around her: the melted candle on the nightstand, the desk against the far wall with Christian’s closed laptop sitting on top of it, his little work corner, and the long gray curtains covering the windows to her left. Everything was sunken in gloom.

The dream came back in a rush—the corridor, Christian’s voice, the impossible door, the light that had swallowed everything—and she exhaled with relief.

It had not been real.

Then her breath left her mouth in a pale cloud.

The cold gripped her bare shoulders, and sleep vanished instantly. She hugged herself and began to tremble. The apartment was freezing. Not chilly. Not uncomfortable. Freezing. The kind of cold that made muscles tighten and thoughts sharpen into fear.

Christian was not beside her.

She looked around, and then his silhouette appeared behind the curtain. He stood motionless, facing the window, as if he had been carved there during the night.

“Christian?” she whispered.

“Hmm?” he murmured without turning.

“The rain.” Reality returned to her all at once. “Is it still raining?”

Christian did not answer.

He did not need to.

The sound outside told her everything. Rain battered the windows with a hard, endless rhythm, the drops striking with a force that made the glass seem thinner than it should have been. Some part of Daniella still rejected it. Morning was supposed to bring light. Morning was supposed to end nightmares.

But morning had brought more rain.

She slid out of bed and hurried into Christian’s oversized clothes. The apartment had become an icy box without electricity or heat. Her muscles clenched so violently that, for a moment, she had to hold her breath to keep from shaking apart.

Christian remained still as she crossed the room and slipped behind the curtain beside him. His hair was messy. His eyes were swollen from lack of sleep. In the gray morning light, he looked older than he had the night before.

Then Daniella looked outside.

The yard was gone.

In its place lay a black lake trapped between buildings. The water stood high and motionless, almost reaching the first-floor windows. Most of the parked cars had vanished beneath it. Only a few roofs broke the surface, slick and dark like stones in a river. The floodwater was filthy, crowded with floating debris—tree limbs, pieces of clothing, plastic bags, trash, and whatever else the storm had torn loose from the world.

A real flood.

Daniella had been right to be afraid. Unlike the nightmare she had just escaped, this was a nightmare she could not wake from.

Then she noticed something worse.

The rain was loud. The wind still screamed and clawed at the building. But beneath those sounds, there was nothing else. No horns. No sirens. No engines. No people shouting. No human sound at all.

The world had changed overnight.

“Jesus,” she whispered, trembling. “This is insane, Christian. Look at the clouds. It’s not stopping anytime soon.”

She lifted her arms over her head without thinking, almost as if protecting herself from falling debris, and clenched her hands into fists.

“I know,” Christian said.

His voice was low and heavy with fear.

Daniella looked at him. “Do you still think I’m crazy?”

“About what? The Great Flood?”

“It could be. Maybe the ice caps melted, maybe glaciers, maybe—”

“No,” Christian said, his tone calm but distant. “If the ice sheets had melted that fast, it wouldn’t be raining like this. This is something else.”

The words chilled her more than the room.

Christian turned back to the window, lost in thought.

“What are we going to do?” Daniella asked.

“We’ll figure something out.”

His voice was steady, but she could not tell whether it was courage or denial.

“If the rain keeps going like this, your building will flood in five days. Maybe six,” she said. “We can’t stay here much longer.”

“I know.”

He did not look at her. His attention was fixed on something outside, and Daniella followed his gaze across the drowned yard.

“I heard a man crying,” she whispered.

Had she heard it in the dream, or had it been real?

“Two men passed by on a handmade boat,” Christian said. “A table, I think.”

“Where are they now?”

“Still out there. One of them fell into the water and cried out. That’s probably what you heard. Maybe he hit something sharp, or...” Christian paused. “I don’t know. The other one tried to help and lost his balance too.”

He nodded toward the far side of the yard.

“Look there. See the van?”

Daniella narrowed her eyes through the rain until she saw it. Two men were crouched on the roof of a van, soaked and shivering.

“What are they going to do?” she asked.

“They have two choices. Our building or the one across from us.” Christian’s eyes narrowed. “They’re coming here.”

“How do you know?”

“The tall one is Nick. He lives upstairs.”

The two men slid from the van roof into the water and began swimming slowly toward Christian’s building. Daniella held her breath as she watched them fight through the black floodwater. Their arms moved heavily. Their bodies rose and vanished between sheets of rain. Then they disappeared beneath the edge of the building.

“What time is it?” she asked, remembering to breathe.

“About eight, I think.”

“Where’s my phone?”

“I turned it off. We may need it later, and we can’t charge it. I checked. No signal anyway.”

Daniella nodded.

There was nothing to say to that.



“Let’s see what food we have,” Christian said, pulling the curtain back into place. “If you’re right about this rain—and I don’t want to believe you are, but I have to take it seriously—we need to be careful with food and drinking water. You won’t be sending me to the market anytime soon.”

He crossed the room quickly without looking at her. He avoided her eyes because he knew what she would see there. Last night, he had dismissed the storm as bad weather. A freak event. A temporary inconvenience.

He had been wrong.

Christian hated being wrong.

He breathed into his cold hands, opened the bedroom door, and stepped into the dim hallway.

Voices came from the other side of the apartment door.

Men arguing.

Christian stopped and listened through the constant roar of rain against the windows, then moved closer and looked through the peephole.

“Chris?” Daniella asked behind him. “What is it?”

“It’s Edward.”

Christian opened the door and stepped out, with Daniella close behind him. A damp, musty smell filled the stairwell, the smell of wet concrete, old dust, and dirty water.

Edward stood on the landing in jeans and a warm shirt, his fair hair messy. Two men faced him. They were soaked, water dripping from their clothes onto the floor. One of them, shorter and broader in the shoulders, leaned heavily against the taller man. His left leg was injured, and he was arguing with Edward while the other man tried to calm him down.

“Hey,” Christian said, his voice rough and loud. “What’s going on?”

Both men turned.

Christian recognized them immediately. They were the two men from the water outside—the ones who had been drifting on the makeshift table-boat. The taller, heavyset one was Nick, a neighbor from one of the upper floors. Christian did not know the shorter man beside him.

“He’s out of his mind,” Edward said quickly. “He just started yelling at me.”

“Chris, it’s okay,” Nick said, trying to sound friendly despite his chattering teeth. “Just a misunderstanding. We had to swim here, and Harry—”

“I saw you out there,” Christian interrupted.

He looked Nick over, then shifted his gaze to the shorter man, Harry.

“You’re shaking.”

“Yeah, the water’s freezing,” Nick began.

Harry cut him off.

“And your friend is blocking our way to Nick’s apartment.”

“Blocking your way?” Edward snapped, his hand curling into a fist. “Are you insane?”

Christian moved fast. He stepped beside Edward and caught his wrist before he could do something stupid.

“What’s his problem, Nick?” Christian asked.

“Harry, shut up and let’s go,” Nick said, clearly embarrassed. Then he looked at Christian. “I don’t know what got into him. We’ll leave.”

Edward lowered his hand, breathing hard.

“Where did you come from?” Christian asked, trying to pull the conversation away from violence.

“We were at a pub last night,” Nick said. His lips were blue and trembling. “The power went out. By then it was too late to come home. This morning, we thought maybe we could make it. My place was closer.”

“Did you see anyone else?”

“A few people. Floating around like us. Either the city’s dead, or everyone’s hiding at home.”

“Probably hiding,” Christian said.

“We’re just wet and cold,” Nick said. “I hope this ends soon. And sorry about the misunderstanding.”

As Nick spoke, Christian’s eyes dropped to Harry’s left leg.

“Don’t you see I’m hurt?” Harry snapped at Edward.

“So that gives you the right to scream in my face?” Edward shot back.

Christian narrowed his eyes and leaned forward, studying the injury.

Harry covered the wound with one hand, but blood stained his fingers. It mixed with rainwater and dripped onto the landing in thin red threads.

“What happened?” Christian asked. “Do you need help?”

He bent slightly to get a better look.

“Looks deep. You should—”

The words died in his throat.

It was not a cut.

At least, not any cut Christian had ever seen.

There were six puncture wounds in the flesh, arranged in a cruel half-circle where teeth—if they were teeth—had sunk into Harry’s leg. Six deep marks, sharp and ugly, as if something with six fangs had bitten him. Or maybe three things had struck at once.

Christian’s mouth went dry.

“Bandage it,” he muttered, forcing his eyes back up.

Harry glared at him. His breathing came fast and harsh, steaming from his nostrils in pale clouds. His eyes looked wild. Almost animal.

“Just get out of my way,” Harry said.

Christian was about to answer, but then he stopped.

Harry’s brows drew together. Their eyes locked.

For a fraction of a second, Harry’s pupils flashed green.

Not reflected light.

Not imagination.

Green. Neon-bright. Alive.

Christian staggered back before he could stop himself.

“Chris, end this,” Daniella said from the apartment doorway.

Her voice broke the stare between them.

Christian looked at her. She stood at the threshold in his oversized clothes, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. She did not look frightened. She looked annoyed.

Somehow, even angry, she was beautiful.

Christian grabbed Edward by the arm.

“Come on.”

Without another word, he pulled Edward back toward the apartment. Nick and Harry started up the stairs. Harry muttered something under his breath, too low for Christian to understand.

At the last second, Christian turned and looked over his shoulder.

Harry was limping badly, his face twisted with pain. A low, strange sound came from his throat.

Almost like a croon.

“Come on, Chris,” Daniella said, ushering him inside and closing the door. “They’re grown men. They can bandage a wound.”

Christian stood still.

What the hell could have bitten Harry?

He was certain it had been a bite. Six fang marks, sharp and deep, as if something had cut into the man’s flesh like a knife through butter.

“Chris?” Daniella said softly.

He blinked and returned to the present. Then he placed a hand on her back, kissed her forehead, and forced the thought away.

“He’s a crazy son of a bitch,” Edward said as the three of them moved into the living room. “He jumped on me for no reason. I was coming here, and they were coming up. I didn’t see them and bumped his shoulder. I apologized. I even tried to help him. Then he started yelling and insulting me. I’m going to talk to Nick about that asshole later.”

Edward was the same age as Christian, with brown hair, brown eyes, and a close-cropped beard. He was a couple of inches shorter than Christian and, under normal circumstances, calmer than this. But now he went straight to the window overlooking the parking lot and yanked the curtain aside.

“Calm down,” Daniella said with a faint smile. “Let it go for now.”

Then she muttered under her breath, “Men.”

Edward glanced at her, and despite himself, he smiled.

“I’m angry,” he said. “Too angry.”

“Take it easy.”

“It’s not about that fucking idiot—”

“Hey,” Christian snapped. “Watch your mouth.”

“Right. Sorry.” Edward looked genuinely apologetic, then motioned toward the window. “Did you see what the rain did to my new Audi?”

Christian had forgotten about Edward’s car.

Edward had bought it only two months ago, an expensive Audi he treated less like a vehicle and more like a beloved animal. Edward had money. He was a skilled engineer at a strong company with branches all over the world. He wore brand-name clothes, drove a beautiful car, and carried himself like a man who had life figured out.

Christian liked him anyway.

“Chris,” Edward said mournfully. “My Audi. My baby. Do you see?”

“Yes,” Christian said, though he still had not looked at it. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s nothing to worry about,” Daniella said gently. “Insurance will cover it.”

Edward turned from the window. His face was hard to read, but Christian understood him better than Daniella did. She found meaning in life, nature, painting, feelings—things that could not be bought, insured, or parked in a garage. She had never cared much about wealth, big houses, or expensive cars.

“Daniella’s right,” Christian said. “You’ll get money back when this is over. It may take a month or two, but you can replace it.”

Edward left the window and sank onto the sofa with a silent sigh.

“I don’t even know if insurance covers this. Natural disaster, flood, whatever. And even if they do, they’ll pay eighty percent. Maybe eighty-five.”

“Still better than nothing,” Daniella said.

“Yeah.” Edward rubbed his eyebrows, then his beard. “You’re right.”

Christian sat in the chair by the coffee table while Daniella remained near the doorway.

“Fine,” Edward said. “Forget the car. You’re right. Insurance will deal with it. I’ve got a three-year warranty too.”

“There you go,” Daniella said.

Edward nodded, but the relief did not last.

“We have a bigger problem,” Christian said.

“Yeah,” Edward replied. “We do.”

He leaned forward, his face tense.

“What do you make of the rain?”

Christian looked at him.

Edward continued before he could answer. “We need to come up with something fast. Did either of you check the forecast last night?”

“No,” Christian said.

“My internet was spotty, but I still had service for a while,” Edward said. “I checked a few sites. Managed to watch three videos on YouTube before everything went down.”

He trailed off and looked from Christian to Daniella, as if trying to organize the pieces in his head. Then he took a breath.

“It’s everywhere, Chris.”

“What do you mean?” Daniella asked.

Edward looked at her, then back at Christian.

“I mean everywhere. All over the world.”

Christian stood so quickly the chair scraped against the floor.

“No way.”

“I’m telling you what I saw.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I’m not.” Edward pulled out his phone. “People were gathered outside government buildings, protesting, demanding answers. Like governments could do anything to stop the sky from falling.”

“Answers?” Christian said. “What answers did they expect?”

“I don’t know. I saw towns underwater. Villages gone. Paris too. Water deep enough to swallow a man.”

“That’s impossible,” Christian said, but his voice had weakened.

“I know how it sounds. Look.”

Edward unlocked his phone and opened his gallery. His battery was low, but the saved images were still there. He swiped through them quickly: streets turned into rivers, crowds pressed against buildings, cars floating like toys, a city square drowned beneath dark water.

Then he stopped on a photo of Paris.

“You see this?” Edward said. “This was one of the last things I saved. After that, the signal disappeared and never came back.”

Christian stared at the screen.

The reality of Edward’s words settled into him like cold water.

“This is insane,” he whispered. “Rain over the whole globe?”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“When did your internet go down?”

“Two in the morning, maybe.”

“The rain must have damaged power stations,” Daniella said quietly.

Then she looked at Edward.

“Did you talk to Lucy?”

Lucy was Edward’s girlfriend. The four of them had gone to the countryside together the previous summer, and they had met several times at Christian’s favorite pub downtown. The last time had been at Christian’s birthday party in this apartment.

Christian and Edward had been friends for seven years. They had both been young when they moved into the building, and over time they had become close in the easy, accidental way neighbors sometimes did. Christian still found it strange that Edward had been dating Lucy for nearly ten months. Before her, Edward had never stayed with anyone for long.

At first, even while seeing Lucy, Edward had still chased one-night stands. Christian knew because Edward told him everything. Back then, Christian never believed a girl like Lucy—a skinny brunette, when Edward had always preferred blondes—could really change him.

Maybe she had.

Edward had never mentioned marriage, though. Not seriously. He said he was still too young for that kind of responsibility. Christian understood the argument. They were the same age. But Christian did not feel young when he thought about Daniella.

He planned to propose toward the end of summer, or maybe early fall.

If the rain was over by then.

He loved Daniella with an intensity that sometimes frightened him. Every kiss still felt new. Every touch of her skin still carried the strange wonder of a first time. He could not imagine a life without her in it, and he did not want to.

“Yeah,” Edward said, pulling Christian back into the room. “Lucy and I messaged last night. She’s okay. She lives in a twenty-story building.”

His eyes dropped after he said it.

For a while, no one spoke.

Christian leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and covered his face with his hands. The room fell into a heavy silence, broken only by the rain against the windows and the low whine of the wind. Countless drops continued to pour from the dark sky, hammering the glass as though trying to force their way inside.

“This sucks,” Christian said at last.

He opened his eyes and looked around. The living room seemed gloomier than ever, as if some of the storm clouds had slipped through the walls and gathered beneath the ceiling.

“What did the forecast say?” he asked Edward. “Last time I checked, the app showed sunny weather for the weekend.”

“It said rain for at least a few days. I saw satellite footage too. The storm system was moving across Europe, but the rain was everywhere.”

Daniella stared at him.

“You knew all this and didn’t tell us earlier?”

Edward looked ashamed.

“You’re right. I should have. I just...” He shook his head. “I don’t know. I was scared. I started thinking about death. The end of everything. And I didn’t know it would get this bad this fast. Chris, I left you messages.”

“My phone’s dead,” Christian said. “It got soaked yesterday.”

“Figured.”

Daniella came to Christian and placed a hand on his shoulder. He covered it with his own.

“You said you needed to talk to me about something,” Christian said.

“Right.” Edward straightened. “We need a plan.”

“A plan?”

“He’s right,” Daniella said, giving Christian a light jab in the back. “We can’t stay here forever. Nobody’s coming to save us. You understand that, right? I was trying to tell you that earlier.”

“I know it looks bad,” Christian said, trying to sound more optimistic than he felt. “But the rain has to stop eventually.”

“Do you not understand how serious this is?” Edward asked.

“Stop lying to yourself,” Daniella said. “We have to do something, Chris.”

“I think you’re both giving the situation too much power,” Christian said. “It’s bad out there, yes, but we’re safe here. At least for—”

“A few days,” Edward cut in. “Maybe. So let’s pretend it doesn’t stop by then. What do we do? Just for safety. Plan B.”

Christian sat back and exhaled.

“All right. What’s your plan?”

“You know Martin, right? My neighbor.”

“Uncle Martin?”

Martin was in his early eighties, and everyone in the building called him Uncle Martin, even the elderly. Christian did not know when or how the nickname had started. By the time he moved in, the name had already belonged to the old man, so Christian had used it too.

Uncle Martin loved stories. He also loved quoting old sayings during conversations, usually with a grin that made even his worst jokes forgivable. Edward liked him. He had visited the old man many times, shared vodka with him—Martin’s favorite drink—and Christian had attended a couple of those little gatherings himself.

“He used to fish every Sunday,” Edward said. “Years ago, when he still went out. He took me with him a few times. Last time was maybe two years ago.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
e

Suren G. Hakobyah





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image007.jpg
SHADOW
WATERS

SUREN G. HAKOBYaN





