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Chapter 1

Samantha sighed, her fingers tightening around the worn strap of her messenger bag as she stepped into the bustling coffee shop. The familiar aroma of freshly brewed java usually enveloped her senses like a comforting embrace, but today, it was drowned out by the cacophony of voices and the palpable tension that hung thick in the air.

Gone was the serene tranquillity she had grown accustomed to during her weekly visit. Instead, she found herself confronted by a sea of hurried patrons, all desperately vying for their caffeine fix. Navigating the crowded space, Samantha's brow furrowed as she surveyed the scene, her gaze sweeping over the snaking line that stretched around the counter.

"Another hike?" she muttered under her breath, shaking her head in disbelief as her eyes drifted to the menu board. The sight of the inflated prices sent a twinge of resentment coiling in the pit of her stomach. "When will it end?"

With a resigned sigh, Samantha took her place at the end of the queue, her fingers drumming against the worn fabric of her bag. She had grown so accustomed to this weekly ritual, the brief respite it provided from the chaos that had come to define her life. But now, as she stared at the astronomical figures displayed on the register, she couldn't help but feel a growing sense of unease.

"Hi, what can I get for you today?" the barista asked, her tone harried but polite.

Samantha forced a small smile, her mind quickly tallying the cost of her usual order. "Um, yeah, can I get a large dark roast, two pounds of whole bean, and a couple of those blueberry muffins, please?"

The barista's fingers flew across the register, the total flashing on the screen. Samantha's heart sank as she read the number, her brow furrowing in dismay.

"That'll be £15.50, please," the barista said, her expression apologetic.

Samantha's lips pressed into a thin line as she rummaged through her wallet, her fingers brushing against the few remaining notes. She had been so careful, so diligent in her budgeting, but the latest price hike had thrown her carefully laid plans into disarray.

"Bloody hell," she muttered under her breath, shaking her head as she handed over the cash. "I swear, the cost of this stuff is getting out of hand."

The barista offered her an empathetic smile, no doubt accustomed to such grumblings. "I hear you. It's been tough for all of us, what with the shortages and everything."

Nodding, Samantha's gaze flickered to the carefully stacked shelves behind the counter. Her once-beloved blends now seemed to beckon her, a siren's call that she found increasingly difficult to resist. She knew, deep down, that her dependence on the caffeine-rich elixir had grown far beyond a mere preference, but the thought of giving it up entirely filled her with a sense of dread.

"Tell me about it," she sighed, accepting the cardboard tray from the barista. "It's like I can't even function without my daily fix anymore."

The barista chuckled, her expression understanding. "You and half the country, if I had to guess. These are tough times, but we'll get through it, one cup at a time."

Samantha managed a half-hearted laugh, her gaze drifting to the packed bags of whole-bean coffee nestled in the crook of her arm. As she turned to leave, she couldn't help but wonder if her reliance on the dark, aromatic liquid had become more of a burden than a blessing.

Stepping out into the crisp autumn air, Samantha couldn't help but feel a pang of guilt as she surveyed the rapidly dwindling contents of her wallet. The cost of her weekly coffee run had always been a manageable expense, a small indulgence in an otherwise frugal lifestyle. But with the latest price hike, she found herself questioning the wisdom of her deeply ingrained habit.

As she made her way back to her apartment, the weight of the coffee bags in her arms a constant reminder of her growing dependence, Samantha couldn't help but feel a twinge of regret. She had always prided herself on her ability to stretch her limited resources, to make do with what she had, but the ever-increasing cost of her caffeine fix threatened to undermine that carefully cultivated self-sufficiency.

Stepping through the doorway, Samantha carefully set the tray down on the kitchen counter, her gaze sweeping over the well-stocked pantry that dominated the space. The shelves were lined with cans, jars, and packets of various foodstuffs, a testament to her diligent preparation for the looming crisis. And yet, the prominent placement of the coffee bags seemed to mock her, a glaring reminder of her inability to let go of this particular vice.

With a sigh, Samantha began to carefully stow the coffee, her fingers brushing against the familiar packaging. She knew, deep down, that her reliance on the caffeine-rich beverage had become more than just a simple preference – it had become a crutch, a means of coping with the ever-mounting stress and uncertainty that had come to define her life.

As she stepped back, her eyes lingering on the neatly organized shelves, Samantha couldn't help but wonder if she had become too dependent on her daily coffee fix. In a time of growing scarcity and unrest, was it wise to devote such a significant portion of her limited resources to something so seemingly frivolous?

The question weighed heavily on her mind as she moved through the apartment, her steps heavy with the burden of her decision. She had always prided herself on her ability to prioritize, to make the tough choices, but the thought of giving up her coffee – her one small indulgence in an increasingly bleak existence – filled her with a profound sense of unease.

Sinking down onto the worn sofa, Samantha cradled her head in her hands, her mind racing. She knew that she needed to be pragmatic, to focus on the essentials, but the thought of a life without her daily coffee ritual left her feeling unsettled, adrift in a world that seemed to be crumbling all around her.

With a frustrated groan, Samantha rose to her feet, her gaze fixing on the neatly stacked bags of coffee. Perhaps, she mused, there was a middle ground, a way to maintain her habit without sacrificing her long-term security. After all, she had worked tirelessly to build up her pantry, to ensure that she and her loved ones would be prepared for the challenges that lay ahead.

Steeling her resolve, Samantha began to formulate a plan, her fingers drumming against the smooth surface of the countertop. She would ration her coffee, she decided, limiting herself to a single cup per day, and divert the rest of her resources toward more essential supplies. It wasn't an ideal solution, but in the face of the mounting uncertainty, it was a compromise she was willing to make.

As she set about her task, Samantha couldn't help but feel a twinge of regret, her fingers lingering on the familiar packaging. This ritual, this small indulgence, had become a source of comfort in an increasingly chaotic world, and the thought of letting it go filled her with a profound sense of loss.

But even as the thought crossed her mind, Samantha couldn't ignore the practical realities that now defined her existence. She had a responsibility, not just to herself, but to those she cared about, and she couldn't afford to be ruled by her own personal preferences, no matter how deeply ingrained they had become.

With a deep breath, Samantha squared her shoulders, her gaze hardening with determination. The road ahead was uncertain, the challenges daunting, but she would face them head-on, her focus unwavering. And if that meant making the difficult choice to limit her reliance on her beloved coffee, then so be it.

As she stowed the remaining bags in the pantry, Samantha couldn't help but feel a sense of both relief and trepidation. She knew that the choice she had made, the sacrifice she had embraced, was but one of many that would be required of her in the days and weeks to come. But in that moment, she was confident in her decision, her resolve strengthened by the knowledge that she was doing what was necessary to ensure her own survival, and the survival of those she held dear.


Chapter 2

Samantha sighed, watching as the coffee machine whirled into action. The bleak grey sky blanketed the city, along with the icy cold air announcing winter’s arrival. She could see the scattered patches of ice on rooftops, where the frost had set in overnight. The grass and the ground had been less lucky, leaving no crack uncovered.

Inside the kitchen, the white slippers on her feet were no match for the cold tiled floor. Despite shuffling side-to-side to keep warm, the icy chill made short work of the thick material and numbed her soles. Samantha shivered, and made a mental note to grab herself some winter socks the next time she was at the store; anything to make winter more tolerable.

Sighing again, she pushed the stop button on her coffee machine and carried the large steaming mug into the lounge; passing a mirror hanging on the hallway wall.

She paused, studying her reflection for a moment. Her brown hair that she tied into a bun, was lop-sided, unable to hold its form during her housework rush. The green tee shirt was damp down the front, as it always did when she washed up the dishes. Her red nail polish looked no better, with half of the paint already chipped off. She groaned. Perhaps she shouldn’t have looked. Shaking her head, she continued into the lounge down the hallway and perched herself on the sofa in front of the television.

Samantha lived in the house alone, not that she minded. The recent months had been quiet, and it took a couple of weeks to adjust to the silence. Before that, she lived with Ray – her childhood sweetheart - until she caught him with his pants down and with his best friend’s sister. Greg would have killed him, but Samantha instead took the lead and had him dish out the same punishment. She threw his clothes out of the window and live-streamed his real-time reaction when he collected his belongings. That video alone hit almost a million views on YouTube. Greg’s video hit three more times that number and made a small fortune from it. After all that drama, she definitely wasn’t about to complain about the quiet. She only wished she hadn’t felt so lonely at night, but she couldn’t win it all, she supposed.

The phone rang, breaking the silence and her train of thought. She placed the mug down beside her and hit the answer button on the iPhone’s screen.




“Afternoon, Mum.”

The familiar coarse voice greeted her with a tired tone. “Good afternoon, Sam. I thought I’d check in, and see how you’re doing.”

Samantha smiled. She had almost forgotten her weekly call. Her mother claimed it was to make sure she was ok, but she thought perhaps her mum was just lonely. She lived alone as well, though she had adjusted to the silence years ago.

“I’m ok. I’m starting to appreciate the silence more these days. It’s the nights I struggle with.”

“Yeah, that’s understandable. In the day, you’re so busy, you don’t really have the time to reflect. But at night… it all sinks in. Still, you know you can just call me, right?”

Hearing her mother’s voice was a comfort most of the time. Today, though, she just felt more alone than ever.

“Does feeling ever go away?”

“It does with time.” She paused, then continued. “Are you getting enough sleep?”

Samantha hesitated, silently counting the hours of actual sleep, before answering. “It’s not great. I’m getting around four hours.”

The pause was longer this time, she could almost hear her mother’s cogs turning in her head. “When your father left, I found having some white noise in the background helped.”

“Really?” She thought about the radio beside her bed.

“Yeah. Just have it low enough that it’s not keeping you awake, but loud enough for you to hear.”

“Thanks. I’ll give it a go tonight.”

They ended their phone call, and she looked up at the clock hanging on the wall. It just turned 4:45 PM. She reached for her coffee, and took a sip and thought about what she still needed to do for dinner. She didn’t really fancy cooking anything too heavy, and decided on having a bowl of tomato soup with a slice of bread. After that, she reserved the rest of the day for reading – something else she had enjoyed since the split.




As she sat in front of the television, watching reruns of the Silo series, she thought about her mother’s suggestion. The radio had initially only been used in the morning, but perhaps having it play quietly in the background might help her sleep. At least, it wouldn’t hurt to try.

She scooped the last of the soup from the bowl and then took it to the kitchen. She filled the sink up with warm water, mixed with the fairy dish soap and headed back into the lounge. Casting a wary eye over the empty room, ignoring the knot in her stomach, she pulled a book from her bookshelf in the corner of the room and made her way to the bedroom.




What used to be the perfect size for a couple living together, now felt too big. The spacious room looked almost empty, with her wardrobe and chest of drawers only occupying a small corner of the room. She could still see the indentations in the dark purple carpet of where the second drawers had stood, along with a black glass TV unit and thirty-inch flat-screen Sony TV at the far end of the room.

Samantha shoved the loneliness down and switched on the radio. The end of a song faded out and cut to the hosts returning to a conversation they were having before the song was played. Not giving it too much thought, she opened her chosen book for the week and made herself comfortable.


Chapter 3

Samantha sank down onto the plush, well-worn sofa, her fingers instinctively reaching for her phone. The rhythmic tapping of her nails against the screen's surface was the only sound that filled the cosy living room as her eyes flickered from one social media feed to the next, her brow furrowing ever so slightly with each passing scroll.

It had become a familiar ritual, this mindless "doom-scrolling" as she'd come to call it – a desperate attempt to stay informed, to keep a pulse on the ever-evolving chaos that seemed to envelop the world beyond the four walls of her sanctuary. But today, as she navigated the endless stream of news and commentary, a palpable sense of unease began to settle in the pit of her stomach.

Pausing mid-scroll, Samantha's gaze fixed on a video thumbnail, the bold, attention-grabbing headline emblazoned across the screen sparking a flicker of curiosity. "Russian Emperor Issues Ominous Warning to the United Kingdom: 'Your Time is Running Out.'"

With a resigned sigh, she tapped the link, her eyes narrowing as the video began to play. The image of a stoic, stern-faced man filled the screen, his features etched with a cold, calculated intensity that sent a chill down Samantha's spine.

"The people of the United Kingdom have been given ample warning," the man's gravelly voice intoned, his words laced with a venomous edge. "Surrender now, or face the consequences of your defiance."

Samantha felt her heart skip a beat as the video abruptly cut off, the ominous silence that followed only serving to heighten the sense of dread that had taken root within her. Quickly, she began to search for additional details, her fingers flying across the screen as she scanned through the accompanying article.

The source, a lesser-known news outlet with a reputation for sensationalism, provided little in the way of concrete information. Samantha's brow furrowed as she read the vague, speculative passages, her mind racing with a dozen half-formed questions.

"Surely this can't be real," she muttered under her breath, her gaze drifting toward the window as if expecting to see some tangible sign of the impending threat. "It's just another conspiracy theory, right?"

But even as the thought crossed her mind, Samantha couldn't ignore the nagging sense of unease that had taken hold. The gravity of the Russian leader's words, the chilling certainty with which he had delivered them, sent a shiver down her spine. And the fact that the mainstream media had yet to offer a clear, authoritative response only served to heighten her apprehension.

Leaning back against the cushions, Samantha chewed on her lip, her fingers drumming restlessly against the arm of the sofa. She knew, deep down, that she should dismiss this as nothing more than another fearmongering headline, a desperate attempt to garner attention in an increasingly volatile world. But the nagging voice in the back of her mind refused to be silenced, whispering warnings of the dangers that might lie ahead.

With a frustrated groan, Samantha pushed herself to her feet, her gaze sweeping over the meticulously organized shelves that lined the walls of her living room. Her eyes settled on the small collection of survival guides and emergency preparedness manuals, a remnant of her own cautious nature and the lessons she had learned from her father's teachings.

"Perhaps it's time to revisit those," she mused, her fingers tracing the worn spines of the books. After all, she had spent the better part of the past year stockpiling supplies, fortifying her home, and preparing for the unknown. Surely, a quick refresher on the basics couldn't hurt, just in case the ominous rumblings from the East proved to have some merit.

Without further hesitation, Samantha grabbed her keys and jacket, determined to make the short trek to the nearest bookstore. As she stepped out into the crisp autumn air, the memory of the Russian leader's chilling words lingered in the back of her mind, a constant reminder of the uncertain future that seemed to loom on the horizon.

The journey to the bookstore was a familiar one, the well-trodden path a welcome comfort in the face of the growing sense of unease that had taken hold. Samantha found herself scanning the streets, her gaze searching for any sign of the impending upheaval, but the world around her appeared to carry on in its usual, unperturbed manner.

As she stepped through the door of the shop, the familiar scent of leather and aged paper enveloping her senses, Samantha felt a flicker of relief. This was her domain, a sanctuary where she could lose herself in the pages of meticulously crafted tomes, each one a repository of knowledge and wisdom.

Weaving through the well-stocked shelves, her fingertips brushing against the spines of the books, Samantha's eyes finally settled on the section dedicated to survival and emergency preparedness. She paused, her gaze scanning the titles, before selecting a worn volume with a weathered cover.

"The Urban Survivor's Handbook: A Comprehensive Guide to Weathering Any Crisis," she murmured, her fingers tracing the embossed lettering. Nodding to herself, she tucked the book securely under her arm and made her way to the counter, her steps brisk and purposeful.

The transaction was quick and uneventful, the bored-looking cashier barely sparing her a glance as she handed over the cash and accepted the neatly wrapped package. Samantha's fingers tightened around the book, the weight of it a reassuring presence as she stepped back out into the street, her mind already racing with the possibilities it might hold.

As she made her way back to her apartment, Samantha couldn't help but feel a growing sense of unease. The streets, once bustling with activity, seemed eerily quiet, the air thick with an unspoken tension that set her teeth on edge. She quickened her pace, her gaze darting from one shadowed corner to the next, as if expecting to find some tangible sign of the impending threat.

Reaching the familiar confines of her home, Samantha let out a long, shaky breath, her fingers fumbling with the lock as she pushed the door open. Stepping inside, she quickly closed and bolted the entrance behind her, her heart pounding in her chest.

"Get a grip, Samantha," she chided herself, shaking her head in a desperate attempt to dispel the rising panic that threatened to overwhelm her. "It's just your imagination running wild."

But even as the words left her lips, she couldn't ignore the nagging voice in the back of her mind, the one that whispered of the dangers that might be looming just beyond her carefully guarded sanctuary.

Sinking down onto the sofa, Samantha carefully unwrapped the survival guide, her fingers tracing the worn cover as she flipped it open. She had read these manuals countless times before, committing the essential information to memory, but something told her that this time, the stakes were higher than they had ever been.

As she pored over the pages, her brow furrowing in concentration, the shrill ring of her phone startled her, causing her to jump in her seat. Glancing down at the screen, she felt a flicker of relief at the sight of Liam's name, her fingers quickly swiping to accept the call.

"Liam, thank goodness," she breathed, her voice laced with a rare vulnerability. "I'm... I'm glad you called."

There was a brief pause on the other end of the line, and Samantha could almost hear the concern in her friend's voice. "Sammie? Are you alright? You sound a bit shaken."

Samantha took a deep, steadying breath, her gaze drifting toward the survival guide still open on her lap. "I'm... I'm not sure, to be honest. Have you seen the news?"

Another pause, this one significantly longer. "The news? No, I haven't. What's going on?"

Samantha chewed on her lip, her fingers drumming against the worn cover of the book. "There's been a... a threat. From Russia. Something about the UK needing to surrender, or else."

Liam's sharp intake of breath was audible even through the phone's tinny speakers. "A threat? Sammie, what the hell? Are you serious?"

"I wish I wasn't," Samantha replied, her voice barely above a whisper. "I saw a video, but the source isn't exactly reliable. Still, the NATO is being evasive, and I... I can't stop thinking about it."

There was another long pause, the line crackling with the weight of Liam's silence. "Shit," he finally muttered, his voice laced with a mixture of concern and disbelief. "Okay, look, why don't you come over tomorrow? We can talk about this, try to figure out what's really going on."

Samantha felt a surge of relief wash over her, the tension in her shoulders easing slightly. "That... that would be great, Liam. I'm just... I'm worried, you know? I mean, what if this is real?"

"Hey, we'll get through this, Sammie," Liam reassured her, his voice firm. "We've been through a lot together, and we're not going to let some Russian tyrant tear us apart, okay?"

Samantha nodded, even though she knew Liam couldn't see her. "Okay," she whispered, her grip tightening on the survival guide. "I'll see you tomorrow, then?"

"Absolutely. Stay safe, Sammie. And try not to worry too much, alright? We'll figure this out, I promise."

With a soft murmur of agreement, Samantha ended the call, her gaze once more fixed on the well-worn pages of the book. As she carefully studied the sections on emergency planning and resource management, her mind raced with a thousand unanswered questions, each one more daunting than the last.

But even as the weight of her uncertainty threatened to overwhelm her, Samantha felt a glimmer of resolve begins to take root. She had always prided herself on her ability to prepare, to anticipate the unexpected, and she refused to let this latest development shake her hard-won sense of composure.

With a deep breath, she closed the book, her fingers tracing the embossed title one last time before she rose to her feet. Tomorrow, she would meet with Liam and the others, and together, they would confront this challenge head-on, their unwavering friendship a steadfast bulwark against the looming forces of chaos and uncertainty.

For now, she would rest, her mind already whirring with a dozen contingency plans, each one more intricate than the last. Whatever the future held, Samantha was determined to be ready, her resolve strengthened by the weight of the survival guide in her hands and the unshakable bonds of the family she had forged through the trials of life.


Chapter 4

Samantha's fingers tapped an anxious rhythm against the chipped wooden table, her gaze fixed on the entrance of the small, cosy cafe. The familiar aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the scent of baked goods, an intoxicating blend that normally never failed to lift her spirits. But today, as she waited for her friends to arrive, a sense of unease had taken root, casting a pall over the usually welcoming atmosphere.

The neon green display on the register flashed the time - 7:02 AM. Samantha let out an exasperated sigh, her foot tapping impatiently as she surveyed the unusually long line of customers. The baristas, their movements harried and expressions frazzled, seemed to be struggling to keep up with the growing demand.

"What's taking so long?" Samantha muttered under her breath, her gaze sweeping over the other patrons. Most were engrossed in their phones, their faces etched with varying degrees of annoyance.

Suddenly, Samantha caught sight of a familiar face. Mackenzie sidled up beside her, her expression uneasy.

"Rumour has it there's a strike at the coffee distribution centre," she whispered, her voice hushed. "Supplies are running low."

Samantha felt her heart sink, the implications of Mackenzie's words weighing heavily on her. "You've got to be kidding me. I can't function without my morning coffee. How am I supposed to get through the day now?"

Mackenzie offered her an apologetic shrug. "Looks like everyone's in the same boat. I heard the tea suppliers are affected too."

Just then, the barista finally called out Samantha's order. She reached for the steaming cup, her fingers trembling slightly as she took a tentative sip. The familiar rich, creamy flavour was there, but the volume was noticeably less than usual.

Samantha frowned, her brow furrowing in displeasure. "This isn't going to cut it. I need my full caffeine fix."

As she and Mackenzie made their way out of the crowded cafe, Samantha couldn't help but feel a rising sense of unease. If the coffee supply was disrupted, what else might be in jeopardy? The stability of her daily routine - her very way of life - suddenly felt precarious, like a house of cards teetering on the edge of collapse.

The crisp morning air did little to ease the tension coiled within her. Samantha quickened her pace, her fingers tightening around the worn strap of her messenger bag. She needed to find Liam, to confront this looming crisis head-on, with the unwavering support of her closest friends.

As she approached the campus green, Samantha caught sight of two familiar figures waving to her. Brie and Barbara, her political science classmates, were seated at one of the outdoor tables, their hands wrapped around steaming cups of coffee.

Samantha felt a pang of envy as she drew near, the aroma of their drinks taunting her senses. "Morning, you two," she called out, forcing a smile as she plopped down in the empty chair across from them. "Glad I caught you before class."

"We heard about Mackenzie's little challenge," Barbara said, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. "Going a whole day without coffee, huh? I don't know how you're gonna manage that."

Samantha rolled her eyes, a frustrated sigh escaping her lips. "Trust me, I'm not thrilled about it either. But Liam and Mackenzie wouldn't let me back out."

Brie took a delicate sip of her mocha latte, her expression contemplative. "Hmm, well I have to agree with them. You're going to crash and burn, my friend."

"Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence," Samantha grumbled, her fingers drumming against the tabletop. "I'll have you know I'm tougher than I look."

"Oh, we know," Barbara assured her, her gaze drifting to the conspicuously absent to-go cup in Samantha's hand. "But come on, Sam - you're the biggest caffeine addict we know. You practically live off that stuff."

Samantha let out a heavy sigh, her shoulders sagging with resignation. "I know, I know. But I figure if I can make it through the day, I'll get a fancy steak dinner out of it. Might be worth it."

Brie chuckled, her eyes twinkling with amusement. "Well, just don't come crying to us when you're curled up in the foetal position by noon, craving a shot of espresso."

Samantha opened her mouth to retort, but before she could get a word out, the warning bell for their first class echoed across the quad. Brie and Barbara rose from their seats, their gazes filled with a mixture of sympathy and mischief.

"Good luck, Sammie," Brie said, reaching across the table to give her hand a reassuring squeeze. "You're gonna need it."

As her friends hurried toward the nearby academic building, Samantha sat alone, her fingers drumming against the worn wood of the table. The weight of the challenge that lay ahead pressed down on her, a constant reminder of the fragility of the stability she had grown so accustomed to.

Squaring her shoulders, Samantha rose to her feet, her gaze hardening with determination. She would not be defeated, not by a mere caffeine withdrawal. Liam and Mackenzie would see that she was made of sterner stuff, and that fancy steak dinner would be hers, no matter the cost.

With a deep breath, Samantha set off toward her first class, her mind already whirring with a dozen strategies to conquer the day without her beloved coffee. The road ahead might be paved with uncertainty, but she refused to let it shake her resolve.

As Samantha pushed open the front door, the familiar aroma of freshly brewed coffee instantly perked up her senses. Her mouth watered in anticipation as she made her way to the kitchen, where a full pot sat steaming on the counter.

"Thank goodness," she muttered, quickly pouring herself a large mug. Inhaling deeply, she savoured the rich, bold flavour, relishing in the warmth that spread through her body.

After her meeting with Brie and Barbara earlier, Samantha was feeling the effects of her caffeine withdrawal more acutely than ever. Her head throbbed, and her normally boundless energy had waned to the point of lethargy. The temptation to simply give up on Mackenzie's challenge was almost overwhelming.

But as she sank into one of the worn armchairs in the living room, Samantha steeled her resolve. She was determined to prove her friends wrong - to show them that she wasn't as hopelessly addicted as they thought.

Reaching for the remote, Samantha flipped on the television, hoping to distract herself from the growing urge for another cup. The local news was just beginning, and the anchor's sombre expression immediately piqued her interest.

"...no signs of a resolution as the strikes at major coffee and tea distribution centres continue into their fourth day," the reporter intoned, the weight of the words sending a chill down Samantha's spine. "Government officials have refused to budge on their proposed four per cent wage increase, despite demands from workers for higher pay and better benefits."

Samantha felt her heart sink as the camera cut to footage of picket lines and protest rallies. Crowds of people, many clutching hastily scrawled signs, chanted and waved their fists in the air.

"Supplies are dwindling across the region, with some retailers already reporting shortages on shelves," the reporter continued. "Experts warn that if an agreement is not reached soon, the disruption could have far-reaching effects on the economy."

Samantha's grip tightened around her mug as she watched the grim news unfold. Just that morning, the prospect of a day without her beloved coffee had seemed like a minor inconvenience. But now, as the reality of the situation sank in, she couldn't help but feel a creeping sense of unease.

What if the strikes dragged on for weeks? Or even months? The very foundations of her daily routine - her entire way of life - suddenly felt precarious and fragile. The thought of facing an uncertain future without her caffeine crutch was enough to make her stomach twist in knots.

With a heavy sigh, Samantha set down her mug and rose from the chair. Padding into the kitchen, she busied herself with making a simple dinner, hoping the familiar task would provide a welcome distraction. As the aroma of sautéed vegetables and simmering tomato sauce filled the air, she felt some of the tension begin to ease.

Settling back into the armchair, Samantha tucked into her plate, savouring each bite. The rich, tangy flavours helped to soothe her frayed nerves, and for a moment, she was able to push the looming crisis out of her mind.

But as she returned her attention to the television, the grim news headlines continued to scroll across the screen. Samantha's eyes lingered on the images of the striking workers, their faces etched with determination and despair.

She shook her head slowly, taking another sip of her now-lukewarm coffee. The government's refusal to budge on the wage increase only fuelled her growing sense of unease. If the standoff couldn't be resolved, what other essentials might be in jeopardy?

Samantha's gaze drifted to the well-stocked pantry and fridge, a twinge of guilt tugging at her conscience. She had always taken the availability of food and other basic necessities for granted. But now, with the spectre of shortages looming, that sense of security felt increasingly fragile.

As the news report came to a close, Samantha settled back into the chair, her muscles aching with exhaustion. The caffeine buzz that had once buoyed her had long since faded, leaving her feeling drained and unsettled.

With a defeated sigh, she reached for her mug, draining the last few sips. Tomorrow, she would have to face Liam and Mackenzie's challenge head-on. But right now, all she wanted was to curl up and lose herself in blissful unconsciousness, if only to escape the gathering storm clouds on the horizon.


Chapter 5

The next morning dawned grey and overcast, a fitting backdrop to the growing unrest that had taken hold of the city. As Samantha stepped out of her apartment, the air was thick with tension, the usual bustle of the streets noticeably diminished.

She paused, surveying the eerily quiet scene. Storefronts that would normally be bustling with activity this time of day were shuttered, their proprietors nowhere to be seen. A few stragglers hurried past, clutching their jackets tightly against the chill.

