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  FOREWORD




   




                  Welcome to my second book! I know that statement does not shock you as much as it does me. Never did I think I would even have a first book, much less a second. Yet here we are. I think no matter how many books I eventually, and hopefully, inevitably, publish, that shock will never wear off. The bigger shock would be that there are people who read my work!




   




                  Therefore, if you are reading this now, or if you are one who read my first book, Inside My Nightmares, and that led you to this one, then I must give you my deepest heartfelt gratitude and a humble thank you.




   




                  Now, on to the good stuff.




   




                  I will preface this by saying this book is really dark. Really, really dark. In fact, that’s pretty much the whole point of it. I think you’ll get it once you start reading.




   




                  And boy howdy, was this ever a bear to write. To be honest, I do not remember what the inspiration for it was, or the catalyst that sparked the idea for this book. As I mentioned in the introduction to the last (first?) book, most ideas I get are byproducts of dreams and/or nightmares I have that stick with me until I write them down. I suspect this one is no different; except, this idea, I don’t believe, originally started out as strictly a horror story. It was a concept, perhaps stemming from a personal philosophy, and then my brain kicked in and asked, “How can we make this into a horror story?” And as per my usual routine, I lie in bed at night hyper-focusing on this idea until a story started to formulate.  The problem is that I was inundated with ideas that made it a rather annoying and frustrating task to decide on one specific direction to go. Therein lies the difficulty with writing this book. And I will try to explain that without giving away too many spoilers.




   




                  I knew one thing from the outset of writing – it would start out bad and get progressively worse. That was the premise that guided every scene and every action that takes place within the story.




   




                  But getting there? That was the rub.




   




                  The problem, as I mentioned, is that I had no clear idea of what was happening, what IT was that was causing the events you’ll soon read about. Because I had no clear direction, I went through many rewrites trying to find a groove which made sense. I must have re-written the beginning of the story several times until I hit upon something I liked. The introduction of the short-wave radio was the solution, so to speak. And that didn’t even happen until maybe the third or fourth rewrite. I just accidentally fell upon it, as originally Grant was either writing his memoirs on a notepad, or typing them out. But once I realized an audio recording would work better for posterity, then it was a tape recorder. Until I hit upon the radio DJ broadcasting from his station on short-wave. Then I realized that would solve a lot of problems. So began the rewrite. Now, how to get to that point for him to be recording his story via a short-wave radio was the question. I had to answer that question for myself before I was able to find that path forward. Once I figured that out, the story began taking shape, and before I knew it, I was, much like Grant in his Lexus, cruising right along. The rest of it was brainstorming ideas and situations that I could put our two main characters in that would test their mettle along the way. So began a string of many nights lying in bed hyper-focusing on the story trying to come up with these scenarios. And with one thing in mind. As I said, I had one intent, for things to start out bad and get progressively worse. And I hope you’ll agree; I did that. 




   




  I knew, as a writer, the best thing to do was to leave what was happening intentionally vague. Therefore, you’ll get no answers from me! Suffice to say, I have an idea, but after you read this story, I’d like to hear yours. What do YOU think it is?




   




                  I have no doubt once you finish reading this book you will have questions, and I’m always willing to answer them, but don’t expect to always get a straight answer. Just like the mysterious phenomenon in the story, it is intended for you to draw your own conclusions. 




   




                  I will say one thing for certain, this is a work of speculative fiction, not just horror, but fiction intended to make you think and theorize. Because, while the ideas presented in this story may seem outlandish, ridiculous, highly unlikely, the fact remains that the possibility of it happening is not zero. Because there is so much in the universe, and even our own planet, that we don’t understand, I see no reason why an apocalyptic event such as described within this story couldn’t happen. I won’t say it’s a very real possibility, but it’s certainly not out of the realm of possibility. And that, to me, is the real horror of this story.




   




                  Before I close, I want to add a little something extra that may be neither here nor there, but I still feel somewhat pertinent. I had a dream once that I was caught up in The Rapture. While it was extremely frightening, it was also extraordinarily exhilarating. I was camping in the Great outdoors; that’s the very real part of this story. At some point, in the middle of the night, it started raining. And I mean a heavy thunderstorm. It may have been the ominous booms of the thunder or the sizzling flashes of the lightning that prompted this dream, but in the dream, I felt my soul being sucked out of my body and rising upward into a fire and brimstone sky. I was immediately aware of what was happening. And it was beautiful. I felt at peace. But then I woke up, and I realized it was just a thunderstorm. And I was disappointed. Relieved, but disappointed, nonetheless. 




   




                  Why do I relate this experience? Because this book is not that. It is a much darker and more sinister version of what the Apocalypse could be like. It won’t be a sense of peace or making amends with your fellow man; it’ll be a culling, a reaping, a mass extinction. And it will happen in the blink of an eye.




   




                  And now it is for you to decide. Is my version of the Apocalypse just speculative words on the page? Or is there some truth to it? Do you think it is at all possible? I hope I didn’t give away too many spoilers of what you are about to read. Or, at the very least, these nuggets of information sparked your curiosity to turn the page and begin reading.




                  Thank you again, dear reader, for indulging my dark imagination. I hope this book will terrify you as much as it does me. Now, on to the story.




                  




   The Last Entry of Grant Gilson




   




  If you’re listening to this, it means I didn’t make it.




   




                  Unfortunately, I’m not even sure there is anyone left who would care or mourn my death. But that is not important anymore. What is important, however, is that if you hear this, then it means humanity still exists, and there is still hope for our continued existence. Either way, I will never know. I can only assume that by you being in possession of this recording, we did survive, and my story – rather, my explanation of the events that led to my current situation can lead to understanding of humanity’s supposed last days.




   




                  Okay, where to begin?




   




                  In the latter half of the 21st Century, our media outlets were saturated with various versions of what we came to call the Zombie Apocalypse. Every conceivable version of the zombie story had been told, and we were inundated with all the information we needed to survive, if it did, in fact, ever occur. In truth, that would have been so much easier had that been the case. But the reality, what happened was so much worse. No one could have predicted or expected it.




   




                  The Bible speaks of end times with Revelations and the Second Coming and Judgment Day. Jesus walks the earth to collect God’s children. The Apocalypse, Armageddon, whatever you want to call it. I imagine even that would have been easier to accept. But how do you prepare against the inconceivable?




   




                  I have my own theory. We were on the outskirts of a pandemic. It was labeled as “the deadliest virus in history”, and it did kill many people. But it was only the preamble. Humanity is an amazingly resilient lot. We created a vaccine, and it started working. Then the virus mutated. So, we came out with better vaccines. The news would have you believe we had everything under control. But they were only putting a band aid over it.  I don’t think anyone knew how deep the infection really went. Huh, do you know the funny thing? To tell you the truth, I don’t even know if the virus had anything to do with it. People started dying. Faster than any pandemic could kill them off. 




   




                  People talk about the end times. That there would be signs. The skies turn red, brimstone falling from the sky, and all that. I always expected Armageddon to happen over a longer period, not in one night.




   




                  I didn’t really have a chance to think about it until I made it to this cabin. Even now the darkness encroaches, and I know my time is limited. That’s why it’s important for me to get my thoughts down before I am erased from existence as well. Of course, I have no evidential basis for my theory for this … what? What do I call it? Event? Extinction? A Cleansing? A Culling? I don’t know.  




   




                  I’ve tried reaching out on this short-wave radio to anybody else that might still be left. To get answers, but the few meager people I was able to contact were just as clueless as I am. All I can think is, what if we were the virus? And the pandemic was Nature’s own vaccine against us? What if the pandemic was Nature’s way of stating humanity had gotten too out of control and needed to be kept in check? We created a counter to Nature’s defense mechanism. Nature bolstered its defenses. We countered even that. Until Nature had had enough and took matters into its own hands. It sent The Parasite.




   




                  I don’t know what else to call it. It’s not like anything we’ve ever encountered before. The Parasite, as I’ve come to call it, presents itself as a black viscous mutable liquid that looks like motor oil filtered through flecks of glitter. And it’s sentient. I don’t know if it’s thinking, but it has some sort of intelligence guiding it. They say if you stare into the Abyss long enough, the Abyss will stare back into you and drive you mad. That’s the only way I can describe the Parasite. It’s like staring into the Abyss. The deeper you stare, the more that black inky liquid infects you, and you start to see the secrets of the Universe. You can see into the farthest reaches of space, and you realize those flecks of glitter are really stars and galaxies and other universes. The sheer infinite scope of drowning in that blackness will drive you insane.




   




                  Now before my words start to sound like the nonsensical ravings of a madman, let me back up. Let me start from the beginning, at least, my beginning as I know it. 




   




   




  Chapter 1




   




                  My name is Grant Gilson. I’m 41 years old, and in my previous life I was a businessman, an entrepreneur. I invested in small startup companies and helped them grow by getting them the marketing or contacts they needed. It was lucrative and I was quite successful. I had everything in life I could have wanted and then some. I had a beautiful fianceé named Claire. And it is with her that my story starts.




   




                  Claire and I were out for lunch one day at an upscale restaurant, one where you must make the reservations well in advance. It was a day like any other day; the sun was out, the sky was clear and very light blue. And nothing seemed out of the ordinary. We were enjoying the meal and discussing our wedding plans as usual. She wanted a close family gathering at a small local church in her hometown in Ohio. Although I’m from the city, I had never given much thought to fanfare or hoopla, so a wedding in the country was just as acceptable to me as any expensive city wedding. Whatever Claire wanted was fine with me. So, I listened half-heartedly as she talked about the color pallet, the theme, a band versus DJ, and the usual rigmarole. I sipped my wine slowly and pretended to hang on to her every word, mumbling the obligatory “mmmhmm” and “yes, that sounds nice” as she spoke.




   




                  “Grant, are you even listening?”




                  My eyes refocused. “Hmm, what?”




                  “I was saying my friend Katie has a catering business. We could get her to handle the reception dinner.”




                  “Yes, love. That sounds nice,” I responded. I had no opinion about it either way, but if Katie could cut me a deal on the cost, then sure, why not?




                  “And I’m fairly certain she knows a florist,” Claire continued but I went back to my wine.




   




                  Then again, she interrupted, “Grant? Are you okay?”




   




                  But this time, I was not okay. I didn’t even realize I was not okay. Suddenly, my vision became very blurry and started to darken around the edges. I’m not sure what happened, but it was like looking through a camera lens as it fell sideways. I hit the floor with Claire’s voice vaguely somewhere in the ether shouting “Grant? GRANT!”




   




                  Grant? Who’s Grant? Oh yeah. I’m Grant.




                  My consciousness faded to nothing with that last thought.




   




                  I have no idea how long I was unconscious, but when I came to, the world had changed. I didn’t realize it at first – how could I? I was groggy and still trying to figure out what happened, but gradually, as I regained my senses, I could feel it. Not in any physical sense of the word, but just a niggling at the back of my mind, like a spider sense telling me something isn’t right. 




   




  Now I don’t mean in appearance, or outwardly on the surface; but something deeper. It was like the DNA at the core of humanity had been irrevocably changed in some way. And not for the better. I could not quite place a finger on it, but something was off. The nearest I can describe is like the movie It’s a Wonderful Life where the character George Bailey gets his wish of what life would be like if he had never existed. Except that I still existed. I was acknowledged; but the fact of my actual existence everyone greeted me with a sort of disgruntled ambivalence. It wasn’t from just one person, otherwise I could have shrugged that off, but as I interacted, as I looked around, I began to observe that humanity had become more negative. People were colder to each other, not just me. It was disconcerting, to say the least. 




   




                  And my fianceé, my Claire, the love of my life, she had also been affected. She wasn’t there when I woke up. But before I get ahead of myself, let me continue my story.




   




                  I woke up in the hospital. A nurse was there, checking the monitor for my vitals and writing the numbers on a clipboard. Her face was passive. She was an older lady, greying around the edges. She looked tired.




   




                  “Where am I?” I barely managed to speak. My throat was tight and dry. I noticed a small paper cup with water sitting on the table next to me. I reached for it. Before I could, however, the nurse grabbed it and drank half then set the cup back down.




   




                  “I see you’re awake,” she said. Her voice was monotone. It lacked either emotion or empathy, just a simple statement of observation.




   




                  “Water,” I stammered. I reached for the cup again. This time, rather than handing it to me, she used her pen to slide the cup closer to my hand. I reached it gratefully and poured the last of the liquid into my parched mouth. I lay back on the pillow, not quite refreshed, but more able to speak.




   




                  “Your identification has you listed as Grant Gilson. Is that correct?”




                  “Yes,” I answered. “Where am I?”




                  “You were brought in after fainting during dinner.”




                  “I remember,” I responded, but she had not answered my own question. “Where am I?” I asked again.




                  “Now that you’re awake I’ll send the doctor in.” She turned abruptly and began to walk out of the room.




                  “Wait!” I called, but it was too late. She was already gone.




   




                  I slumped back into the pillows again, not quite knowing what to think. 




   




  Having nothing better to do while I waited for the doctor, I set my mind back to thinking on the events of lunchtime, trying to see if I could pinpoint any one thing that would have caused me to faint. I like to consider myself a reasonably confident guy, and fainting for me would be considered out of character. Therefore, I had to conclude maybe it was something in the food or the wine that might have caused it. But as I thought back to it, something in the back of my mind told me it was not the food or wine either, but something deeper, something way more intrinsic, embedded at the core of humanity had switched. I could vaguely recall feeling a pulse of goosebumps that had Traverseed my body right at that exact moment before I slipped into unconsciousness. This realization sent another, now very conscious, round of goosebumps through me. I could feel small droplets of cold sweat forming on my skin as my mind snapped back to the present situation.




  I don’t know how much time had passed in my mental meanderings, but a little while later, a man wearing a white coat entered my room. I assumed he was the previously mentioned doctor. I had no idea what time it was as there was no clock in the room, and the room was without windows. In fact, there was no TV, sitting chairs, or any other lavish accommodation with which a normal hospital room is typically equipped. 




   




                  “Mr. Gilson?” the doctor said as he entered.




                  “Doctor,” I responded.




                  “I’m told you fainted during dinner, and you were admitted to us.”




                  “That’s what I’m told too,” I responded.




                  “Your x-rays show nothing out of the ordinary. We ran some other tests as well, but all the results were normal. As far as I can tell, there is nothing wrong with you.”




                  “That’s good news,” I said.




                  “So why are you here wasting my time?” the doctor asked.




                  “What?” I asked taken aback.




                  “Legally, I’m obligated to hold you for observation, but physically speaking, there’s nothing wrong with you. You’re free to go whenever you feel ready. And to be honest, right now you’re just taking up a bed that could be used by someone else who really needs it. So, I’ll go ahead and sign off on your paperwork, and you can check yourself out once you’re dressed. Okay?”




                  “But” I stammered, “But what happened? Why did I faint? How did I end up here? What tests did you run? Maybe it’s something deeper? I have questions, doctor!”




                  “Questions which I really don’t have time for, Mr. Gilson, so I’m afraid I need to be going and make my rounds. You can see yourself out.”




   




                  And with that, he left, leaving me in a state of bewilderment. I wasn’t sure what my next move was, but seeing no real choice, I made myself get out of bed and grab my clothes which had been thrown in a pile unceremoniously on a table in the corner. I dressed quickly and checked my personal belongings. My wallet with all my cash and credit cards were still there. My watch, my car keys, my cell phone, and my engagement ring; all check. With some finality, I checked my reflection in the mirror in the small bathroom and threw some water from the tap on my face. The coolness of it helped me feel somewhat refreshed. Then I remembered my thirst and parched throat and I filled my hands as much as I could and took big gulps of the cool clear liquid. It helped beyond measure. After several more handfuls, I finally felt like I could function normally. Unable to think of anything else, I left the room and made my way to the receptionist desk where I promptly checked myself out.




   




                  Since I wasn’t sure how I had gotten to the hospital, nor how long I had been there, I spent several minutes ambling up and down the levels of the parking garage hitting the alert button on my key fob listening for the horn to sound. There was nothing. And after several desperate minutes of searching, I concluded it wasn’t there. That means Claire must have driven me or else called an ambulance. My car must still be at the restaurant. I reached into my pocket for my cell phone. I could just call Claire to come pick me up and let her know the doctor gave me the all-clear.




                  I hit the Contacts menu icon on my phone and type in C for Claire’s name, but nothing came up. There were no C listings at all. What the hell? I tried L for Lantham, her last name. There was nothing there either. I hit Show All for my contacts and there was nothing. It was like my entire Contacts list had been wiped clean. It was completely empty. I had no explanation for this at the time, but it could happen right? A glitch or malfunction occurred during my fall that messed up my phone. I decided I could deal with that later and take it to a service store and hope they can replace my contacts list from the Cloud drive, if possible. But first, I needed to get back to my car, so I opened the Uber app and ordered a ride. My contacts may have been cleared, but apparently my credit cards were in working order. I gave a small prayer of thanks for that.




   




                  The Uber driver showed up minutes later, and I opened the rear door and stepped in. The driver looked at me in the rear view and said, “Hurry up, buddy, I ain’t got all day.” Again, I was taken aback but said nothing as I slid all the way in and pulled the door shut. No sooner had I situated myself, the driver had already slammed his foot on the gas, and we shot off out of the hospital parking lot.




   




                  “I need to get to The Tuscany Restaurant on 34th Street,” I said. “You know where that is?”




   




                  “I got a GPS, pal,” he replied. “I don’t need no backseat driver telling me how to do my job.” His foot never released up on the gas, and we swerved dangerously through traffic.




                  I tried to sit back and relax. “Okay,” I said. “Sorry. It’s been a long day for all of us.” 




   




                  “Uh huh,” the driver just muttered as he focused on the road.




   




                  The rest of the trip was made in silence, but he did get me there in a record time. As I exited the car I tried to say “Thank you” but he had driven off before I could even get the words out of my mouth. The rear door slammed shut as I watched him speed away.




   




                  My car was, fortunately, still there at the restaurant. I hit the unlock button and heard the door click. I opened the driver’s door and slid inside. Back in the familiarity of my own vehicle, I finally felt some of the tension leave my body. I rested my head against the headrest and closed my eyes for a moment. No sooner had I done so I heard a tapping at my window. I opened my eyes to see a police officer with a night stick rapping it against the glass.  I rolled down the window and said “Yes, officer?”




   




                  “Hey, buddy, you can’t sleep here. This is a commercial business, and they don’t allow vagrants. You’re going to have to move on, or else I’m going to have to write you a ticket.”




   




                  “Yes, sir,” I said, noncommittally, as I placed the key in the ignition and turned. “Right away, sir.”




   




                  “Good,” he said then stalked off. I rolled the window back up and sighed heavily. I let my head fall toward the steering wheel and banged it a few times for good measure. It didn’t make me feel any better, but reluctantly, I put the car in Drive and pulled out of the parking lot onto the street. 




   




                  I decided I would drive to Claire’s house.  With any luck, she would be home, and maybe, just maybe, I could finally get some rest and put this day behind me.




   




                  Oh, if that had only been the case.




   




                  In retrospect, I would have been better off not going, returning to my own home, and letting the day finish out with complete ignorance. But the choices we make determine our fate, and I sealed mine when I pulled up in Claire’s driveway.




   




   




  Chapter 2




   




  I half-expected Claire to come rushing out to meet me when I got out of my car. Her car was there, a silver BMW, parked in front of mine, so I knew she was home. But no one came to greet me. The neighborhood was quiet. Though it was early evening on a warm summer night, the yards in her cul de sac were empty. There was no one out mowing the lawn, or kids riding their bikes around, or family animals sniffing around the bushes. While on the surface it looked serene and innocent, it was devoid of the usual signs of life for a close-knit suburban community. The wildlife had not been affected, however, as I could still hear the chirp-chirp of birds and click-click of insects. But the absence of the common sounds of people set me on edge, and I couldn’t help my eyes darting back and forth as I made my way to the front door of Claire’s house. 




   




                  I knocked.




   




                  Almost immediately, the door swung open violently. Claire stood there, wearing a pink tank top and pair of pajama bottoms decorated with sloths. She held a glass of wine in her hand. Her hair was disheveled.




   




                  “Jesus,” she started, “just knock my fucking door down why don’t you?” Then her face registered recognition as she saw me for the first time. “Oh, it’s you. What the hell do you want?”




   




                  Okay. Not exactly the greeting I expected. But I tried not to let it deter me.




                  “Claire!” I greeted her, almost relieved. “It’s me! I’m out of the hospital! The doctor gave me a clean bill of health. I’m okay!”




   




                  “Yeah? So?” she retorted. “Congratulations. Why are you here?”




   




                  “Claire…” I sputtered, “come on, I haven’t seen you in I don’t know how long, and I don’t know what’s going on. Nobody will tell me anything.”




   




                  “So, you came here?”




   




                  “Yes!” I exclaimed. “I thought if anybody would be happy to see me, it would be you.”




   




                  “Yeah, whatever.” She took a sip of her wine then breathed out heavily. “Okay, come in.” She stepped aside. I was confused but said nothing as I made my way past her.




   




                  “So, what do you want?” she asked. “Why are you here?”




   




                  “I don’t know,” I replied, “I just thought…”




   




                  She cut me off. “You thought you’d just show up, get a little action, then leave? Is that what you want?”




   




                  “What? NO!” I almost cried. Starting to get frustrated, I tried to keep my voice calm. “I don’t know what the hell is going on with everybody. It’s like ever since I woke up, everybody has been nothing but venomous to me.”




                  “That sounds like a personal problem,” she said. “What am I supposed to do about it?”




   




                  “Just tell me what happened after I fainted at the restaurant. What happened while I was unconscious?”




   




                  “I don’t know,” she said. “Life as usual. Who cares? Why does it matter?”




   




                  “Claire,” I started, “what’s with you? Why are you acting like this? You’ve never acted like this before!”




   




                  “Acting like what? You’re the one with the problem. You show up at my house in the middle of the night and bang on my door like it’s the end of the world or something. What the hell is wrong with you?”




   




                  My mouth opened, trying to speak, but no words came out. 




   




                  “Look, it’s late and I got to go to bed, so I’m going to need you to leave.”




   




                  Then I looked at her hand. The finger on which she would normally be wearing her engagement ring was empty. If she had taken it off, I could understand, but there wasn’t even a telltale sign of a tan line where a ring should have been. It was as if there had never been a ring there at all.




   




                  “Claire, where is your ring?” I asked.




   




                  “What ring?” she asked as she took another sip of her wine.




   




                  “Your engagement ring,” I said. “We were engaged. We were going to get married.”




   




                  “I don’t think so!” she scoffed. “Why on earth would I marry someone like you?” She huffed as she took another sip of wine.
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