
A note from the author:




When asked what scares me most in the world, my answer is losing my children and surviving on my own in a violent, lawless world.

It is because of this fear that I wrote this trilogy.




Book 1 is a woman’s survival story and takes its time building the romance.

Book 2 is the most erotic book I’ve written to date.

Book 3 comes full circle, with a brutally hard-earned happily ever after.




I’m a horror lover at heart, and this is written in the same vein. I also have a passion for erotic stories, especially those found in weird, speculative fiction. This series isn’t genre fiction. It doesn’t fit neatly into any one category. It’s more of a panoply of romance sub-genres and tropes. A twist on zombies, vampires, and ménage romance, oh my!

I promise you’ve never read anything like it.




The world-building, cast of characters, the meaningful and inconsolable love between Evie and three men, and the terrifying, thought-provoking, emotional journey… This series is by far my favorite of all my books.




Content Warning:
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Thank you for giving it a try.

Pam xo


Science may have found a cure for most evils;

but it has found no remedy for the worst of them all-

the apathy of human beings.




Helen Keller
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“You are looking at very disturbing shots of the fighting that has erupted on the White House lawn behind me. Riots, just like this one, have ripped across every town, in every country. The situation has been compounded by the continued silence from presidential cabinet members. Their whereabouts, and their health, are still unknown. It would seem the U.S. has collapsed like all the nations before it. All we can do now is hope and pray. This is Mitch Case with MCSB World News reporting on assignment in…aaah. No. No…aaaaahh…”

The camera angle rotated, tumbled. Mitch’s screams transformed to gurgles. The sideways view of trampled grass, smoke, and red and blue lights filled the TV screen.

I hit the power button on the remote and vanished the clip I’d seen numerous times. News broadcasts were on continuous replay. How long had it been since the cameras stopped rolling? Four…five weeks?

I lay in bed next to glass doors that opened to a screened sun room on the deck. The room overlooked wilting bushes, overgrown shrubs, and an algae-infested in-ground pool. There was a time, not too long before then, when I loved that view from my bed.

Lightning bugs flickered through the screen. The sun bowed behind the maple trees bordering the property. Silver-green leaves waved in the residual light. The shift from spring to summer used to be my favorite time of year in Missouri. I would prop the doors open and welcome the richness of soil and clay, the sweet smell of the earth drying out after the rainy season.

But the doors remained closed and a musty staleness choked the room. I sank into the pillow. My hip bones threatened to poke through the cotton sheet. My dinner sat on the night stand untouched.

Dull strands of hair knotted around me. I plucked at the ends. Only a couple of months earlier, I took pride in my fit physique. A vegetarian. A five miles a day runner. I lifted weights with Joel every morning. But that was before. In two months, twenty pounds of muscle seemed to dissolve from my body, leaving a frail shell to hold what was left of my soul.

Hairs on my nape prickled. The shadows concealing the deck thickened and gathered. There, just beyond the sun room, a section of the darkness contracted. Was it…was someone there?

The deck was two stories up. Joel had chopped off the stairs to secure our home from looters and other threats. He said it would take a ninja or a forty-foot ladder to access the deck from the outside.

The only way in was through the barricaded front door. And I would’ve heard the garage doors. Certain I was alone, I hugged myself and squinted at the deck.

A small form emerged on the other side of the glass door. My shoulders bunched to my ears against a stampede of goose bumps. The uncropped outline of a child solidified. Darkness gravitated toward two cavernous holes where eyes should’ve been. A teddy bear dangled from one hand.

“Aaron?” I gasped and tried to sit up. My arms shook with the effort.

The shadows dispersed into nothingness. I rubbed my eyes. Another nightmare? But I was awake. My breathing quickened, and I wrestled to control it. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t have been Aaron. I watched my boy die two months prior.

The silence broke with a giggle and the patter of feet. A fleshy palm flattened against the glass then receded into the dark. I gripped the sheets and worked my throat against a lump. An oily handprint remained.

The garage doors squeaking vaulted me back to reality. Joel must be home from wherever it was he went. If not him…ah well, maybe my wish for death would finally come.

Each lock on the interior door snicked, one by one. What incited him to leave every day? Pre-outbreak, he kept our garage stockpiled with water and non-perishables. We should’ve had another month of basic survival supplies. I knew a shit storm brewed outside but didn’t care. Instead, I focused on the handprint—didn’t dwell on the fact it couldn’t be real—and tucked back into that safe place in my mind. The place where I climbed the corporate ladder, laughed and drank with friends, and tucked children into bed at night.

His boots landed with purpose along the wood floors. Should I feign sleep? He’d just wake me to eat.

The stomping stilled. Gun oil flooded the room, overlaying his usual scent of Cavendish pipe tobacco. He leaned on the door jamb. “Did you at least try to eat?”

I bit my cheek. Maybe he’d give up and go away.

He wore his armor carrier vest rigged with bullet proof plates and a hydration system. It outfitted a tactical custom radio, a first aid pouch, and mag pouches for his M4 carbine and Glock 19 pistol. Married to a gun dealer for fifteen years, I’d learned to catalog the details of his equipment.

“Ba-y.” A firm tone. He never hesitated to battle wills with me. And he used his pet name, aware the way he called me baby, silencing the b, softened my stubbornness.

The stare down commenced. He’d win it with patience, a virtue ingrained through a lifetime passion in martial arts. I couldn’t fault him for it since he treated me to several years of self-defense tutelage. Though, indulging him meant that while my girlfriends’ husbands were pampering them with pedicures and dinner theater, Joel was grinding my face in sweaty wrestling mats and bruising more than my ego. Was the part of me that enjoyed those activities gone for good?

He hit the quick release on the vest and slid it off. His fatigues rasped at his thighs as he crossed the room.

Did he glance at the glass door? At our boy’s handprint? Nah, I was the only head case.

The mattress dipped. He scooted next to me and scooped a spoonful of corn. “Open.” The spoon floated an inch from my mouth. “We’re not doing this tonight.”

The heart-breaking look dampening his blue eyes made me wince. His face aged so much in two months. Wrinkles creased his forehead. Dark circles furrowed the tender skin around his lids and silver streaked the goatee under his scowl.

He was ruggedly handsome. Built like a wrestler, his strong neck and big legs intimidated lesser men. Thick brown hair curled on his shoulders, contrasting his graying facial hair. He reminded me of a mountain man. Fitting, given our living conditions.

He adopted survivalist ideals years prior. I used to tease him for his fascination with it. He consumed every book and documentary he found on the subject. A garage loaded with medical supplies, gloves and masks prepared us for the threat of bird flu. We caught rain water in barrels around the house. Supplemented electricity with solar panels on the roof. Self-sufficient and ready for world abolition. He’d claimed, “Lack of preparation can wound the strongest families.” I accused him of suffering from paranoia. Two months earlier, I ate my words.

“Evie.” His impatient tone snapped me back to the hovering spoon. “I’m not asking again.”

That was true. In a few moments, he’d be shoving the salty corn down my throat. I opened my mouth and swallowed the cold mush.

He handed me a glass of water. “Keep it down this time.” His eyes searched my face.

In the years I’d known him, I’d never seen him so sad, so detached. We met in high school. Together longer than apart, we both turned thirty-three that year. And I blamed myself for putting the pain in the stare that held me.

I surrendered and choked down the last of the corn, salad and black beans. The corner of his lips levitated as I ate. So loving, that smile. How long had it been since we kissed? Damn, I missed our passion and spontaneity.

The tiny handprint glinted on the glass behind him. Should I tell him about it? I pressed my tongue against the back of my teeth. It would confirm his suspicions about my state of mind. He’d make me talk. About the nightmares. About everything.

“Thanks.” I rolled to my side and breathed through the nausea that came with eating.

“I pulled some mint from the garden this morning. You want hot tea?”

I nodded. We grew our own produce in our backyard greenhouse. Another convenience owed to his survivalist foresight.

He kissed the crown of my head and stalked to the kitchen with my dishes. I grated my teeth and squeezed my eyes shut. I didn’t understand his drive. How could he keep going through the motions every day? He did everything essential to keep the two of us alive while I lay in bed and aimed for the contrary. I died the day our children died. And I committed to dying every day since.

The covers tangled around my legs as I fought sleep and the awaiting nightmare. My nightmares didn’t kill me. They just reminded me why I wanted to die.

“Joel?”

His head poked in the doorway. “Going to sleep?”

“Yeah.”

He put his pistol on the side table. Slid off his boots. Dropped his fatigues with riggers belt still attached. Arranged the pants over the boots to ensure quick dress, fireman style. Then he settled behind me and pulled me close. His finger traced circles on my back.

I laid my cheek on his chest and paced my breaths with his. Within minutes, sleep took me.




I perched on the floor in Annie’s room and brushed her doll’s hair.

She bounced in her closet, picking out a dress to wear. “Round and round the garden. Like a teddy bear.” Her angelic voice pealed behind me. “One step…” Her feet rustled on the carpet. “Two steps…”

The corners of my mouth tugged up. I braced for the tickle.

“Tickle you under there.” Her tiny hands squirmed along my sides.

I twisted to return the tickle.

All white eyes sunk into her skull. Spiny pincers replaced dainty hands. Pus oozed from her pores and plastered her hair and dress. Her skin glowed green, covered in tiny hairs and thin enough to reveal the fluids pumping underneath. Dusty lips cracked and fell away. A spear-shaped tube emerged from the hole that disfigured her mouth.

She held out her arms. The claws snapped open. Black blood leaked down her chin and the mouth-like thing moved. “Will you sing the Teddy Bear song with me, Mama?”

I jerked out of her reach and screamed.


As if increase of appetite had grown

By what it fed on, and yet, within a month—

Let me not think on’t—Frailty, thy name is woman!—




William Shakespeare, Hamlet Act 1, scene 2, 144—146 
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Arms hooked under my knees and back, lifting, pulling me close. “Shh. You’re okay.” Joel rocked us and murmured words I didn’t hear. When my shivering tapered off, he whispered, “Talk to me, Ba-y.”

“Just another dream.”

He stroked a finger down my cheek and raised my chin. “Tell me.”

I shook my head and screwed my eyes shut.

“Is it the A’s?”

I slid off his lap and lay on my side.

He rested a hand on my hip. “I’ve let you have your silence for two months. We’re going to talk about Annie and Aaron very soon.” I cringed when he said the A’s names.

“But there’s something more urgent we need to discuss.” His voice was grim.

I rolled back. His fingers thrummed his knee. Shadowed eyes flicked back and forth.

“I’m listening.”

He cleared his throat. “Have you turned on the CB radio? Do you know what’s going on out there?”

“CB’s been silent for days.” Maybe weeks.

His mouth tilted down. “There’s no kids, no old people…no women.”

No kids. Somehow I knew. Didn’t stop the burn simmering in my chest.

“Evie, they’re saying women didn’t survive this thing.”

I shrugged and waved a hand over my body. “Obviously they are wrong.”

“Women are gone. Dead.” His eyes blazed. “And those who didn’t die…their fate was worse.”

“A fate worse than death.” I whispered it, lived it, despised it.

He sucked in his cheeks. “Don’t. Don’t go there.”

No, I’d plunge back into my fated solitude later. After I convinced him to leave me be. “Then get to your point.”

“I’ve done my own investigation. In the two-hundred-mile radius of this house, the rumors are true.”

“You know this because you’ve searched through every house in the metropolitan area.” Fucking melodrama.

He stood and swiped a hand over his mouth. “I knocked on doors and talked to men passing through from other cities. No one has seen another woman or child in at least four weeks.”

“What about broadcasts from other parts of the country?” Surely the radio or internet would’ve debunked his fears.

“Same thing. The amateur radio stations claim this is a world-wide phenomenon.”

A knot formed in my belly. “The ham operators are now our only source of communication?”

He rubbed his nodding head. “Attacks by the infected have grown out of control. They call them aphids and say they hunt in packs. The stories I’ve heard, the things I’ve seen…”

The things he’d seen? Unease stole through me. What risks did he take to get that information? “Aphids? Like the little green bugs in our garden?”

“Yeah, the ones that suck the life from our plants, infecting them with viruses at the same time. There’s a strong resemblance between the mutated humans and those bugs.”

I knew my arched eyebrows gave away my disbelief. I dreamt that shit. It wasn’t real.

“We’re talking parasitic feeding, Evie. Resilient defenses. And they look like them.”

My curiosity piqued. I remembered the initial medical reports speculating that the nymph virus was designed to attack victims with low testosterone. The virus targeted human women, and a group of Muslim extremists topped the list of suspects.

His downcast eyes reflected the worry I felt. “No one knows if the virus was targeted at women intentionally.”

I fought a hard swallow.

“Or if part of the plan involved mutated women spreading the infection to men,” he said.

I tensed against a shiver as I replayed the frantic phone call from my brother-in-law announcing my sister’s infection the day after their children passed. That night, he put a bullet in my sister’s head and one in his own. I should’ve expected it. His was the typical response. Those early reports claimed mutated women—nymphs, they called them—attacked their own husbands, fathers, brothers.

“Do they know how the infection spread from women to men?” My voice was thready.

He nodded. “An infected woman changes, mutates…whatever you want to call it. And because of this mutation, she has these altered mouthparts.” He wiggled his fingers in front of his mouth and dropped his hand. “Are you sure you want to hear this?”

“I can handle it.” Perspiration formed on my spine.

“Okay, before the Internet went down, I watched a home video of this woman in bed. She looked like she had the flu. You know, sweaty, face all sunken in, lethargic, that kind of thing. Then a man knelt next to her and wiped her face.”

He narrowed his eyes at me, waited for me to tune him out or tell him I’d heard enough. “This foot long tubelike thing shoots out her mouth. You could see the pointed end. But the man just fucking sat there. Even when it stabbed him in his chest. The camera was jerking around, darting out of the room, but you could still see that tube stuck in the man’s chest. It was like a straw sucking up his…juices.” His lips pinched in a line, eyes locked on mine.

Maybe he expected a shocked reaction. But I’d seen it before. In my nightmares. “The infection is transmitted during this feeding?”

“Yeah. The nymph injects some kind of wax-like compound that turns man into aphid.”

“Have you seen this in person? The mutated mouth?”

“Not close up. They’re impossible to run from because they move too damn fast.” He paused as if replaying a specific memory. “You can’t see them move. A fucking feat so terrifying, it feels like a trick on the eyes. I’ve kept my distance.”

I covered my mouth with my hands. To think he’d been worried about my safety when he left me alone to take these day trips. “Jesus, Joel. What the fuck were you thinking?”

“I’ve only crossed paths with one a couple times and not until recently. I heard the rainy season kept them at bay. Water may be a weakness worth investigating.”

I sagged against the headboard. Insectile humanoids. No women. Joel seemed so convinced. How did I avoid the infection? Just staying secluded? Maybe there were other mothers holed up like me. But my A’s…the virus had been in the house.

His bright eyes roamed my face. “It’s just you and I left in Grain Valley. Maybe in all of Kansas City. It’s so desolate out there.” A shadow passed over his face. He lowered his head. “I need you, Ba-y. I need you to help me figure this thing out.”

Guilt squeezed my chest. I’d abandoned him, and he didn’t want to deal with it all alone anymore. “Okay. Help me take a shower and tell me more.”

I swung my legs over the side of the bed. From the corner of my eye, I caught him staring at a rose etched hair-clip on my night stand. Annie’s clip.

He lifted me and ducked his head, but not before I glimpsed the wetness in his eyes. My lips gravitated to his neck as he carried me away from the bed, the glass doors, and the lingering handprint.
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Over the next two weeks, my insomnia persisted, but I ate everything Joel put in front of me. Day by day, my strength returned. We didn’t have much of a plan, but we agreed on two priorities. Stay alive. Seek truth. Those words became our mantra.

He wouldn’t let me run his day trips with him. Advertising my survival had too many unknown repercussions.

I held him in a hug. Given the scarcity of survivors, he’d have to travel out of state to gather supplies and information. He’d be gone all day.

When he left, my imagination went feral with visualizations of Joel in an ambush. Joel being gang raped. Joel riddled with bullets. Mutated Joel. To curb these thoughts, I cleaned our guns and took inventory of our ammo and food supply. Our produce was bare. He warned me to stay inside, but the spinach needed harvesting in the greenhouse and I needed to stay busy. His thorough patrol of the town had confirmed we were the only humans left for miles. I grabbed my USP .40 handgun on the way out.

The pool sat a few steps off the back porch. Hydrangeas, rhododendrons and peonies bordered the walk around the pool to the greenhouse. Cyprus mulch laded the air with fond memories. Once upon a good life, I had spent hours making over the various plants.

In the greenhouse, I settled the pistol on the lip of the potter filled with Brussels sprouts and tackled the spinach, green onion, basil. The plants weren’t keeping up. Maybe Joel would find more seed.

The hairs rose on the back of my neck. I stilled my movements.

Nothing. No birds. No katydids. No rustling trees.

I stepped out. Two familiar figures stood on the retaining wall on the other side of the pool. Annie wore her sundress with rainbow stitching. Aaron hunched behind her in his Star Wars shirt, an arm wrapped around her leg, the other around a teddy bear named Booey. I took a steeling breath and approached the pool on shaky legs.

Annie’s face lit up. “Look Mama. I found him. See?”

The wind caught her dress and she held it in place. Aaron looked up at his sister and giggled.

She ruffled his hair and pinned me with the golden glow of her eyes. “Mama? The water’s warm now. Can we swim today?”

My heart jumped to my throat. I stopped a few feet before them. “I don’t think so, honey.”

She tilted her head and crossed her arms. “You don’t have time for us anymore, Mama.”

“Course I do, sweetheart.” Sobs cut up my words. I wanted to comfort her, but she was just another hallucination.

Annie extended her arm and pointed a finger in my direction. She tugged Aaron to his feet. Their skin and muscle sizzled. Then it melted from their small skeletal frames.

My muscles locked. I opened my mouth to scream. No sound came out.

Their skeletons flaked into dust and evaporated into a gray mist. The vapor gusted through me as if a vacuum inhaled it from behind.

All the sounds of summer exploded at once. Chills invaded, reached into my bones. I covered my ears and turned my head to follow the mist.

A fully mutated aphid crouched six feet away. Its wide body and enlarged back forced it to hump over. The insect-like mouth wormed out. A stylet protruded from a sheath. The mouth clicked. Black fluid leaked out.

Pinpricked pupils dotted its all white eyes. Eyes that measured me in the same manner I measured it. Muscles and blood rippled under green see-through skin. Scraps of a receding hair line and beard outlined its bulbous head.

No, it couldn’t be. A heart and arrow tattoo seemed to pump over cartilage and veins on its chest. It was Stan. Flirty fucking Stan who lived two houses down.

It shifted on its double-jointed legs and inched forward. Fuck. The fucking pistol was in the greenhouse. The scissors I used to cut spinach weighed down my hand.

The pool sat a knife’s throw to my left. Was it a good time to test Joel’s water theory? A pitch fork stuck out of the compost pile on my right.

Stay alive.

I whipped the scissors at the aphid. Leapt for the pitch fork. Pinned the handle between my ribs and upper arm. Then I turned to face it.

It plunged into the fork with mouthparts snapping. Hooks for hands clawed at my face and missed me by millimeters. The thing continued attacking as if it didn’t feel the tongs impaling its chest and the scissors lodged in its neck.

My pulse raced. I held it squirming at a distance as it robbed my courage. It weighed at least a hundred pounds more than me and struck with the speed of a rattler. I needed skill over strength.

Can we swim today?

I aimed the fork at the pool. It shoved back and redirected with a swinish force. We were three feet from the water’s edge. Might as well have been three miles.

A claw flew out. Brushed my hair. Missed my head. I squeezed the fork’s handle. Wrenched it from the aphid’s chest and raised it over my shoulder.

My heart raced. Black innards dripped from the fork’s tongs next to my face. I swung the handle downward, smacking the point that thrust from its gaping maw.

The mouth went limp with a squeal. I hit it again. Exhaustion stole my balance. The aphid hit the ground and so did I. I kicked it in the torso and it rolled over the edge of the pool.

A pincer shot up and closed around my ankle. I scraped my nails along the concrete edge. My fingers lost purchase. A huge breath filled my lungs and I went underwater.


He thrusts his fists against the posts and still insists he sees the ghosts.




Stephen King, It
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The noon sun lit up the water with crystal clarity. The aphid sank and pulled me with it. I bent my waist and pried the claw on my ankle. It clamped harder.

Pressure pounded my chest. The aphid body had zero buoyancy, a fucking anchor attached to my leg. It didn’t struggle. Didn’t pull. Just simply sank.

Panic set in. The need to gasp set my lungs on fire. What was I thinking using the pool as a means to escape that thing?

The aphid’s skin pulsed in a pearlescent glimmer. A kaleidoscope of formations came and went, morphing its body. For a few precious seconds, I was captivated by the transformation. Tumors emerged, fungus-like, bubbling on its back and arms. Beads of air clouded the water and clung to my hair floating around me. It was dissolving.

I kicked with my legs and worked at the claw with my hand. Tiny hairs, like razor-sharp spines, bit my palm.

Then the hook went limp, releasing me. The abomination that was my neighbor drifted away, sinking, eyes open and staring. I swam like hell and didn’t look back until the front door was barricaded behind me with extra boards and more nails than it needed.
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Joel found me that night slouched at the kitchen island, still in my clothes, which were dry and stiff. Clunk-clunk-clunk filled the room as his gear hit the floor. I slipped my shredded palm under the counter when he approached.

He glanced at the reinforced front door then turned hawk eyes on me. “Evie?”

I gave him a lazy smile. “Hey.”

“What happened today?” Low and steady, his tone alerted me nothing was getting by him.

“There was a situation.”

He sat down across the island and raked his fingers through his hair. “Tell me.”

The story unraveled. In his dominating way, he stripped every detail from me. Except my A’s. I didn’t discuss my delusions. Never.

His composure disintegrated as my report went on. His face flushed. Trenches rutted his hair from his fingers pushing through it. But he let me unfold the events without interrupting. The greenhouse. The aphid. The pitchfork. When I told him I was pulled into the pool, he gripped the edge of the counter with white knuckles.

Then I recounted the part about the spiny arm shackled to my leg. He sprang from the stool and kicked it across the room. It bounced off the wall.

“What the fuck?” He paced, keeping his distance from me. Red splotched his face and neck.

He paused before me, his control on a brittle leash. “You went outside. Oh wait…No. Not only did you go outside, you were armed with a pair of scissors? Are you fucking stupid?”

Probably, but I was smart enough to keep my mouth shut while his temper roared.

“Okay. Fine. We’re going to make this real clear.” He pointed a shaky finger at me. “Absolutely no going outside alone.” He dropped his hand to the counter and blinked at me. “Nod your head.”

Feeling like a sixteen-year-old with a bad report card, I nodded.

“And if… I repeat…if you have to leave this house alone…” He paused. “We’re talking about the house on fire here.” He played with his goatee, probably considering other scenarios. “If you have to egress alone, under no circumstances do you do so without your shotgun, carbine, side arm and vest.”

I nodded again.

He paced a few laps around the island, pausing at the floor-length windows each time to survey the backyard. When it came to me, he was all bark. I wasn’t frightened. Just too exhausted for a boiling confrontation. So, I kept quiet. Watched him pace. Waited for the cool down.

He righted the stool and settled on top of it. “Let me see your hand.”

I put my hand in his, palm up. Crimson gashes tattooed my skin, wrist to fingertips. I watched his eyes, asked the question that had been plaguing me. “Am I infected now?”

His head snapped up, face soft. “No, B-ay. Since you seem to be immune to the airborne virus, we only have to worry about getting bit now. That…mouth thing has to release a compound. That’s how men absorb the infection.” He squeezed my arm. “I may not know a lot about what’s going on, but on this I’m positive.”

“How do you know? I could be carrying it now and not know. What are the symptoms?”

His flinch mirrored my inward cringe. I wanted to withdraw the question. Instead, we sat in silence, reliving our worst memories. The fever. The thinning skin, turning gray then green. Bloody vomit soaking butterfly-printed sheets. Contorted faces. Pupils receding until they weren’t there at all. Tiny hands hardening, elongating. “You’re right. I’m not infected.” I forced my eyes to his. “There’s not much left of the aphid. I checked from the deck a few times before the sun went down.”

He prodded my hand. “Maybe there’s something to that water theory, huh?” He laid my hand on the counter and fetched the medical kit.

“There’s something else,” I said. “This will sound naive, but I wasn’t afraid of it. I tapped into…I don’t know what to call it, instincts maybe, that I didn’t know I had. I mean, I was worried at first. Then I remembered my self-defense training and figured out how to beat it.”

“It’s called adrenaline. Grandmas use that shit to lift cars and save little kids.” He returned with antiseptic and bandages. “Doesn’t matter. Next time, you’ll be armed. No more close encounters.”

“Yeah…okay.” Except that close encounter made me feel alive for the first time in two months.
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Although Joel’s uneventful day paled in comparison, his productivity lifted our morale. He collected most of the items on our supply list, acquiring the majority from empty homes. All the gas stations were dry, but he siphoned more gas than we needed from abandoned cars.

“Most of the neighboring cities dropped off the power grid,” he said. “Grain Valley will follow soon.” Water had shut off two days earlier.

He stood and rummaged through one of the pouches. “I only ran into two men today. And I saw at least half a dozen aphids. I wasn’t able to pry anything substantial from the men. They were pretty skittish. Neither had been out of their homes in a while.”

Two weeks had passed since I crawled out of my depression. The last broadcast television station went off the air a week earlier. We longed for communication, news, any information that could give us hope.

He glanced up at me then went back to his bag. “I don’t think there are many people left. If there are, they’ve moved on.”

Made sense. I remembered a statistic on the problem the Social Security Administration faced concerning the country’s population. A smile crept up. There was a problem solved overnight. “The SSA reported something like sixty percent of the U.S. was between ages eighteen and sixty-four. Would that be comparable to the age group that survived this thing?”

He nodded, interest glinting his eyes. “Cut that in half to eliminate women and we’re down to thirty percent.”

“But a lot of men in that age group died, with all the mutant attacks, crime, accidents, other illnesses. At best, I’d say only fifteen percent of the human race is alive today.” It was probably closer to ten percent. And without the ability to reproduce, that number would dwindle.

He stood, hands behind his back. “You’re such a nerd.”

Well, I was a numbers junkie by profession and currently on disability leave from my big bank job. My employer had called it mental stress. I lost my kids. Mental stress seemed an inaccurate description. Didn’t matter. All world markets crashed a week later.

He curled up the corner of his mouth. “I have a surprise for you.”

My eyebrows rose.

He dangled a clear bag in front of me. It unrolled and three joints settled to the bottom. “Wanna fly Mexican airlines?”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and whispered against his mouth, “Mr. Delina. You shouldn’t have.”

“Mmm…I figured we both could use a little escape.”

He pulled me against him. Kissed along my jaw. Paused at my ear and wet his lips. His voice rumbled from deep within his chest. “Here’s how this is going to go down. We’re going to light up the ganja in the sun room. Then you’re going to ride me before we hit the second spliff. And when we are good and ripped, I’m going to bend you over the side of the bed and take you from behind until you scream for me.”

Just like him to tell me how it was going to be. He knew what that did to me. A forgotten sensation resurrected in my womb. I squeezed my thighs together and grabbed a six pack of beer from the counter. “Why are we still talking?”

In the sun room, we reclined on the couch. He exhaled and passed the bud.

I twisted the joint back and forth between my finger and thumb. “Where’d you get this, anyway?”

“You know that punk kid who always parked his beater on the street at the bottom of the hill?” He tilted his head toward the street. “Beater’s glove box.”

He brushed a stray hair from my face. “It’s a damn fine thing to see some of your vices back.”

I squashed the roach in the ashtray and wrinkled my nose at him. “Are we talking about the nicotine addiction or the sex addiction?”

“You know damn well it was the pack-a-day I didn’t like.”

I straddled his waist and planted my hands on the back of the couch on either side of his head.

His mouth caught mine and his arousal nudged my belly. “I’m sorry I yelled at you today.”

I ran my thumb across his lips. “I know.”

“You used to stand up for yourself when I lost my temper like that.”

I shrugged. “I know.” I didn’t blame him for losing it. He carried enough guilt leaving me alone, each time outlining do’s and don’ts. I disobeyed him and paid for it.

His fingers pressed into my waist. His hips ground against mine. “I guess I’ll sleep better when all your vices are back. Though, I think I can wait for your temper to return.”

“Then let’s just focus on one nasty habit at a time, shall we?” I twisted his nipples. His back arched.

He ripped off my nightshirt and followed through on his promises. I screamed for him several times and rediscovered the part of me I’d buried. Did it mean I was moving forward? Had I finally conquered myself, my grief? Where were the tears? Maybe they’d never come.

After, we held each other and lapped up the afterglow of sex, smoke and tender memories of the very good life we once shared. We kept our conversations light, aware of the pressing decisions we faced and danger that awaited us outside.

And neither of us gave voice to the question that hovered between us, the one that screamed to be answered. Why had I survived?


April is the cruellest month.




T. S. Eliot


[image: 4]

Scissors in hand, I stared at my reflection over the vanity, at the long hair Joel favored. I sectioned out a chunk and whacked off ten inches. The tresses hit the floor. No retreat. Much like the devastation of humanity.

Looking back, we should’ve seen it coming. Escalating religious unrest. Ethnic conflict. Political struggle. We should’ve known. It was happening globally in every city, every country.

I brushed out the next section. Chopped another ten inches.

A growing bravado from Muslim extremists had intensified the wars with…well, anyone who wasn’t Muslim. The U.S. spent years attacking the source. But when the war arrived on U.S. soil on April first, everything changed. I tried to put up a wall around my remembrance of the day the virus hit. An ugly ball of grief swelled in my throat and my memories pierced through.

I sat in the boardroom at work. Grain Valley Elementary flashed on my cell phone. The school’s nurse. Annie and Aaron had high fevers. I called Joel and left to pick up the kids.

Annie and Aaron died ten hours later.

I yanked the comb through a tangled knot. Gave up. Cut an angle to frame my face. The next section dropped in my eyes.

Those final ten hours replayed in my head every day since. Tucked together in Annie’s bed, my A’s held on to each other through bouts of fevers and chills. Joel and I held on to them. We sang their favorite songs with them. When their voices ebbed, we read to them. They dozed in and out of consciousness and I told them, “When you feel better, we’ll go to the park. We’ll slide down that big slide you love.”

Two little heads bobbed in agreement.

“We’ll go to the zoo. You know we just got a new polar bear? We’ll go visit him.”

That earned me pallid smiles. I kissed them all over their tiny faces and hands. “Mommy loves you so much.”

When Aaron exhaled his final breath, Annie touched his cheek. “Mama? Where did my brother go?”

I shook my head. The weight of the house pressed down the ceiling and crushed my chest. The walls closed in. Squeezed my shoulders. Cut my breaths.

“Don’t worry, Mama. I’ll find him.” The curve of Annie’s mouth slacked. The rise and fall of her torso slowed. Stopped.

I extended the scissors open. The sharp end sliced my wrist. Blood dripped down my arm and pooled in the bend at my elbow. I hadn’t shed a single tear in my grief. Joel always teased that I was born without tear ducts. Even through my children’s deaths, even while in the deep well of despair I’d receded into, my eyes remained dry.

We never impressed a religious opinion on our A’s. They asked numerous questions about creation and death, to which we would shrug our shoulders and ask them what they thought. In our worst nightmare, we weren’t prepared for our dying daughter’s inquiry.

Where did my brother go?

I stabbed the scissors’ edge deeper into my wrist. Would bleeding be a proxy to crying? The tip felt cold and unforgiving against my skin. I pressed harder. Crimson welled. I waited to bleed out, to feel peace as my life soaked into the carpet.

“It’s shorter than mine now.”

I jumped. Joel leaned around the door frame. I followed his gaze to my wrist. The scissors hovered over the unblemished skin. I blinked, shook off the fantasy and set the scissors down.

“Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “I attempted the shag style teen boys were wearing. Think I can pass as one?”

He stared at my chest. A smirk plastered his face.

I flattened my palms on my breasts. “I can make these less noticeable. Otherwise, what do you think?”

He kissed me. “I think your body armor and weapons will help.”

I returned the kiss with a love that matched my hate for the world.

“Come on.” He led me to the den.

I nestled into one end of the couch. The room touted two stories of floor to ceiling windows and opened to the deck and sun room. The reflection from the pool water rippled along the khaki walls. Behind us, a staircase led to the open balcony of the top floor. The floor once occupied by a seven-year-old girl adept at painting flowers and a six-year-old boy who proudly conquered Lego Star Wars on the Xbox. Having our bedroom on the main level made it a little easier to ignore the rooms upstairs.

He knelt over me, took my mouth with his and rescued my thoughts. I reveled in the feel of his weight on me.

We came up for air. Good to know I could still throb from only a kiss.

His voice was husky. “What were you obsessing about in the bathroom?”

He knew too well how my anxiety funneled south, bottlenecking between my legs.

I locked my thighs around his hips. “The virus.”

His eyes darted to the top of the stairs. He tensed, seemed to be engaged in some kind of internal war. His jaw clenched, relaxed, then he looked at me, heavy-lidded, resolve in place. “The virus you survived.” His lips moved down my neck.

The virus that was created by a Muslim insurgency and released in Denver International. The virus that killed or mutated victims within a few hours of exposure.

His mouth hovered over my breast and dampened my shirt. I exhaled, “Yeah, that’s the one.”

We tossed our clothes on the floor. Guns followed. A sheen of sweat stuck my back to the leather couch. His mouth found mine, his muscles flexing around me. Our kissing deepened. We began to share breaths.

“I’m the luckiest man on the planet,” he murmured.

“Uh huh.”

“I’m the only man who gets to make love to his wife.”

I sighed. We couldn’t assume I was the only woman. And he told me women didn’t mutate immediately after exposure. Maybe some recovered from the sickness.

He pulled back. “Where are you?”

“Why do they call them nymphs?”

He perched his chin on his fist. “A nymph is a smaller immature version of an adult bug. Like a baby bug.”

This implied nymphs would grow into aphids. Which meant aphids weren’t just male. “What do you know about them?”

He traced a finger over my ribs. “I don’t know, Ba-y. Haven’t seen one since those first couple weeks. I think they all died. In those videos I watched online, they looked sick, but not scary—at least when they weren’t attacking. Not scary like an aphid.”

I thought about the alabaster eyes that stared back at me when the aphid dragged me to the bottom of the pool. “But they attacked people. Turned their victims into monsters.”

“Yeah, but in those first few days, everyone was doing whatever was needed to keep their families safe. Honestly, Evie, I don’t know what I would’ve done if you woke up next to me with eggs for eyes. Which probably means most husbands, boyfriends, didn’t survive.”

Didn’t survive. He meant mutated. Unlike all the children and elderly, who died because they were too weak to make the transition.

Fingers moved down, explored my hip, kneaded and circled their way to my inner thigh. His body hummed against mine. Worry lines vanished from his forehead and the heat in his eyes burned out the remainder of my anxiety. The moment he filled me and our bodies slapped together, the storm of pleasure was all I cared about.

Thump.

The muffled echo from the basement stole the air around us. Neither of us moved. Or breathed.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

The walls vibrated. Then the shatter of glass. The basement window.

I gasped. “Joel?”

He jumped off me, gathered the guns. I followed at his heels, my pulse a hot beat in my ears. In our bedroom, he dressed, strapped on his holster and hooked mags on his belt.

I pulled on my clothes with trembling fingers. “Where are you—”

“Shh.” He shoved my carbine against my chest. “Stay here.”

“No.”

He narrowed his eyes at me, jaw set. “Wait. Here.”

Scratch. Scratch. Thump.

The basement door.

“Fuck you.”

“Dammit, Evie.” An impatient exhale. “Don’t forget your fucking vest.” He jerked his head to my bullet proof vest slouched in the corner and bolted from the room.

I lugged on the vest and carbine and found him squatting at the top of the basement stairs. If the door at the bottom remained closed, we couldn’t tell. Sandbags stacked to the ceiling and three stairs deep. The true barricade. The painstaking task took him about a week of collecting and hauling. Another activity I left him to do alone.

The scratching grew more persistent.

“Whatever it is, it can’t get in,” I whispered.

“It’s already in. It’s already in our fucking house.” Deep creases marred his brow.

“Fine. But it can’t get to us.”

The scratching stopped. The distant sound of waves broke through the sudden blanket of silence. Like the brushing of water along the shore at low tide. But it wasn’t water. It was sand. The steady flow of sand pouring out of our sandbag wall.


Let us not look back in anger, nor forward in fear, but around in awareness.




James Thurber
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An orange glow spread over the horizon and dimmed into the violet sky above. Joel and I crept down the hill along our house to the backyard, where the walk-out basement was exposed.

His fist popped up and his eyes bored into me. I nodded. No sound. We edged though the dark and I gathered my courage. Did we make the right decision? We could have waited inside for the sandbag wall to empty and killed the bastards as they came through. Maybe it wasn’t too late to turn back.

We rounded the final corner and I matched his steps to the daylight windows that dressed the basement’s foundation. June bugs tapped off the wide lens of my flashlight like popcorn. Shards crunched under our boots as we neared the broken window, under the cover of the deck forty feet above.

His back stiffened. Then he sucked in a breath and let out a shrill whistle. I shrunk into myself. My eyes darted behind us, expecting the backyard shadows to solidify and attack.

He shouted into the hole, “Hello.”

A toad croaked a mating song from the thick sedge of the surrounding woods.

“Come out,” he yelled.

Katydids responded in vibrato from the trees above.

“Come out now, or I’ll burn the fucker down.”

Uh huh. Like I’d let him do that. Several minutes passed. The darkness within held still. The creatures of summer nights chirped around us.

He caught my eyes. “Remember the plan?”

Yeah. The plan I didn’t agree with. The plan that sent him in after the threat if it didn’t come to us. The plan that left me outside standing watch. I handed him the flashlight. I lost the argument in the house. Further obstinacy would gain me nothing.

He accepted the light and vanished through the toothy window, fading into the shadows.

I scanned the pool area. This was the part of the plan I hated most. If he didn’t return after a few minutes, I was to run. Drive away. Don’t look back.

A crash echoed across the basement’s tile floor. I was never very good at following orders.

I stepped over the window ledge and looked for his light. Pitch black. “Joel?” One heartbeat. Two.

Why didn’t we bring two flashlights? Even in our haste, we should’ve planned better. I inhaled a shaky breath. The bulk of the unfamiliar vest hampered my movement as I sidled along one wall, tapping one foot in front of the other. The basement’s musty aroma carried a hint of bitterness. Metallic. Blood.

My mouth formed Joel’s name. Only a soundless gasp escaped. My boot kicked something. Metal clanked through the dark.

His flashlight. The source of the crash.

My muscles tightened as it rolled to a stop. I marshaled my breathing and waited for quiet to settle through the room.

A rustling sound crept from the next room. The room where the stairs were.

“Joel?”

A man-sized silhouette illuminated the doorway. How was it glowing? Hunched over, it ran a claw across its mouth. Black blood pumped under flickering skin that stretched like the dorsal of a well-fed tick. Its hunger was so palpable, the strength of it seemed to fuel the glow.

Its head cocked right. Then left. Could it see me? I tightened my grip on the carbine. Lifted the stock to my jaw. Dammit, where was Joel? If I started spraying ammo, I could hit him with stray bullets. The gun rattled in my grasp.

The aphid crouched forward on its hind legs with claws outstretched.

My finger slipped with sweat next to the trigger. The thing prowled closer. I waited.

A few feet away, the aphid extended its jaws and spat a ribbon of matter down its torso. The outline of its body quavered. Then it swiped its forearms and emitted a high-pitched buzz. The pitch was dizzying. I wavered, disoriented.

It lunged with hunting weapons gripping my body. I kicked at its legs, landed on my back and the tile bit my head. The damn vest made it impossible to move. The bug took advantage of my awkward rolling and struck out its cutting mandible, flinging dribble on my cheek like warm maple syrup. The mouth’s keen tip lanced my vest and sliced it open, inch by inch.

Somehow while falling I’d managed to position the barrel of the carbine under its jaw. My finger made a final lap around the trigger guard. I plunged and squeezed. The gun’s recoil ricocheted through my ribs and the lifeless body crumbled atop me.

I lay on my back, numb and blinking through dregs of gore that pooled in my eyes. “Joel.” It was a choking scream. Please answer. Please be okay.

The slow leak of the aphid’s blood trickled over my throat to my nape, soaking my scalp, fingering its way to my back through the vest. Just blood. It wouldn’t infect me.

I shoved at the body, rolled it off with a grunt. “Joel.” Louder that time.

“Evie?” His footsteps sped up and grew nearer.

The worst of my dread seeped from my muscles. I swiped my eyes with the back of my hand.

“Evie.” His hands searched my body. “Evie, fuck…thank God you’re okay. I’m sorry. I dropped the damn flashlight. Then the fucker hit me. Knocked me out. Evie, I’m so sorry.”

The intent in his voice, the depth of his love, he was my existence. It hurt to hear it, to feel it, knowing one bite could steal it all away. “Was there just one?”

He turned his head, eyes knifing the shadowed corpse at my side. “Yeah.”

“We’re leaving.” I cupped his jaw, captured his gaze. “We’re packing and we’re going to my dad’s.”

My father’s home at Pomme de Terre Lake was a three-hour drive. It was isolated. On a lake. Easier to defend. Safer.

His hand reached for mine and he pulled me to my feet.
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We wouldn’t leave without securing the house we worked so hard to make our home. We hoped to return someday. Neither of us spoke as we labored through the night, packing and boarding up vulnerable entry points.

In the early morning, I stood at the kitchen window and watched the rain splash on the surface of the pool. Joel leaned a piece of plywood against the wall and waited for me to move. Only one window left to board up.

I stepped out of the way. “What still needs to be loaded in the Rubicon?”

He lifted the board and set it in place. “Did you get the last of the winter clothes?”

“Yeah. Just the clothes from our closet.”

His eyes darted to the top of the stairs. We stored most of our seasonal clothing in the upstairs attic, but neither of us would go up there.

“You know we’ll need to say good-bye to their rooms,” I said. “To their things.”

He looked away and screwed the board in place. A chill raced down my spine. I knew if I didn’t go up there, I’d never have closure.

He sank the last screw and leaned against the board. “I know.” Dark circles bruised his eyes. We didn’t talk about the previous night. Just like we never talked about that final night with our A’s. When Annie took her last breath, somehow I found my feet and walked out. I slid into our bed and into my abyss for two months. I shouldn’t have left him to deal with their bodies alone. I knew the mortuaries turned him away. Too many dead bodies. Too much fear of contagion. But I stayed in bed, lured by the dark edges of my depression.

My throat tightened. I backed away from his downcast eyes. His voice echoed on a distant plane. “Don’t do this. Don’t sink back to that place again.”

He cremated our babies in the backyard. I remembered the vista from my bed and the smoke that hovered over the deck for hours like a Thanatos taunting. An embodiment of death.

My heart pummeled at my rib cage as if it wanted out. The throwing knives Joel gave me a few years earlier could quiet it. I fantasized piercing the thumping thing in my chest with the six inches of high carbon steel. With the right angle of the blade between two ribs, I would push hard and fast on the handle.

“Evie. Stop this goddammit. We grieved in different ways. And doing it alone was our way.” He gripped my shoulders and forced me to look at him.

I pushed a syllable past the lump in my throat. “’kay.” I hated that my voice sounded so weak.

He tugged me to his chest and rested his lips on the top of my head. “So you’re going to pull your shit together. Then we’re going to go up there and say good-bye. Then Evie?” He fastened me with his eyes, held me there. “We are not going to look back.”

His arms dropped, and he stalked out of the room.
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I clutched the railing at the bottom of the stairs and steeled myself for the rooms above. Remembered images flooded in. Hand painted grass stretched to a cotton cloud sky and brightened the walls in Annie’s room. Sparkling butterflies dangled from the ceiling and her four-post bed animated the room with grace and charm, mirroring her spirit. Aaron’s room was a dark contrast, with the walls and ceiling painted black. The top half of a crater covered moon peeked up from the floor and devoured an entire wall. Glow-in-the-dark paint glazed the surfaces, illuminating it at night.

Viewing their rooms for real turned my stomach over in violent waves. I rubbed a bead of sweat from my forehead and jumped when Joel touched my back.

“Are you ready?” His voice was thready.

I interlaced my fingers with his and squeezed. We looked up and began our ascent. I focused on cheerful memories like the A’s garland-draped balcony at Christmas. They would hide on the landing and spy on Santa below, who was Joel and two pillows stuffed in a Santa suit.

We reached the crest and he turned me to Annie’s room. With the windows boarded up from the outside, the room harbored unfamiliar shadows. He must have boarded those weeks earlier. He whispered next to my ear, “It’s okay.”

I drew on his strength and forced my feet to step into the room. The bed sprawled in the center. Stripped down, the naked mattress served as a heart-breaking reminder of its eternal vacancy. I opened the closet and ran my fingers along the hems of her dresses. Ruffles and lace and ribbons of all colors. Her favorite doll sat on a shelf and stared at nothing.

The air around me squeezed my chest. I wheezed and backed away from the closet. His hands tightened on my arms. “You have to breathe, Ba-y. Deep breaths.”

I took his advice then wrestled away from him. “Joel, you’re not just up here for me. We do this together. I’ll keep my shit tight, okay?”

He nodded once and reached for my hand.

In Aaron’s room, I struggled with a fear of confinement. The black walls caved in. Unexposed to light for weeks, the galaxy no longer glowed. He handed me the Maglite from a pouch on his riggers belt. I walked to the bed and flashed the beam over the bedding. I didn’t find what I looked for.

He stepped behind me and said, as if strangled, “Booey isn’t here.”

I faced him. Though I knew the answer, I asked, “Where’s the bear?”

“He’s…he’s with…oh God Evie…” He buried his face in his hands and slid down the wall.

I dropped to my knees and held on to him. Pressed into the curve of his shoulder, I absorbed the vibrations of his sobs. Heartache slammed into me like a fighting bull.

I didn’t know how long we clung to the shadows that darkened that room. “I’m glad Booey is with Aaron. He loved that bear.”

“I know, Evie. Christ, I know.”

We stood, helping each other find footing. Then we made our final descent from the top floor and never looked back.
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In the garage, Joel and I stared at the Rubicon. Annie and Aaron called it the jumper jeep. With a five-inch lift kit and mud terrain radials, the kids rode in it like a ride in an amusement park, bouncing and giggling.

With the packing complete and the house locked up, I looked to Joel.

He lifted the two A.L.I.C.E. packs in front of him, shoved one of them at me. “Whatever you do, don’t lose this.”

Expecting about thirty pounds of weight, I accepted the pack and wasn’t surprised.

He locked his eyes with mine. “It contains all your basic survival stuff. If anything happens to me, if we get separated…or worse, you grab it. Okay?”

I threw it over my back. My five-foot six frame held it ineptly, so I straightened. “Okay, I get it. Just like your life insurance policy.”

He smiled. “Exactly.”

After loading the packs, we donned our armored vests and raised the garage doors. In the jeep, I plugged my MP3 player into the stereo’s aux jack and set up my punk rock playlist.

He backed out of the garage and locked up. When he jumped back in, Theme From a NOFX Album thumped through the speakers. The song’s catchy beat had a way of pounding away my fraying nerves. I needed its cheer.

He rolled the jeep to the end of the driveway and stopped. I hadn’t left the house since I brought my A’s home. Their last day of school.

Two months of isolation. I didn’t know what to expect. Twice, I fought an aphid and won. What if I’d burned through my luck?

He chewed his bottom lip, his eyelids half closed as he slid on his driving gloves. He taught me everything I knew about self-defense. Yet he fouled up his first close-encounter against a bug. Would his luck be better next time? And the time after that? I concealed my trembling fingers under my thighs and looked back at the boarded-up house. The house we raised our babies in.

“Stay alive. Seek truth.” I forced the mantra passed my lips.

“And do not look back.”

We were doing this. We’d be fine. Yeah, we were fine. Just fine.

The chorus clapped in. He blinked then joined the vocals. With a seemingly forced smile, he raised his voice, singing.

I wanted to share in the optimism that peeked around the shadows on his face. But to be honest, it gave me the creeps. As he backed into the street and coasted down the hill, my gut rolled with dread.


Death is as sure for that which is born, as birth is for that which is dead.

Therefore grieve not for what is inevitable.




Bhagavad-Gita


[image: 6]

I nudged up the bill of my baseball cap and dropped my chin to let the sunglasses slide down my nose.

Overgrown landscapes swallowed the monotony of patios and sidewalks. Porches offered withered flower pots and morning newspapers that decried the end of news. Other homes crumbled, burned from pillage and rioting.

Choking sewers and decaying crops replaced the usual summer perfume of cut grass and burgers on the barbecues. And beneath the miasma of abandonment lurked the rot of the dead.

Nothing stirred beyond a tattered flag, a waving screen door, and the drift of a child’s swing. Nothing lived.

Joel slowed under a darkened stop light and dodged a large furry lump baking into the asphalt.

“A dog?” I asked.

“Or coyote. There used to be a lot of strays. Now, it’s a rare thing to see something walking around on four legs.”

Because aphids fed on all mammals. But only the lucky human genome was susceptible to mutation.

A crow perched on the exposed rib cage, beak buried in the bowels. An overturned skateboard teetered on the curb beside it.

Wreckage barricaded the road ahead. He rolled over the curb, cut through a yard. From within the warped metal, protruded a disembodied arm, a booted leg. A shredded torso folded over a car door. I shuddered, tensing more when his hand squeezed my knee.

In our bedroom community, everyone knew and trusted each other. Yet the neighbors who hadn’t perished in their homes or on their front lawns seemed to have slipped into the night. I thought about Jan, the Pump ‘N Go brute, who sold me smokes with a grunt and a bothered glare. I bet she used an insectile mouth to take out her angst on an unsuspecting customer.

Then there was Ted, the baker at the Piggly Wiggly. His kind smile and crusty Italian loaves made listening to his tales about nineteen grandchildren worthwhile. He probably mutated then fed from the family he adored.

I smiled, remembering the kid at the corner McCoffee. He could barely keep his dick in his pants long enough to steam my espresso before skittering to the parking lot to steam his windows with the girl du jour. I didn’t have to do too much imagining to guess his demise.

“Evie, keep your face covered. Just because we haven’t seen anyone, doesn’t mean we won’t.”

His distraction wouldn’t work. The brick building, the playground, and the school buses filled my horizon. The “Home of the Grain Valley Eagles” sign swung on one end, a haunting reminder of what must have occurred there.

I traced a finger along the stitching on my forearm sheaths. It was the first time I’d worn them outside of training. Joel gave me six knives. I wore two on each arm. Each had a black six-inch blade of 1050 high carbon steel with a paracord-wrapped handle. When he gave them to me, I read The Art of Throwing. Then he drilled me in the same way he did all his training. Merciless repetition. But I looked forward to the drills and to the rush of power from every throw. Within a few months, I was flinging them with confidence. Each time the blade slipped from my grasp, down that horizontal plane, I felt invulnerable. My small size no longer significant.

I flexed my forearms to test the straps. They felt like they belonged there.

Joel hissed. I snapped my head up from the knives in time to see an aphid lurching into the road. He jerked the wheel to avoid hitting it and regained control of the jeep long enough to throw us into the path of three more. The brakes squealed as we bowled into them.

Given the height of our Rubicon, we bounced over two of the three, jarring my body against the seat belt. But the hard brake caused the jeep to take a slight nose dive and send the third one up the ramp of the hood. Just as quickly as it cracked our windshield, the aphid regained its bearing and glared at us through the crunched glass.

Black blood bubbled from its head wound, but it didn’t seem to notice. It crouched on the hood, its humped body vibrating in sync with its buzzing.

The aphid orbs fixed on me, unmoving. Its hunger dripped in shoestring spittle from the pointed mouth that writhed in its jowls. But under the hunger, something else lurked. Something trapped in its milky eyes that didn’t blink. There was a knowing.

For the first time, I felt the weight of the knives buckled to my arms. I didn’t care if the thing staring back had once been Jan or Ted or the horny coffee boy. It wanted to eat me. I rolled down the window and unsheathed a blade.

“What are you doing? Roll up the fucking window.” He thumped the gas pedal to the floor.

The jeep propelled forward, and the back of my head hit the seat. The aphid lashed out a claw and smacked the brittle windshield. More spider webs crawled through the glass. It held on, its claw embedded in a splintering hole.

We raced down two blocks, building speed. The aphid reached through the open window. I swiped its forearm and amputated the claw. A spurt of blood filled the car with a metallic rot.

The aphid yanked its maimed appendage tight to its body and hung on to the windshield with its good arm.

It took six blocks of unobstructed roadway to max out our speed. He released the gas and locked up the brakes. His forearm smacked my chest as inertia shot the aphid tumbling through the street before us. He stomped the gas again. The bug screamed as we rolled over it. I rubbernecked to watch it drag its mangled body into the gutter.
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We arrived in Hermitage, Missouri three hours later with fewer bumps in the road. The sky opened between soggy clouds as daylight weakened under the segue of dusk. The jeep’s knobby tires stirred up dust laden with acidic moisture, scenting the air with the earthy aroma of rain.

Joel sped up when we neared an open pasture. Four aphids grazed on a bull, which was toppled over and turned inside out. The placidness of the feeding seemed unnatural. One of the aphids lifted its head from the carcass and watched us pass.

At the end of the field, a cow pressed against the fence. Its big brown eyes stared at nothing as it bellowed, nudging the post with its head.

My heart flipped over. “Joel, we have to—”

“Where was the cow destined before the virus? In the hands of humans, in the claws of aphids, the food chain hasn’t changed.”

Except our species lost its position as the top consumer. My heart landed somewhere in the vicinity of my stomach.

“We should stop there and see if there’s anything we need.” He coasted the jeep into the parking lot of a small grocer station. Pristine panes of glass veneered the exterior. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s looted this one yet.”

I let out a choked laugh. “Yeah, bet we just passed the town looters in that pasture. They’re looting other things now.”

He frowned as he angled the jeep with the driver side door inches from the entrance. Bent over the steering wheel, he scrutinized the store’s small interior. “I’ll keep the engine running while I check it out. Ready your—” He glanced at the pistol in my hand. “Good girl. Five minutes, okay?”

I nodded, scanned the bleak horizon through the cracks in the windshield.

The car door latched shut and the wait began. I chewed a nail. Checked the mag. Chambered a round. Back to nail chewing. Come on, Joel.

A motor rent the air, grew louder. Then a lone figure rolled over the hill on a motorcycle. The gun shook in my hand as the bike turned into the parking lot.

Inside the store, a dusty dark clouded the depths. Where was he?

The biker stopped beside me, his eyes bugging under his helmet. Should I point the gun? Would that scare him away?

The features on his weathered face rearranged themselves from strained shock to soft elation. Then his mouth and eyes hardened. Determination.

I raised the gun, trained it on his chest.

He shook his head. “Open the door.” His voice muffled through the window.

My other hand joined the one on the gun, cupping the grip, stabilizing the aim.

He showed his empty hands, his smile. “You’re…aw, Christ, you’re a looker. I haven’t seen woman since…” His eyes made hungry promises. “I just want to look. What do you want? I’ll give you anything. Just let me touch.”

I stopped breathing.

Then his arm snapped out and grabbed the door handle.

In a flash of movement, Joel was behind him, swinging the butt of his shotgun. The stock collided with the back of the man’s head. His body dropped, eyes rolled to the sky.

Joel jumped behind the wheel and dumped a box of bottled water and packaged junk food in the backseat.

Blood pounded through my veins. “Is he dead?”

He shoved the gear into first and rolled to the edge of the lot, gaze locked on his side mirror.

I holstered the pistol on my thigh. “It’s okay, Joel.”

“No.” A heavy rasp pushed past his teeth. “No, it’s fucking not okay.”

We faced the road, unmoving. He remained fixated on the mirror. I looked in my own, which reflected the unconscious man sprawled on the gravel.

Thirty seconds passed. I tapped a finger on the carbine. “What are we waiting for?”

As if on cue, the prone man raised his head, rubbed the back of it.

Joel hit the gas, spitting rock in our wake.

“You didn’t want to leave him vulnerable,” I said, a few minutes later.

“No, though make no mistake. If killing him would’ve been the only way to neutralize him, I would’ve done it without hesitation.”

The fact that he hadn’t just killed him gave me renewed appreciation for the kind of man he was.

A few miles later, we skidded onto a gravel road and made our descent to my father’s lake house. Joel had told me my dad stopped answering his phone two days after the outbreak. And I knew if he survived, he would have found a way to contact me. A shiver licked my spine. Was he prowling his property in a mutated form? Could I shoot him like I shot the aphid in our basement?

Joel eyed my fingers plucking a frayed hole in my jeans. “You’re worrying.”

“Yes.”

“Want a hug?” His eyes crinkled.

A laugh bubbled up, came out as a snort.

His hand squeezed my thigh. “There’s a pack of smokes in the glove box.”

I let him see my face and he returned the smile. Then I exhaled a little of my tension.

A mile north of my father’s property, we passed the arched entrance of the Hurlin family’s eight hundred acre ranch. I wondered if the infected ranchers were dining on their prize winning stallions.

He pulled the jeep into my father’s circle drive. The motion activated light came to life. I grabbed the door handle and remembered what Joel had said, Side-arm, carbine, shotgun, vest, like a fucking nursery rhyme.

Already snug in the bullet proof vest, I wrestled out of the seat belt and hooked the carbine over my shoulder by its single point sling. I loved the look of my M4. With a collapsible stock and 14.5-inch barrel, its black metal frame and plastic hand grip made it an easy weapon to use. It was my weapon of choice.

When I secured the USP .40 in my thigh holster, he flashed his white teeth in the flood light’s reflection. “Ready?”

Under the weight of my artillery, I puffed out my chest. “You bet.”

He clicked his tongue. “No heroics, Evie.”

We didn’t enter the house. The best way to identify a threat inside was to check for compromised entry points. As we crossed the yard, I remembered the day Joel gave me my first carbine. Before he took me to the range, he ensured that I knew how to handle it tactically. He showed me low ready, muzzle down when not ready to shoot. And high ready, barrel up while looking for or locking on a target and expecting a fire fight.

Carbines in high ready, we crept around the house. I approached the bends and sliced off each piece of the corner as I went. Like slicing a pie. It enabled me to visually clear most of the new view while still remaining covered.

At the second corner, I asked, “Why do I need the side-arm and shotgun, in addition to the carbine?”

He trolled the dense trees through his scope. “Everyone prefers to shoot with a carbine, because you can plow through your ammo and your threat with a more accurate, longer reaching and heavier hitting round. However, let’s say you are going along…” He aimed his carbine at the shed and mimed shooting. “Pop, pop, pop, click. Your carbine goes dry. Instead of dropping mag and reloading, to continue to get bullets down range it’s easier to immediately draw your side arm.”

Made sense.

He looked at me from the corner of his eye. “Your pistol’s only good as a last resort concealable close-range weapon. Got it?”

“Got it. And the shotgun?”

Duh was written across his face. “Because you can blow a huge ass hole in almost anything at close range.”

Duh indeed. We continued to the next corner. The property appeared secure until we rounded the final side.

Squatting along the tree line about fifty yards away waited seven…eight…nine aphids. Under the twilight, they glowed neon green as if they’d developed radioactive herpes. I pressed the butt of the carbine into my shoulder and held its eight-pound weight steady. A deep inhale filled my nostrils with the scent of gun oil.

Thirty rounds. Nine targets. If I fired accurately, I could go with the three-shot rule. Two in the chest, one in the head.

I looked through the reflex sight of the carbine, exhaled and squeezed the trigger. The first bug squealed and rolled. Twenty-seven rounds. I took down three more aphids. Why wasn’t Joel’s carbine firing next to me? I squeezed again with a trained exhale.

Despite the queer buzzing in my ears, I slipped into a zone. Five aphids remained and how many rounds? Shit, I lost count. But I didn’t let it distract me. The damn things dropped like flies. As if they couldn’t see where the gun fire came from.

One mutant remained, hunkered next to its fallen comrades. I wanted a closer look and decided to take it. I swiveled my head to look at Joel behind me.

“Evie. Evie. What the fuck are you shooting at? Give me the gun.”

I returned his puzzled expression with one of my own. “There’s still one left.”

“One what?” He reached for my carbine.

Then it dawned on me. He couldn’t see them. I angled the gun out of his reach and took off toward the trees.

Ten feet from the lone survivor, I dropped to low ready and freed the Maglite. When I clicked it on, the bug straightened and looked in my direction. Aggression sprayed in a mist of drool. Its porcelain eyes reflected against my light. That drooling atrocity didn’t have night vision. Pupils dilated in the dark to let in light and the tiny aphid pupil didn’t dilate.

OEBPS/images/3.jpg
TTTTTTT





OEBPS/images/scenebreak.png





OEBPS/images/1.jpg
NNNNNNNNN





OEBPS/images/dead-of-eve-triggers.png





OEBPS/images/6.jpg
S|

GLON OF THE ETERNAL PRESENT





OEBPS/images/5.jpg
FIVE

DO NOT LOOK BACK





OEBPS/images/4.jpg
LLLLLLLLL





OEBPS/images/2.jpg
Ll

FRAILTY, THY NAME IS NOMAN





