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PROLOGUE

The Beginning of the End

 


It began in Brunei, the tiny country on the
northern shore of the island of Borneo. No one was sure how or why
it started there, but that’s where the first cases were reported.
In no time it had slipped over the border into Malaysia and, soon
after that, found its way to places like Indonesia and Vietnam. By
the time it reached Japan, with its substantial foreign tourism
industry and its own highly mobile citizenry that jetted about the
world for business or pleasure, it had grown from a mere concern to
an international worry and, eventually, to a global panic. Medical
science officially dubbed it Borneus hemorrhagic quassusis,
but nobody called it that. To the world, it was the shaking
sickness—a new strain of virus most contagious, speedy,
horrible, and deadly. Within weeks of contracting it, victims
developed severe fever, blood pressure spiked, and, as the symptoms
progressed, they would convulse uncontrollably. In their last days,
they trembled with violent spasms until their hearts gave out and
burst. The mortality rate was one hundred percent. The disease
attacked and killed so quickly that, by the time the international
pandemic was proclaimed, thousands were already dead. Within two
months that number was in the millions. Within six months, the
fallen were becoming too numerous to count—the bodies too abundant
to bury.

Attempts to quarantine proved useless. The
virus was an airborne contaminant easily passed from one human to
another, and disease control centers had caught on too late. The
spread of the illness was just too far gone, and it all happened so
fast that there was no time to conduct the studies that researchers
need in order to understand cause and effect and, from that,
determine a treatment. There was no known treatment; no cure.

The doctors, themselves, were as vulnerable
as anyone, and the hospitals, of course, were the places the
stricken raced to when they felt the symptoms coming on. As such,
medical staffs were among the most consistently exposed to the
virus, and they were decimated by it. At a time when the world most
needed physicians and nurses, their numbers were rapidly
depleted.

Whole neighborhoods were felled by the
shaking sickness. Then whole cities. In just over a year, nations
were becoming extinct. The earth’s population declined. Two
billion. One billion. Fewer than a billion.

As people became less plentiful, the labor
forces that served and produced for the world dropped to
insufficient numbers. Products and services were discontinued. Food
shortages occurred. Public utilities were unreliable. Emergency
assistance disappeared. There were no ambulances, no fire
departments. If a fire broke out, it burned unchecked until it had
ravaged every last stick or cloth in its path. Government and law
enforcement had greater and greater difficulty keeping the peace in
remote regions. Eventually, even maintaining order in central
cities was an impossible challenge. There just weren’t enough
police officers left to handle the general panic that rampaged
through the streets. Looting and violence were almost constant
occurrences. Killings were frequent happenings as desperate people
fought over scraps.

By two years into it, the global population
plummeted to less than one hundred million. Parts of the world that
had once been bustling metropolises were now uninhabited shells.
International borders blurred as people scrambled through unmanned
ports of entry, trying to find refuge from Armageddon. There was
none to be found.

Fifty million. Twenty million. Ten
million.

There were no more laws, no more
governments, no more countries. There were only the tattered
fragments of civilization hovering amidst a vast array of ghost
towns that had previously been grand evidence of society’s
triumphs. Now they were little more than monumental
gravesites—mocking testaments to a species that had once conquered
the world and now was falling prey to a world conquering back.

Fewer than a million people were left.
Scattered, sparse, and frantic, they were still dying—from the
disease, from hunger, from murder, from fatigue of the relentless
trials of mere survival. Many committed suicide. Almost everyone
considered it. This wasn’t a world in which they wanted to remain.
Their families were gone. Their friends were gone. Soon they’d be
gone, too, as the human race dwindled down to the thousands…to the
hundreds.

Eventually, there’d be just a few. Then
perhaps just one.



CHAPTER 1

Solo

 


Jefferson Monroe hardly ever wore clothes
anymore, at least during the hotter months. What was the point? Who
was there to object or demand explanation? He hadn’t seen another
living human being in more than two years—not since that
thirty-something former marine he had stumbled upon in Milwaukee
came down with the shaking sickness. Helplessly, he watched the man
twitching in agony on a bed in an empty lakeside cottage in which
they had taken shelter. Four days later the marine was dead.

Had he been a betting man—and had there been
anyone else around to bet with—Jefferson Monroe would have wagered
that, between the two of them, a sturdy ex-marine was far more
likely to resist the sickness. And yet, once afflicted, the former
military man succumbed as fast as any of them, leaving a fifty year
old factory worker with speckles of gray in his hair and a paunch
belly as the sole survivor.

He didn’t shed a tear for his fallen
companion. They hadn’t known each other all that long. Perhaps just
over a month. Besides, he had already rendered countless tears over
friends, relatives, and family. Back in his hometown of Marquette,
Michigan, his wife Debbie, along with his two sons, his three
sisters, their husbands and children—all gone. Everyone he knew was
dead. At this point, one more just didn’t have the power to make
him weep.

It was a chance encounter that brought the
marine and the other man together. Both were scrounging for
supplies on an otherwise deserted city street. There was no telling
where or when the serviceman had picked up the virus. Jefferson
Monroe was certain of only one thing—he wasn’t the one who infected
the marine. Had that been the case, the older man would have been
the first to display its symptoms. Since that didn’t happen, it was
obvious he wasn’t carrying the illness when the two of them
met.

Although, once the marine was dead, the
survivor fully expected he’d come down with it any day. Everyone
who came in contact with the shaking sickness became infected, and
how he managed to avoid it while his family was suffering the
ravages of the disease was still a mystery to him. But now he had
again been in almost constant contact with an infected being, and
he had little hope his luck could continue to hold out. It was only
a matter of time, he figured, and not much time at that. He awaited
the inevitable with numb acceptance, praying that, in the afterlife
he believed in, he’d be reunited with his loved ones.

But the sickness didn’t come. For some
inexplicable reason, Jefferson Monroe didn’t get ill. Days turned
to weeks and then months, and still none of the telltale signs
emerged. Somehow the shaking sickness bypassed him once again,
leaving this one man to wander the lonesome abyss of an otherwise
dead planet.

In truth, the earth wasn’t fully deadened.
Only the human race was obliterated by the sickness. As best anyone
could tell, other life forms weren’t affected by it. Wild animals
now roamed unimpeded over not only their natural habitats but,
also, through cities where people had once chased them off. Fish
were also abundant, if you knew how to catch them. Jefferson Monroe
knew his way around a boat and a fishing pole and was adept at
securing for himself fresh meals from the waters. Among the few
things he took with him when he left what had been his family’s
home were his rod, reel, and tackle box. He had loved sailing and
fishing throughout his life. Prior to the epidemic, it was his
great joy to sail Lake Superior in his twelve-foot boat and cast
his line for the creatures below. Then, when he’d feel the tug of a
bite, how he’d thrill to reel in the catch. After an extended
battle, nothing pleased him more than to see a fish finally come
out of the water and into his awaiting net. Those were the days
when it was as much a sport for him as a way to acquire a tasty
meal. Those days were gone. Now the activity was just a means of
attaining sustenance. There was no joy in that.

Following the marine’s death, Jefferson
Monroe probably would have remained in Milwaukee, fishing Lake
Michigan’s bounty, if it weren’t for the fact that winter was
beginning to make its coming known. The power plants had long since
ceased to operate. Without electricity, without gas, without any of
the sources that provided the modern world with heat, it was going
to be a cold, bitter, difficult existence if he remained in those
northern climes. So he took the best equipped, most fuel efficient
car he could find, and he set off for more temperate lands.

First, he headed south through a bleak and
deserted Chicago. Then he turned a little westward through what had
once been America’s heartland until he reached St. Louis. Had he
spotted another soul along the way, or even just trace evidence
that another living human was somewhere about, he would have
stopped to search for him. However, there was none. St. Louis was
as desolate as were Chicago and Milwaukee, and, from the man’s
perspective, its famed Gateway Arch now looked merely like a giant
frown. With no reason to stop, he again aimed southward and
followed the roads that shadowed the Mississippi River. The river
was now his fresh water supply, and he dared not venture far from
it. Among the public works no longer available was running water to
the taps. Bottled water and other beverages had been swept clean of
store shelves by desperate people when the utilities gave out,
which made a natural water source like the Mississippi that much
more important.

Also during the shortages, service stations
had been drained bone dry of gasoline. The only means of keeping a
car fueled was to siphon gas from the tanks of orphaned vehicles
left wherever their sickness stricken owners had abandoned them.
There were still a sufficient number of such cars in streets and
garages, but sometimes it took a bit of hunting to find one with a
plentiful supply of gas in its tank. Whenever his fuel gauge
registered less than half of a tank remaining, the man went on that
hunt. It slowed progress, but it was now a necessary component of
automobile travel.

New Orleans was a particularly dismal sight
as he drove into town in early December. He had been there once
before with his wife shortly after they married. He remembered the
festive atmosphere that was the Crescent City back then—the jazzy,
raucous, bawdy party life that permeated its streets, businesses,
restaurants, and bars. Now it was just another mass graveyard,
equally as depressing as anywhere else. At least its winter would
be easier to bear. For the time being, and until there was some
reason to go elsewhere, this would be home.

He didn’t actually reside in the city. These
days the cities were unlivable. Rotting corpses, left unburied
where they fell, littered the streets and occupied many of the
buildings. That, combined with the putrid stench of piles of
decomposing garbage amassed and unattended for perhaps years, was
enough to turn one’s stomach. Rather than deal with that as an
everyday occurrence, Jefferson Monroe went into the city only to
hunt for supplies or edible foods, and the rest of the time he
stayed in what once must have been the elegant two-story home of
wealthy people in a fashionable riverside neighborhood outside of
town. He discovered only one corpse inside when he first entered
the house, something he considered a blessing since many of the
homes he entered while scavenging contained multiple dead bodies,
some partially devoured by family pets left to their own devices.
This one was lying in bed and untouched by hungry animals. Although
decomposed, it was as clean a cadaver as he could have hoped for.
Trying not to breathe too often, he wrapped it in the sheets on
which it was lying and hauled it down to the water where he
deposited it into the custody of Old Man River and didn’t bother to
look back as the current swept the home’s former occupant away.
Jefferson Monroe now claimed solitary ownership of the
property.

From his new home, he could accommodate most
of his essential needs. It was a roomy white house with Ionic
columns framing the front door. It had comfortable furniture and
plenty of space to store supplies scavenged from the city.
Although, like everywhere else, it lacked functional utilities, it
did have a brick barbecue pit in its backyard, which allowed him to
cook simple things like the fish he caught in the river. Wood was
still plentiful, and fire igniting devices of various sorts could
be scrounged, usually from the kitchens of empty homes.

The marine, whose ammunition ran out early,
leaving his firearms useless, had taken to using a bow and arrow
for hunting, and he had taught his companion how to use it.
Jefferson Monroe wasn’t very good at hunting, but occasionally he
would try his hand at it, and every now and then he would nab
himself a rabbit or a bird or some small creature he could consume.
Once he brought down a small deer and feasted on it for a few days
until the carrion degenerated to the point of being inedible.

Typical livestock—cows, pigs, chickens,
sheep, and the like—weren’t often an option. Centuries of choice
breeding had made those species mostly dependent on people for
nourishment and tending. In the absence of their human caretakers,
most of those animals died. The man came across a scrawny chicken
once, and, after chasing it down, took it home to pluck and cook.
However, finding edible land animals was more and more a rare
occurrence. At least he still had the fish.

Moored in a private dock, he had found a
swanky twenty foot sailboat that included a small covered area just
forward of mid deck. It also had an outboard motor bolted to its
stern. Fuel being the precious commodity it was, he used only the
wind to sail the craft on the river where he would drop his line
and await the moment when dinner would take his hook. The boat’s
previous owner had named it the Bianca, the letters
emblazoned in gold paint on the outside of its stern. Its new owner
deemed it a worthy craft. It was easy to handle, maneuvered well
through the currents, and provided a stable deck on which to move
about and fish. The sheltered area was also ready refuge from the
sun or a sudden downpour. Although, getting wet was usually not a
concern since he typically sailed the boat naked. These days he did
practically everything naked—that is when temperatures were
conducive, which they often were in the sultry bayou country.

Jefferson Monroe had been no nudist before
the epidemic. He wasn’t a prude, but he also wasn’t the type to
feel comfortable parading about in the buff before others. It
simply wasn’t part of his upbringing. He was even a little taken
aback at how quickly his wife undid her top that summer they
vacationed in St. Martin. Yes, all the other female tourists there
did it, including the matronly fifty-somethings who seemed to
approach it as more of a challenge to be conquered than a sensual
thrill. Yet the man from Michigan couldn’t help but notice there
was a nervous hesitance the very first time those ladies hit the
beach. They’d tell even their own husbands to look away as they
fumbled with the brassiere’s hooks. By contrast, Debbie had her
tits out before her husband even had a chance to spread the blanket
on the sand. Her philosophy was “When in Rome, do as the Romans
do,” and she saw no need to delay what she perceived as the
inevitable.

He admired Debbie’s free spirit and missed
her terribly. He hungered for the sound of her voice and lusted for
the feel of her body. These days, just the thought of her would
sometimes cause him to have an erection. He masturbated often to
memories of her. The image of her smooth skin, shapely legs, and
bouncy breasts were mentally etched in his brain. As he remembered,
even at middle age, she was his every desire. How he loved to
stroke her thighs and lick her nipples. Lying beside him, she would
arch her back as if offering herself to her man, and he would climb
atop and feast on that hot, sensuous offering. Perhaps the
realities contained within his memories were exaggerated by
nostalgia—undoubtedly, they were to some degree—but they were all
he had left of her, and he wasn’t letting go of that.

Nudity then was different from nudity now.
Going sans clothing today wasn’t erotic. It was just a way of
dealing with the unpleasant stickiness of a world that no longer
benefitted from air conditioning. The autos still had air
conditioning in their cabs, but using it burned gasoline that much
quicker. It was easier and more fuel efficient just to remove one’s
clothes, and that’s how Jefferson Monroe took to a mostly nude
existence. Fortunately for him, sun block was not among the
urgently sought items during the lootings, and bottles of it still
remained on the shelves of otherwise mostly decimated stores. He
could protect his skin from solar rays even while exposing every
inch of his flesh, and that allowed him to move about au
naturel for long periods of time, although he did sometimes
wear a hat and sunglasses to shield his eyes. He also often wore
flip-flops to protect his feet.

Flip-flops were all he had on as he drove
through New Orleans on an overcast but sticky May afternoon. He had
put a towel beneath his bare butt, but he hadn’t bothered to pack a
stitch of clothing in the car. He had now been living in the area
about a year and a half, and, in the early days, he used to throw
shorts and a T-shirt onto the passenger seat right before leaving
home, just in case there was some emergency that required his
putting something on. Then one day he forgot to do it. Of course,
it didn’t matter. New Orleans was as deserted that day as ever, and
there had never been an occasion since he got there where that
wasn’t the case. So, on later trips to the city, he just didn’t
bother to pack his “emergency outfit.” What for? For whom? He was
the only one there. If only there was another living person!
Much as he wished and prayed to find other survivors, he now had to
accept the grim reality that he could be the last human being on
the planet.

He stopped on a residential street somewhere
in one of the nicer neighborhoods and stepped out of the pick-up
truck he used for these forays into the city. The flatbed was
convenient for piling in bulk amounts of anything he came across
that he deemed edible or usable. Residential homes were the places
to look for such things. As the stores were virtually emptied of
any of life’s necessities, searching private homes was the only
real chance of finding goods. In the final months of the shaking
sickness, survivors hoarded everything. When they, themselves,
eventually contracted the disease and died, their buried treasures
were left behind for the taking.

Jefferson Monroe had a large metal tool,
lifted from the shambles of a hardware store, that broke open
locked doors and windows, and he had become adept at using it.
Adorned with only his flip-flops, his lock breaking tool, and a big
burlap bag, the nude man walked casually up to the front door of
what appeared to be a well maintained house. Within a few seconds,
he was inside.

The stench of rotting flesh immediately
invaded his nostrils. It was like that at most of the houses, and
he was used to it. He didn’t look around for the source of the
smell but, rather, hunted his way to the kitchen. The refrigerator
was a waste of time. Anything in there had long since spoiled.
Instead, he checked the cabinets and pantry. Within them he found
stacks of canned vegetables. A good find. He put them all in his
bag, not bothering to note what vegetables were in the cans. What
did it matter? Food was food, so long as it was vacuum packed and
resistant to perishing.

He also helped himself to containers of
salt, pepper, assorted seasonings, a bag of dried beans, and boxes
of various breakfast cereals and uncooked pastas. Then, when the
kitchen was cleared of all edibles, he wandered about the house
searching for nothing in particular. If he came across something
useful, he’d know it.

A stockpile of toilet paper nearly filled a
closet. That would have been useful before. With no running water,
toilets didn’t operate, and Jefferson took care of business at the
river’s edge where he’d just wash up after taking a shit. Toilet
paper was no longer a necessity of life.

In the bedroom, he discovered a shoebox full
of cash. Money was now the most useless of all items. He tossed the
box aside.

There were some batteries in a drawer. Those
he took. Small battery operated devices like flashlights could be
powered by them.
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