

    
        
          Blue Eyed Girl

        

        
        
          Aaron Abilene

        

        
          Published by Syphon Creative, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BLUE EYED GIRL

    

    
      First edition. August 5, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Aaron Abilene.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231522989

    

    
    
      Written by Aaron Abilene.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Aaron Abilene

	    

      
	    
          
	      505

          
        
          
	          505

          
        
          
	          505: Resurrection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Balls

          
        
          
	          Dead Awake

          
        
          
	          Before The Dead Awake

          
        
          
	          Dead Sleep

          
        
          
	          Bulletproof Balls

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Carnival Game

          
        
          
	          Full Moon Howl

          
        
          
	          Donovan

          
        
          
	          Shades of Z

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Codename

          
        
          
	          The Man in The Mini Van

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Deadeye

          
        
          
	          Deadeye & Friends

          
        
          
	          Cowboys Vs Aliens

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ferris

          
        
          
	          Life in Prescott

          
        
          
	          Afterlife in Love

          
        
          
	          Tragic Heart

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Island

          
        
          
	          Paradise Island

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island 2

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island 3

          
        
          
	          The Island 2

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      James & Zoe

          
        
          
	          Inheritance

          
        
          
	          James & Zoe

          
        
          
	          Sourcing Trip

          
        
          
	          Reality Check

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kuru

          
        
          
	          Kuru

          
        
          
	          Kuru Zombies

          
        
          
	          Laughing Death

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Pandemic

          
        
          
	          Pandemic

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Prototype

          
        
          
	          Prototype

          
        
          
	          The Compound

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Slacker

          
        
          
	          Slacker 2

          
        
          
	          Slacker 3

          
        
          
	          Slacker: Dead Man Walkin'

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Survivor Files

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files: Day 1

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 1 Part 2

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 2

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : On The Run

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 3

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 4

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 5

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 6

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 7

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 8

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 9

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 10

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 11

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 12

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 13

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 14

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 15

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 16

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 17

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 18

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 19

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 20

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 21

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 22

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 23

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 24

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 25

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 26

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 27

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 28

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 29

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 30

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 1

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 2

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 3

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 4

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 5

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 6

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 7

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 8

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 9

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Texas

          
        
          
	          Devil Child of Texas

          
        
          
	          A Vampire in Texas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Author

          
        
          
	          Breaking Wind

          
        
          
	          Yellow Snow

          
        
          
	          Dragon Snatch

          
        
          
	          Golden Showers

          
        
          
	          Nether Region

          
        
          
	          Evil Empire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Thomas

          
        
          
	          Quarantine

          
        
          
	          Contagion

          
        
          
	          Eradication

          
        
          
	          Isolation

          
        
          
	          Immune

          
        
          
	          Pathogen

          
        
          
	          Bloodline

          
        
          
	          Decontaminated

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      TPD

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries 2

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries 3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Virus

          
        
          
	          Raising Hell

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Zombie Bride

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride 2

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride 3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Victims of Pinocchio

          
        
          
	          A Christmas Nightmare

          
        
          
	          Pain

          
        
          
	          Fat Jesus

          
        
          
	          A Zombie's Revenge

          
        
          
	          The Headhunter

          
        
          
	          Crash

          
        
          
	          Tranq

          
        
          
	          The Island

          
        
          
	          Dog

          
        
          
	          The Quiet Man

          
        
          
	          Joe Superhero

          
        
          
	          Feral

          
        
          
	          Good Guys

          
        
          
	          Romeo and Juliet and Zombies

          
        
          
	          The Gamer

          
        
          
	          Becoming Alpha

          
        
          
	          Dead West

          
        
          
	          Small Town Blues

          
        
          
	          Shades of Z: Redux

          
        
          
	          The Gift of Death

          
        
          
	          Killer Claus

          
        
          
	          Skarred

          
        
          
	          Home Sweet Home

          
        
          
	          Alligator Allan

          
        
          
	          10 Days

          
        
          
	          Army of The Dumbest Dead

          
        
          
	          Kid

          
        
          
	          The Cult of Stupid

          
        
          
	          9 Time Felon

          
        
          
	          Slater

          
        
          
	          Bad Review: Hannah Dies

          
        
          
	          Me Again

          
        
          
	          Maurice and Me

          
        
          
	          The Family Business

          
        
          
	          Lightning Rider : Better Days

          
        
          
	          Lazy Boyz

          
        
          
	          The Sheep

          
        
          
	          Wild

          
        
          
	          The Flood

          
        
          
	          Extinction

          
        
          
	          Good Intentions

          
        
          
	          Dark Magic

          
        
          
	          Sparkles The Vampire Clown

          
        
          
	          From The Future, Stuck in The Past

          
        
          
	          Rescue

          
        
          
	          Knock Knock

          
        
          
	          Creep

          
        
          
	          Honest John

          
        
          
	          Urbex

          
        
          
	          She's Psycho

          
        
          
	          Unfinished

          
        
          
	          Neighbors

          
        
          
	          Misery, Nevada

          
        
          
	          Vicious Cycle

          
        
          
	          Relive

          
        
          
	          Romeo and Juliet: True Love Conquers All

          
        
          
	          Dead Road

          
        
          
	          Florida Man

          
        
          
	          Hunting Sarah

          
        
          
	          The Great American Zombie Novel

          
        
          
	          Carnage

          
        
          
	          Marge 3 Toes

          
        
          
	          Random Acts of Stupidity

          
        
          
	          Born Killer

          
        
          
	          The Abducted

          
        
          
	          Whiteboy

          
        
          
	          Broken Man

          
        
          
	          Graham Hiney

          
        
          
	          Bridge

          
        
          
	          15

          
        
          
	          Paper Soldiers

          
        
          
	          Zartan

          
        
          
	          The Concepts of a Plan

          
        
          
	          The Firsts in Life

          
        
          
	          Vlad The Bad

          
        
          
	          The Husband

          
        
          
	          Silver Town

          
        
          
	          The Squatter

          
        
          
	          Unlucky in Love

          
        
          
	          Unhappily Ever After

          
        
          
	          Giant Baby

          
        
          
	          The Valley of Death

          
        
          
	          Skunk Ape

          
        
          
	          Dog Man

          
        
          
	          The Hag

          
        
          
	          Delulu and The Asshole Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          Remover

          
        
          
	          Cannibal Prospector

          
        
          
	          New Nazi

          
        
          
	          Tyrant's Fall

          
        
          
	          China Madman

          
        
          
	          A Bad Day

          
        
          
	          Predators

          
        
          
	          Project Alpha

          
        
          
	          Secret Killer

          
        
          
	          Amnesia

          
        
          
	          No Tomorrow

          
        
          
	          Blackout

          
        
          
	          East Bound

          
        
          
	          Endless Trip

          
        
          
	          Haunted

          
        
          
	          Nobody

          
        
          
	          Peg Leg Jew

          
        
          
	          Eat The Rich

          
        
          
	          Exposed

          
        
          
	          Secret Weapon

          
        
          
	          Darwin's Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          Death of The States

          
        
          
	          Romeo & Juliet in Space

          
        
          
	          Wanderer

          
        
          
	          Burning Man

          
        
          
	          Passengers

          
        
          
	          Ponytail

          
        
          
	          Crackhead

          
        
          
	          Roid Rage

          
        
          
	          Activated

          
        
          
	          Time Warp

          
        
          
	          Train

          
        
          
	          The Devil on House Arrest

          
        
          
	          Diner

          
        
          
	          The Town

          
        
          
	          The Car

          
        
          
	          The End of The American Empire

          
        
          
	          Mom and Pop's

          
        
          
	          The Brute

          
        
          
	          Kalani

          
        
          
	          The Walker

          
        
          
	          Grime

          
        
          
	          Mythical Creatures

          
        
          
	          Blue Eyed Girl

          
        
          
	          Hero

          
        
          
	          Inadequacies of Man

          
        
          
	          To The Brink

          
        
          
	          Parasite

          
        
          
	          The Convention

          
        
          
	          The Spawning Room

          
        
          
	          The Other Side

          
        
          
	          The Other Me

          
        
          
	          The Perfect Crime

          
        
          
	          Immortal

          
        
          
	          4000

          
        
          
	          The Earl of Saint Louis

          
        
          
	          The Ranch

          
        
          
	          Trigger Warning

          
        
          
	          Evil

          
        
          
	          In The Woods

          
        
          
	          Badlands

          
        
          
	          Brittle

          
        
          
	          Timeline

          
        
          
	          Blacked Out

          
        
          
	          The Replacements

          
        
          
	          Twisted Intervention

          
        
          
	          The Last Call

          
        
          
	          Inside The Simulation

          
        
          
	          Vacation

          
        
          
	          White Trash King

          
        
          
	          The Boat

          
        
          
	          Yellow Pill

          
        
          
	          Journey to Nowhere

          
        
          
	          Revenge

          
        
          
	          His & Hers

          
        
          
	          Gone

          
        
          
	          Rest Stop

          
        
          
	          Raining Bullets

          
        
          
	          The Queen and I

          
        
          
	          Between Worlds

          
        
          
	          Edge of Hades

          
        
          
	          The Book of Darla

          
        
          
	          The Book of Leon

          
        
          
	          Mama

          
        
          
	          Tranq 2

          
        
          
	          Tranq 3

          
        
          
	          Alice in Blunderland

          
        
          
	          Tattoo

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Aaron Abilene

Blue Eyed Girl

Chapter 1: Calm Before the Storm

Chapter 2: First Rumbles

Chapter 3: Warning Signs

Chapter 4: Race Against Time

Chapter 5: The Approaching Twister

Chapter 6: Touchdown

Chapter 7: In the Vortex

Chapter 8: Aftermath

Chapter 9: Miraculous Return

Chapter 10: Road to Recovery

Chapter 11: Shelter from the Storm

Chapter 12: Confessions in the Dark

Chapter 13: Daybreak Dilemma

Chapter 14: Confrontation

Chapter 15: Eye of the Hurricane

Chapter 16: Rebuilding

Chapter 17: New Foundations

Chapter 18: Weathering Change

Chapter 19: Lessons from the Tempest

Chapter 20: Clear Skies Ahead

Sign up for Aaron Abilene's Mailing List

Also By Aaron Abilene


​Blue Eyed Girl

Written by Aaron Abilene

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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Jake pulled onto the lot at 4:54 a.m., dust clouds curling in the dull glow of his headlights and making the whole world taste like chalk and old teeth. The building was an unlovable slab of a thing—half rebar skeleton, half patched concrete, surrounded by orange plastic fencing and the muddy promise of last week’s rain. Jake cut the ignition. The truck’s door shrieked when he got out, which meant he’d need to spray the hinges again, not that anyone but him gave a shit.

He stood for a moment, letting the flat Kansas dark hang on him like a soaked canvas drop. Out east, there was the faintest livid band of something that would eventually be dawn, but right now the sky looked like it hadn’t decided if it wanted to start over or finish smothering the earth for good. He spat in the dust, wiped the flecks from his chin, and gave the site a once-over. No theft, no vandalism—either people were getting lazier or the new fence with its discount motion sensors was doing the job. He’d have bet on the former.

The site stank of wet gypsum, scorched diesel, and the expectation of sweat. The building itself was for the new county emergency center, supposedly tornado-proof, which meant every load-bearing wall had to be triple reinforced and all the windows were more like slits. Jake thought if there was ever a tornado that could rip this shitpile out of the ground, they’d have bigger problems than saving the county’s planning commission and whoever was dumb enough to be in here when the sirens wailed. He fished the flask out of his truck’s glovebox, took a mean sip, and let the burn replace the hollow ache in his belly with something just as familiar.

The first worker showed up at 5:11, almost half an hour early, which either meant he was hungover or had run out of things to do at home. This one was Vince—real name probably not Vince, but that’s what Jake called him because he looked like a “Vince” from a 90s sitcom, all mustache and too-loud voice. Vince pulled in with a battered Saturn, windows down, music so loud it probably vibrated the rust off the body panels.

“Hey boss,” Vince called, slamming the car door shut with a boot that had more electrical tape than leather left on it.

“You’re early.” Jake pocketed his flask and gave the man a dry look.

Vince grinned, teeth as white as a urinal. “Wife kicked me out. Said my snoring was worse than her mother’s stroke.”

Jake grunted, and for a minute they just watched the empty lot together, which was maybe the only way two men could acknowledge sadness without talking about it. Then Vince spat, coughed up a loogie the size of a peanut, and asked, “You want the generator up first?”

“Might as well. I’ll start loading the uprights.”

The next one in was Terrence, half asleep and all attitude, doing that zombie-walk that only made sense if you’d driven across three counties to avoid repo men. He and Vince hated each other, which meant they worked together better than most marriages. Terrence had a lunchbox with “BOSS OF THIS SHIT” scribbled on it in Sharpie. He didn’t look at Jake, just trudged to the tool shed and started sorting out what was left from yesterday’s efforts.

By the time the sky started bleeding color, the rest of the crew had straggled in. Bobby and Angel, the brothers who never stopped arguing about sports but could tie a rebar cage in half the time of anyone else. Ted, the welder, who always wore sunglasses whether it was night, rain, or nuclear hellscape. Tomasz, the Polish drywall guy who mostly kept to himself and moved with a weird grace, like he’d grown up dancing instead of hanging Sheetrock.

The air was already syrup-thick with humidity, making the fabric of Jake’s shirt glue to his back and armpits before the sun even had the balls to break the horizon. Mosquitoes were out in force, targeting anything with a pulse. By six, everyone was sweating and swearing in equal measure. The first “fuck this” of the day went to Vince, who nearly took off a fingertip when the circular saw snagged on a damp board.

“Don’t bleed on the forms,” Jake said, voice low. “No one wants to clean up your DNA.”

“Aw, come on, boss.” Vince wrapped his hand in the tail of his shirt. “You know blood makes the concrete stronger.”

Jake ignored him. He moved down the length of the north wall, eyeing the forms, checking the alignment by sight and muscle memory. Every so often he’d grunt, or say “tighten it,” or “that’s off,” and the crew responded without needing the specifics. Jake didn’t do pep talks or instructions longer than two words. If you couldn’t keep up, you didn’t last a day.

He and Terrence lifted a 4x8 sheet of OSB together. Terrence’s arms were corded with old scars and scabbed tattoos, and he grinned through sweat. “You see that game last night?”

“No.”

Terrence snorted. “Don’t tell me you’re a fucking Chiefs fan.”

“Don’t watch football,” Jake said, and that was that. They hammered the board into place, the report echoing over the empty fields and making a flock of birds lose their minds over by the hedgerow.

The site itself was a disaster in progress. Ladders leaned drunkenly against the new supports, extension cords tangled around buckets of galvanized screws and last week’s empty Red Bulls. Piles of bent rebar sat like a crime scene. The cement mixer had blown its gasket two days ago and now leaked a white-grey ooze that soaked the ground around it and drew flies with an unnatural hunger. In the porta-john, someone had Sharpied a list of grievances against “management,” all of which boiled down to “more money, less heat.”

Jake spent the morning sweating and hustling alongside the rest, refusing to let himself slack. That’s how you kept respect, or at least tolerance, out here—by being the first one up the ladder, last one off the scaffold, always willing to eat shit with the men you bossed. Not that it made him liked, just not openly hated. Which was about all he needed.

Around eight, Vince came up, cradling his hand. Blood had soaked through the tape-job, and his knuckles were already ballooning.

“Needs stitches,” Jake said, not a question.

“Yeah, but I got ten fingers and only need nine today,” Vince said, teeth bared in that grin again.

Jake nodded and didn’t say anything about the shudder in Vince’s voice. He rummaged through the first-aid kit in the trailer, found a pack of butterfly bandages, and wrapped them around Vince’s finger with professional detachment. He never wore gloves—said he liked to feel the world as it tried to break him, but he didn’t make it a rule for anyone else.

The rest of the crew got on with it. Jake caught snippets of their conversations, all just shy of mutiny or maybe poetry.

“You ever think about just—fuckin’—walking away?” Angel said, balancing a tray of screws on his forearm.

“From this? Hell yeah,” Bobby said. “From Kansas? Hell no.”

Angel rolled his eyes. “You love this shithole?”

Bobby shrugged. “It’s flat. It’s honest.”

Ted chimed in, voice muffled under the welding hood. “It’s only honest if you don’t have to look at it.”

Jake hoisted another beam, the metal burning his palms even at this hour, and heaved it up to the second floor where Tomasz caught it, wordless. The morning was a litany of grunt work and muscle memory. Jake found a kind of peace in the rhythm: measure, saw, nail, sweat. Swear at the machinery, swear at the weather, swear at God and whoever signed off on the blueprints that made this job an exercise in masochism.

By noon, the sun was a brand. Sweat soaked Jake’s collar and rolled down the seam of his spine; he didn’t even try to wipe it away. The humidity was so thick it felt like you were swimming through it. The kind of air that made you want to rip off your own skin, just for the chance at a clean, dry layer underneath. Tools slipped in their grip. Tempers flared—Bobby and Ted nearly came to blows over a misplaced jack, only to laugh it off two minutes later.

Jake’s phone buzzed—site manager, asking for progress, but also for updates on the “storm situation.” Apparently the forecast was making people nervous. Jake looked out over the lot, the brown of it, the sky that had gone from sickly blue to a flat aluminum. He’d seen a lot of storms—enough to know that when the birds shut up and even the wind got scared, you were in for a bastard of a day.

He pocketed his phone and called the crew in. “Lunch.”

They all trailed in behind him, dirty and tired and hungry, but with just enough gas left for one more round of bitching before the afternoon.

“Why’s it always on us to build these disaster bunkers?” Vince asked, picking the crust off his sandwich.

“Because we’re the dumb ones who stick around to finish the job,” Ted said, which got a few grunts of agreement.

“Storm’s gonna miss us anyway,” Bobby said, wiping mustard off his lips with the back of his hand. “Always does.”

“Not always,” Jake said, and everyone went silent for a heartbeat before they got back to eating.

The rest of the break passed in the drone of cicadas and the sound of men refueling for the next round. Jake stood at the edge of the trailer’s tiny porch, looking out over the open fields, watching the horizon for the thing that would come and break the monotony, whether they wanted it or not.

The heat was a live thing by noon, fat and writhing and everywhere. The humidity pressed against the skin, filling the spaces in the trailer with the stale reek of sweat, Gatorade, and yesterday’s egg salad that no one wanted to claim. Jake had to slap the A/C unit twice to get it to cough out another wheeze of cold, which earned him a round of applause from the crew. Men were easy to entertain when their brains were slow-cooked inside their skulls.

Lunch hour inside the trailer wasn’t much better than outside, just less lethal. The place was an afterthought, a modular box parked at the edge of the site, jammed with too many folding chairs and one folding table scarred with burn marks and etched phone numbers of past crews. Vince had already occupied the “good” chair—the one that only collapsed if you leaned left, not right. Bobby and Angel were locked in a contest of who could eat a sandwich slower, possibly to postpone having to get up and back into the inferno. Ted was still in his welding hood, looking like a demented astronaut, and Terrence was scrawling new grievances on the porta-john list, probably out of spite.

Jake let the A/C wash over him, grateful, then scanned the table for something caffeinated. Instead, his attention snagged on the battered TV, set up on a plastic milk crate in the corner. Some local morning show was on, but the volume was muted, and the scroll at the bottom of the screen was all-caps and in red. Even from here, Jake could catch “SEVERE WEATHER” and “STORM WARNING” moving in endless loop.

He reached for the remote, only to find it sticky with something unidentifiable. He mashed the buttons until sound bled in over the hum of the window unit. At first, it was a parade of ads—get your tires rotated, try the new bacon bomb at Rudy’s, someone’s kid lost a dog and the whole city was apparently on notice. Then the camera cut to Sarah Thompson, the Channel 8 weather lady, who looked even more caffeinated than usual.

Sarah had the hard, airbrushed beauty of a pageant queen who could gut a whitetail and still be home in time for makeup. She was always a local fixture; half the county either trusted her or dreamed about her, sometimes both. She wore a blue blazer, but today her sleeves were shoved up, hair just a touch frazzled at the ends. Instead of her usual script, she stood in front of a radar map pulsing red and orange, lines wriggling like a fistful of snakes.

“Folks, we’re looking at a significant development,” she said, words clipped and businesslike, not the folksy drawl she used when predicting three days of sunshine. “This system’s building faster than anticipated. We’re seeing wind shear in the upper levels and a frontal collision over eastern counties by morning. If you’ve got outdoor plans—cancel them. If you’re on a job site, take precautions and secure loose materials today.”

Someone—Angel—let out a low wolf whistle. “Sarah’s getting spicy,” he said.

Bobby elbowed him. “She gets spicy, I get an umbrella.”

Vince, licking ketchup off his thumb, said, “She’s just reading the prompter. They always say storm of the decade, then we get a drizzle.”

Jake didn’t answer. He leaned in, studying the radar. He’d worked enough seasons out here to know the difference between network fear-mongering and real anxiety in the forecaster’s voice. Sarah’s face was taut. Her hands chopped through the air when she talked. She kept glancing off-camera, like someone was feeding her new info live. It was the same look Jake had seen on first-day rookies when the scaffolding started to shake.

Ted lifted his hood, finally. “You believe this one, boss?”

Jake shrugged, then nodded. “She’s not just selling it. Something’s up.”

Terrence made a face, his mouth twisted around a wad of bread. “Ain’t nothing hits us. Always skirts west. We’re cursed or charmed, take your pick.”

But Jake kept watching. He looked at the clusters on the map, the sickle-shaped hook in the lower quadrant, the crawling progress toward their county. “We tie down after lunch,” he said, already making the day’s new gospel. “Anything not bolted gets covered or thrown in the storage pod.”

This was met with a round of groans.

“Gonna add hours,” Vince said. “Not in the budget.”

“Don’t care,” Jake said, voice dead and heavy. “No one’s going home early if the trailer’s upside down tomorrow. So you start with the rebar bundles, Angel and Bobby on the formwork, Terrence, you get the generator chained and lashed. Ted, every gas can goes in the shed, clear?”

Ted grinned. “Clear as Sarah’s legs in August.”

Jake didn’t crack a smile. “You want to spend tomorrow picking up busted generators out of the mud? Fine. Otherwise, just do it.”

Sarah’s voice, softer now, drifted from the TV. “We’ll keep you posted every hour. Be safe, and remember—if you see dark clouds, don’t wait to act.”

Jake turned the set off. He stood a second, letting the quiet burrow into his bones, then walked to the window. It was already hot enough to make the trailer’s siding creak, but the wind had picked up just a little, maybe two miles an hour faster than it had this morning. The smell was wrong, too. The air tasted faintly of ozone, of water coming from too far away to be gentle.

He reached for his flask again, then thought better of it. The men were restless, cranky. This was the part of the job he hated most—not the storm itself, but the slow drag before, when everyone knew something was coming but had to pretend to be men about it.

“All right,” he said, loud enough to cut through the muttering and bitching. “Ten more minutes. Then we secure. If you got a problem, bring it to me. Don’t start a pissing match in front of the new guy.”

“Who’s new?” Bobby asked, looking around.

Jake pointed at the sandwich Bobby was mauling. “That sandwich. You never bring anything but chips.”

Bobby gave him the finger, but there was laughter now, the kind that came out of relief more than anything. Jake let them have it. It was better than fear.

He watched the crew file out, one by one. The air in the trailer cooled for a moment, then reheated, rank and thick. Jake lingered in the doorway, looking at the battered Kansas sky. Clouds massed, slow but deliberate, already boiling on the far edge of the county line. He listened to the cicadas, still going, but quieter now. Less certain of themselves.

He flicked the A/C off. It wouldn’t matter in a few hours, anyway.

By four, the air had gone dead. No birds, no bugs, not even a sigh from the thirsty field grass that usually never shut up. The pressure changed, subtle as a missed step. Jake’s head felt stuffed with cotton, and there was a faint ringing in his ears—a tell, like a dog that hears thunder before it hits. Even the men were spooked, all grumbling and short with each other, working in the nervous, hurried way of people who’d rather be anywhere else.

They tied down every last rebar bundle, doubled the tarps on the lumber, and stacked the tools in the trailer, door chained and latched with a loop of old bike lock. Jake checked every anchor himself, yanking them twice, because if you trusted anyone else with the job, you deserved what you got. The sky was the color of cold gravy, thick and sour, and west of the highway a low green edge had formed under the mass of clouds—Jake had seen it a hundred times, but it always made his stomach shrink.

The crew didn’t need prompting to bail as soon as the clock let them. By five, only Vince and Terrence were left, huddling in the Saturn, laughing too loud at something on the phone, pretending like the world was normal. Jake waved them off and locked up, then got in his own truck, the bench seat still radiating the morning’s sweat. He let the engine idle while he listened to the sky, counting the seconds between the growl of distant thunder and the flat, echoing silence.

He turned on the radio, just in time for a jump-cut of Sarah’s voice, this time on the emergency frequency. “...take shelter. That’s the main message,” she said. “The worst will hit after dark, but straight-line winds could bring down trees and power lines as early as 6 p.m.—”

The static shredded her sentence. Jake flicked through three other stations, all on the same loop—warning, warning, warning. Not for the first time, he wondered if people like him built anything for the future, or if it was just a series of bets placed on the stubbornness of concrete and steel against a world that kept inventing new ways to tear things down.

He eased onto the access road. Dust clung to the wheels, but the wind was picking up—tumbleweeds and brittle grass cutting the air like little brown missiles. Every mile he passed another farmhouse, each a little more ragged than the last. The Johnson place, with its barn roof peeled back like an open sardine can. The neon of Rosie’s Diner, flickering even in daylight. The white, ancient bones of the water tower, painted once for the high school mascot and now just pitted, oxidized metal.

They all looked different today—fragile, doomed. Jake could feel the storm’s fingers already in them, testing, waiting for a weak spot.

The sky got darker. Not a rolling-in dusk, but a blunt-force trauma to the sun itself. It went from gravy to charcoal in less than a minute, and the green in the clouds was ugly now, almost radioactive. He could see flickers of lightning inside the bulk of it, strobing horizontal across the horizon like someone was wiring up the world’s biggest bug zapper.

His phone buzzed. The site manager, again. Jake put it on speaker.

“You hear the latest?” the man said, voice tinny and nervous. “County’s calling for full stop. Want you home and buttoned up by six.”

“Already done,” Jake said.

“Good. You, uh—you got a basement, right?”

Jake looked at the dash, the cracked plastic, the way the steering wheel had been worn smooth by two decades of hard hands. “I’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, okay. Just... stay safe, man.”

The call clicked off. Jake thought about the phrase—stay safe. Like it was a choice. Like you could just decide to step out of the way and not be part of the wreckage.

He passed the empty grain elevators, the mud-splattered convenience store with plywood over two of its windows. A sign for Bible study rattled in the wind, and he wondered if the church would even be there by next Sunday. In his mind he saw all the things they’d just built—poured foundations, nailed-up beams, walls that still smelled like the factory. All of it waiting, dumb and innocent, for the storm to make a lesson out of someone’s best-laid plans.

A fat drop of rain hit the windshield. Then another, then a whole series of them, sharp and fast and mean. Jake rolled up the window and cranked the wipers, though it was mostly useless. Visibility shrank to fifty feet, and the wind rocked the truck with every burst. He had to wrestle the wheel, hands stiff on the vinyl, to keep the rig on the road.

The radio cut in and out, bits of Sarah’s voice threading through the static. “Stay indoors... debris expected... take this warning seriously...”

Lightning lit the inside of the cab for a split second, and the thunder hit so close afterward it felt like the world cracked in half. Jake grinned, a tight little grimace, and pressed the gas. The storm had arrived, and he was still ahead of it, but not by much.

He turned down the gravel drive to his place, a low cinderblock ranch set back from the road. The windows were already covered, as a rule. He killed the engine, stepped out, and listened to the way the wind howled around the corners, the sound different from any he’d heard in years. In the stillness between gusts, he caught the last of the birds flapping mad circles around the field before dropping, all at once, into the weeds.

Jake walked to the door. He was wet, but not cold, and every nerve was awake, tuned to the violence beating its way across the county. He looked up at the sky—at the bruised, alien green of it—and smiled, just barely. It was an ugly, honest color.

He went inside and closed the door, the storm wrapping around the house like a hungry animal, waiting.
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​Chapter 2: First Rumbles
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Jake woke to the house shaking itself apart. At least, that’s what it sounded like—somebody aiming a dump truck at the cinderblock, hurling old gods down the roof. Thunder hit in rolling, off-beat bursts, rattling the coffee mug collection and the cheap plywood cabinets until he wondered if the hinges would outlast the storm.

He stared at the ceiling for a few seconds, not because he expected it to tell him anything new, but because it was a habit left over from the days when he’d wake up next to someone who could, maybe, decode the world for him. Now, he got answers from drywall. Fine.

He reached for the phone—dead, no surprise there—so he levered himself upright, bones popping, and shuffled barefoot into the living room, toes sinking into yesterday’s dirty jeans. The boarded-up windows meant there was no light except what flashed in through the gaps—each stroke of lightning throwing skeletons across the living room and making the knickknacks shudder in their places. The air had the density of soup; even his lungs felt like they’d need to chew the weather before it worked.

He found the TV remote in the sofa cushions, under a drift of laundry that smelled like metal and grease. The TV took two tries, but then came alive in a sick greenish glow, a haunted aquarium in the dead center of the room. Channel 8 News, like always, the only thing that didn’t require a password or a working internet line.

Sarah Thompson’s hair was losing the war against humidity—yellow and stubborn and almost pretty, but now stuck to her temples and standing off her crown in panicked little wings. The studio lights caught in the frizz, lighting her up like she was a distress flare.

“...this system is moving faster than anticipated, folks,” she said, her voice clipped, none of the Saturday-morning smile she used for chili cookoff forecasts. “Take shelter. If you’re not already inside, do not risk it. I’ll say again: we are under a tornado emergency, multiple rotations on radar, and straight-line wind gusts exceeding one hundred and twenty miles an hour.” Her hands kept jabbing at the digital map, which looked like a Jackson Pollock of pain: neon red, a slash of black, and one tiny blue dot where Jake’s county used to be.

He grunted. The last time they’d predicted straight-line winds, half the county lost shingles and some bastard lost a prize pig, but no one actually died. Jake had three times more faith in his cinderblock house than in the county, or the weather, or Sarah Thompson, though he’d never tell her that.

He flipped on the kitchen light—power still holding, for now—and stared at the countertop until his brain sorted out what it needed: coffee. Always coffee. He poured grounds in the ancient machine, jammed the on-switch, and slammed the cabinet door shut for punctuation. Every surface in here had a patina of fine dust and diesel—if there was ever a time for clean, he’d missed it by a decade.

He poured two inches of tap water into a glass, slugged it down, and splashed the rest on his face. Somewhere in there he remembered to put on a shirt, then sniffed it, then peeled it off and chose a less-flammable option. The shirt stuck to his damp arms anyway. Next, he checked the flask—full, which meant he was still thinking ahead—and dropped it in the right pocket.

Out in the hall, the storm had found a new setting: everything shook. A gust clawed at the plywood window covers, making the screws wail like something was trying to dig in. Jake glanced up at the ceiling again, then at the front door, and weighed the odds of either holding if a real monster touched down. He spat into the sink. No point worrying. You could either bolt it all down or you could watch it fly, but nothing ever waited for permission.

He stomped into his boots and started to gather up the day’s gear: tool belt, gloves, ratty work gloves, spare pack of smokes even though he’d quit four months ago. Habit. The sound of Channel 8 faded into a murmur, Sarah still giving it her all: “—multiple debris signatures on radar, including reports of overturned vehicles near State Highway 4—” It got harder to hear her over the rain, which had gone from vertical to outright assault. Water hissed and pounded against the walls, seeping in through the mortar and pooling under the threshold. The whole place smelled like mud and ozone and, faintly, the mildew that had always clung to these cinder blocks.

He poured a mug of coffee, black and hot as asphalt, and set it down only to check the flashlight stash by the kitchen door. All accounted for—one for the glove box, one for the site, one for when the goddamn grid finally gave up.

He gulped the coffee, wiped his mouth, and checked the clock: 6:09. He’d promised the site manager he’d do a last check on the generator before the storm hit. He regretted it now. The idea of driving out there was madness, but that’s what passed for backbone in these parts.

Another lightning flash filled the kitchen, followed by a thundercrack that made the cabinets shudder. Jake’s heart did its usual double-kick and then reset. He ignored it. Instead, he lined up the things that mattered: coffee, flask, keys, phone (dead, but hell if he’d leave it behind), and work bag. He considered writing something on the fridge, but what the fuck was he supposed to say? In case of disaster, drink the whiskey and don’t let the cat outside. He left the thought unfinished.

He squinted at the window. The storm was close now. It sucked the light from the world, made even the neon blue numbers on the microwave look threatening. Jake moved fast, muscle memory doing the thinking while his brain mulled over the TV’s running tally of warnings. Rain lashed the house. The gutter above the porch shrieked as a chunk tore loose and sailed somewhere into the yard.

He braced himself, unlocked the door, and listened: the wind howled, then dropped into a weird, sucking silence, like the world was catching its breath before spitting him out. For a second, he stood on the threshold, bag slung over one shoulder, eyes narrowed at the rolling dark outside. The yard was gone, buried under mud and a thicket of debris he couldn’t quite make out. He could smell it—the wet of Kansas, the ancient, ugly scent of the prairie getting turned inside out.

He locked the door behind him. No sense making it easy for the storm, or the looters, or the universe.

He got in the truck, started it, and sat with his hands on the wheel while the cab shook around him. Another flash of lightning, and for a split second, he could see across the field to the busted grain elevator: a dark shape, unmoving, defiant. Jake took another slug from his flask and wiped the rain from his face with a sleeve.

He backed down the drive, the storm swallowing up the house in seconds. The only thing behind him was the faint, dogged voice of Sarah Thompson, echoing from the kitchen window: “—If you’re still outside, it may be too late. Take shelter now. Take shelter now—”

He didn’t look back.

If Jake’s house was a bunker, Rosie's Diner was a stage set for the apocalypse, and everyone inside was too busy smoking or bitching to notice the curtains on fire.

The lot out front looked like a river, headlights from Jake’s truck casting greasy ellipses over the flooded tarmac. The neon “Rosie’s” sign blinked in defiant Morse code, half the bulbs burned out, the others twitching so fast it could have caused a seizure in anyone not already numb to this place. A trash can tried to take flight past the windshield. Jake gave it a fighting chance, then stepped out into the soup.

Inside, everything was familiar, but weirdly sharper. The rain hammered the roof in metallic sheets, like the diner was inside a steel drum. The air conditioning fought a losing battle against the humidity and the heat from the fryers. Jake’s boots squelched on the linoleum as he made his way to the counter. He ignored the corner table of truckers, already deep into the kind of arguments that only get louder with each round of eggs and Skoal, and picked the stool at the end with the clearest line of sight to the exits.

Cassie appeared with a mug before Jake even shrugged off his jacket. She had a kind of unimpressed beauty: black hair knotted at the nape, pale skin that managed to stay unbothered by the kitchen, and blue eyes that could drop a man’s IQ ten points in a single blink. She wore the pinkest lipstick this side of a circus tent, and it looked like war paint in the glare of the fluorescent tubes.

She refilled his mug without asking, and jerked her chin at the window. “Looks like we’re in for a real bastard today,” she said, voice perfectly even. “Had to fish the front doormat out of the drainage ditch twice already. Any plans for the afterlife?”

Jake sipped his coffee, burned his tongue, and let his mouth twist in the closest thing he had to a smile. “If it misses us, I’ll eat my hard hat.”

Cassie laughed, just once—a bright, gunshot sound—then poured herself a cup and leaned back against the register. She pointed at the ceiling, where water stains ran in bruised, meandering lines toward the neon “RESTROOM” sign. “You know what the county did with the storm shelter funds this year? New basketball uniforms. Those are going to look real nice blowing around the parking lot.”

Jake grunted. “Might make them easier to find.”

The jukebox near the back hissed out classic country through a mono speaker, every song warping into the next with no pause for breath. Bacon grease and fryer smoke saturated the air, riding shotgun with the sting of diesel that filtered in every time the door opened for a new arrival. You could almost taste the cholesterol and burned fossil fuel in the back of your throat.

Cassie watched the window for a moment. Outside, the rain came in sideways, and the world was mostly reduced to a blurry, vibrating painting. “That your truck?” she asked, nodding toward the lot.

“Yeah.”

“Makes you look like you know what you’re doing. Did you?”

He considered the question. “Still undecided.”

Cassie looked him up and down—eyes flicking from the scars on his knuckles to the stitched-on patch over his jacket, then right through to the core of whatever made Jake tick. She smiled, but it was more like a dare than a comfort. “So why are you here? All the smart ones went to Topeka yesterday. We got old-timers and truckers, and you don’t look like either.”

Jake shrugged. “Someone’s got to watch the generators, or the city’ll come apart in a day. Plus, the roof on my house leaks worse than this place.”

Cassie’s face twitched, just a little, then she poured him another half-mug. “That’s one way to pick your poison.” Her voice dropped lower. “You should stay in here if the sirens go. We got an ice machine and the thickest walls in the county. It’s basically a bunker, but with pie.”

He liked that, but didn’t say so. “How long you think the power’ll hold?”

“Long enough.” Cassie sounded like she meant it, or at least wanted to believe it. “Rosie’s generator runs on gas, and she keeps the tank full. Said it was ‘the only good habit her ex left her.’” She smirked. “That, and the ability to never answer her phone before noon.”

Jake liked the way Cassie carried herself, like she’d already fought three rounds with the world and was just here for the snack break. He nodded at her arm. “You always get this many shifts?”

Cassie flexed. “Two jobs. One here, one at the vet. The animals are less work. But this—” She gestured at the air—“pays in cash. And sometimes a customer tips in scratchers.”

“Classy crowd.”

“You’re the best I’ve had all day. The last guy paid in nickels and tried to guess my bra size.” She wiped sweat from her forehead, leaving a glistening streak behind. “He was close, but still.”

Jake barked a short laugh. “You tell him the real answer?”

She made a face. “He wouldn’t believe it if I did.”

Lightning cracked just above the roof, followed by a shockwave that made every plate on the counter jump and tinkle together. The truckers went silent for half a breath, then one of them hollered, “That’s all you got?” and the conversation lurched back to life.

Cassie turned off the coffee warmer, her hand steady even as another thunderclap rocked the diner. “You need anything else? Waffles? Side of existential dread?”

“Just the coffee.” Jake’s hand hovered over the mug, savoring the heat. “And maybe
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