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Introduction
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Why, hello there, Dear Reader,

––––––––
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I hope you’re doing well. If you’ve picked up this book, one can only assume that you are hoping to encounter shadowy figures with sinister motives. Perhaps you feel more comfortable experiencing monsters in this way. You can sit in your favourite comfy chair, safe in your own home with the knowledge that the ghosts contained within these pages cannot rise up and out into the world beyond this collection. But I’m sorry to say that there are monsters all around us. You may have already seen them before. Some are even human.

So, take a deep breath, enjoy whatever lingering pleasant feelings you can, and brace yourself. The only words of encouragement I can offer you are these: don’t be scared, and don’t let the monsters see you.

––––––––
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Enjoy!

––––––––
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Much love,

Stephanie Anne
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The Screams
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It’s happening again. I wake up screaming.

Without warning, my body jerks itself violently awake from a dreamless sleep, and the screams are coming out of my mouth before I even know what is happening. Mentally, I am probably still half asleep, but I am still just aware enough to be very worried. When the screaming stops, I pause and listen for any unusual sounds, any indication that there is someone nearby who heard me. All I can hear is the frantic beating of my own heart.

When the beating slows to a more manageable pace, I settle down into the back seat of the car, scratching in places where I imagine I must have been bitten by fleas. Although I am all curled up once more, my body is stiff and my ears are alert. Someone could still be out there waiting, listening. When what felt like enough time passed, I allow my body to get a little more comfortable, although I am certain that was the end of my rest. Miraculously, I manage to fall back asleep, but the sleep that follows is restless and filled with feverish dreams.

When I wake up next, there is a bit of lightness passing through the dust clouds in the sky. It might be morning, but it is always hard to tell. The dust clouds block out all of the sun, so unless you can find a watch or a clock that still works, it’s impossible to discern what time of day it is. Not that those kinds of details matter much anymore. Day or night, everything is the same.

Still shaken by my screaming in the night, I crawl out the window of the old car and begin to put some distance between myself and the highway. It is a miracle no one has come for me in the night. The highway is always a good place to seek refuge, so there is almost always someone else nearby, sleeping in another broken down car. I can’t see anyone, and I can’t see any signs that anyone else might be nearby, but I don’t exactly feel like I am all alone either. The skin on the back of my neck prickles, and I scratch it away. I break into a run.

I only stop running when I am out of breath and drenched in sweat. There is a foul odour drifting on the wind, and I can’t tell if it is me or not. It probably is.

By the time my run slows to a walk, just outside of a half-destroyed gas station, I realize that running would have only made things worse if anyone was watching me. If I hadn’t screamed, I would have had no reason to run. Running marked me as a guilty person. Still panting, I look around again but still can’t see anyone. It doesn’t look like I was followed, and it doesn’t look like anyone saw me running. I am at least safe for now. But I have to keep my head on a swivel.

I’m not expecting to find much in that old gas station. It looks as if looters and passersby already had their way with it. That is usually the case these days. But I figure it won’t hurt to check for supplies anyway. You never know. Besides, what else is there to do around here?

Just about every shelf is empty, and there are traces of human excrement on the floor. The corners reek of days-old piss. I check in every nook and cranny and find nothing. None of this surprises me, and I’m not all that distressed. Last time I had a chance to stock up on supplies, I did well for myself. And I have learned how to properly ration my findings, so my pockets are still fairly full. Instinctively, I pat my jacket pockets to confirm what I already know.

I walk around the gas station one more time, just in case, and I realize that I am still sweating profusely. I try to tell myself that I am just overheating in the small space. It is because of my run, because of my jacket. That has to be it. But I won’t take my jacket off because I can’t risk parting with my hard-earned supplies. I will risk the sweats, instead.

After final confirmation that there is truly nothing there for me in the gas station, I step outside, pick a random direction, and walk. My heart skips a beat when I notice another person off in the distance, walking down the highway towards the gas station from the direction I came from. They don’t seem to notice me, and enough time has passed that I am pretty sure they hadn’t seen me running.

I tell myself that I have nothing to fear. I have only been screaming because of stress, that’s all. I am just under a lot of stress. I keep telling myself that over and over as I walk away from the gas station, keeping the corner of my eye on the other person the whole time. I can’t give them a reason to kill me. I can’t give them a reason to think that I might have The Screams.

No one knows how the virus came to be. It made an appearance when the first of the dust clouds began to cover the Earth after the Great Drought. Some people think that the dust clouds caused the virus. Others think it was all just a coincidence that both events began to terrorize the Earth around the same time. Either way, it doesn’t really matter anymore. There isn’t a solution for either catastrophe, and there likely never will be.

Everyone calls it The Screams because of what it does to you.

It starts off small. You wake up screaming in the middle of the night. And by the end, you’re screaming all the time. No one knows why. No one knows if The Screams are caused by pain, or if the virus simply presses all the wrong buttons in your brain. The only thing anyone really knows about it is that it’s highly contagious and very deadly. If you stumble across someone who’s got a case of The Screams, it’s better just to kill them right away. That’s why it’s best to avoid people these days. Especially people with weapons.

There are other side effects of the virus to look out for. They indicate a case of The Screams long before the unlucky individual dies wailing, spewing foamy and infected blood out of their eyes, mouth, and nose. There’s sweating, itching, and dark blue bruising that covers the whole body. But the screaming always comes first.

I do a symptom check every now and again, just to make sure I don’t have it. I know I don’t, but it never hurts to be certain. Sure, I’m sweating more than usual, but that’s only because I’m wearing this thick coat with all of its wonderful storage pockets. I doubt I’ll ever take it off. And yes, I’m itchy all the time, but that’s only because I have lice or fleas. Or both. I’ve been living outside for so long and haven’t had a bath in ages
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