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						 ADAMTROYCASTRO
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 LOCUSTS
					
				

			

			
				
					
						  1.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 One got in just before dawn. That's when they always got in. That's when the
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 skies just opened up with billions of them, and the thumpthumpthump of their
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 tiny forms smashing against the house became the only sound in the known
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 universe. That's when the few of us still left alive huddled together in
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Sharon's basement under an old canvas tarpaulin, spending the night as we always
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 did, breathing each others' breath, smelling each others' sweat, feeling each
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 others' sanity wither beneath the constant tattoo of little bodies smashing
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 against brick walls.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Then the pounding meant nothing, because all of a sudden there was a Locust
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 flying around in the room with us, her gossamer wings making soft whispery
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 sounds as they feather-dusted the soot from the ceiling. She made a low pass
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 over our heads, chittering in the high-pitched rhythmic tones I'd always
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 imagined a form of sonar, showing no sign that she sensed us as anything other
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 than a shapeless mound below her.
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						 We might have been able to hide from her forever, had my poor deaf, blind, and
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 mad wife Jane not chosen that moment to start screaming again, with all five of
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 her mouths at once.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "Stu!" Claudette hissed. "Stop her --"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 She didn't get to say anything else. The Locust strafed us, her glittering
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 rainbow-trail neatly slicing the tarpaulin, and Claudette's neck, like tissue
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 paper. Her blood geysered against the underside of the canvas, splattering the
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 rest of us like hot rain.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Jane just went on screaming. But by then her multiple voices were just a small
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 part of the choir, because we were all screaming. Peter was screaming because
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Claudette had been his wife, and Sharon was screaming for everybody to stay calm
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 dammit, and Bob was screaming because his shellshocked brain wasn't capable of
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 anything else, and Nancy was screaming because she wanted everybody to know it
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 was all Jane's fault, and I was screaming because I was scrabbling out from
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 under the mined tarpaulin, aerosol bug spray in hand, to face the Locust before
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 it killed the rest of us.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 It wasn't as dark in the basement as it should have been. The lights weren't
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 working anymore; they hadn't worked in weeks, because nothing electrical worked
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 anymore, not even flashlights -- but the Locust emitted a soft white halo that
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 lit up the whole room. Her rainbow trail was already fading into intangibility
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 where it had sliced through Claudette, but the freshest sections, immediately
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 behind her, shimmered and sparkled like a symphony of color, lending the room
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						 around us the trippy lighting of a fever dream. It was magical and ageless and
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Disneyesque and deadly.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 As was the little monster itself, who turned in mid-air to face me. It was a
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 rare thing to get this close a look at a living one; mostly, the only ones we
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 got to see were smashed and broken corpses. We'd never actually seen an ugly
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 one, not even once in all the months since the skies first turned dark with
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 them, but this one was a knockout, blessed with more than her share of the
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 ageless, innocent, and utterly androgynous beauty they all possessed. Some of
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 them had always been marginally identifiable as males, others as females; this
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 one was lithe and athletic and cute and looked exactly like any other
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 pre-adolescent mall brat, except that she was six inches tall, covered head to
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 toe with a light pink down, and flitting through the air on colorful butterfly
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 wings. As she giggled with high-pitched helium delight, I could have easily
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 found myself too charmed into immobility to react. But her eyes -- -- the Locust
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 smiled winsomely and went for me at full speed, a raindow blur cracking the air
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 behind her like a whip.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 I lit the bug spray and let the little bitch have a jet of white flame right in
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 the face. She screeched and fell back, trailing black smoke. I kept the flame
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 steady, even as she spiralled toward the floor, incinerating her, burning even
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 the ashes, all the while screaming at the top of my lungs.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 My friends and neighbors were still cowering under the remains of the tarpaulin
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 when the can ran out of propellant, God alone knows how much later. I dropped
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						 it, knelt by the blackened smear on the basement floor, covered my face with my
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 hands, and sobbed.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Sharon was the only one to come out of hiding to get me. She walked stiffly, and
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 hesitantly, as if unsure the ground wouldn't open up under her feet. The
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Rorschach stains left by Claudette's blood were already beginning to dry on the
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 remains of her blouse; they'd already dried on her prematurely graying hair,
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 dying the silvered brown a shinier shade of black. She put a sticky hand on my
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 shoulder and croaked, "That took balls, Stu."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 I looked at my empty hands and said nothing.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "You saved us," she said.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 The thing had had my daughter Rachel's eyes.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 One of their favorite tricks: looking like somebody you loved, and wouldn't hurt
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 in a million years.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 But Rachel was gone. She wasn't dead. At least, I didn't think she was dead; she
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 certainly wasn't human, but I didn't consider that dead. Those distinctions
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 didn't mean as much as they used to. Suffice it to say that she wasn't exactly
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 my daughter anymore . . .
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 I said, "So what?"
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						 Sharon sat down beside me, respecting my need for silence, but unwilling to
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 leave me alone.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 As if any of us would ever be alone again, in the world ruled by Locusts. 2.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Our fellow survivors didn't emerge from underneath the tarpaulin until just
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 before dawn, when the thumpthumpthump petered away to a dead silence, and Sharon
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 went to open the doors that let daylight, of a kind, shine down into the
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 basement where the last of the neighborhood's survivors spent their nights
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 huddled in darkness. Even then they emerged only one or two at a time, starting
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 with the once-arrogant, now haggard and freshly widowed Peter. He'd been an
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 arrogant, buttoned-down, criminal lawyer, back when there was still such a thing
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 as law, of either the legal or natural variety. He'd been a good one, too, with
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 a reputation for bullying judges and getting away with it. But he'd seen
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 something; early in the Plague, something which shattered him, rendered all his
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 strength a lie, and left him speaking only in stutters and walking only with
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 tiny, hesitant, beaten steps. He'd lost his children the same night Jane and I
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 lost ours; he'd just lost Claudette, who'd managed to hold on to her strength
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 until the very end; and what was left of him just wasn't very much. When Sharon
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 hopped up and put her arms around him, to whisper her usual little inadequate
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 words of comfort, Peter didn't hear her. Peter didn't hear anything.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Nancy came out right behind him: hard, polished, elegant, sharp-as-a-razor's
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 edge Nancy, who as usual didn't look upset at all, who instead looked rather
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 pleased, as she always did when she emerged unscathed and thus superior to those
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