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One


 


 


 


Jason fiddled with the webcam, adjusted, fiddled
again. He checked out his reflection on the grimy LCD screen in front of him,
preening for an audience of one. He looked fine. He looked like some kind of
round-faced, basement-dwelling neckbeard who would end up alone for eternity,
typing his boring secrets to an uncaring internet. He tapped the ash-smeared
keyboard in front of him and thought no time like the present, right? He
didn’t answer himself, although he often did for lack of anyone else to talk
to. This time, there was nothing to reply.


He brought up /b/ and started a new post. Hey
bitches he typed, I’ve decided to go ahead and rid the world of me,
since I don’t really add anything to it and I’m going to be alone forever. He
paused there, tapping his keyboard again in that unconscious fashion of his,
trying to think of how to elaborate. These were his last words, after all, and
they needed to reflect the poise and wisdom that he imagined himself to have. He
furrowed deeply, trying to find something epigrammatic to add to it. Fuck
the Police he typed, and then erased it quickly. Inb4 OP is a fag
came and went just as quickly afterward. He pressed his thumb into the hollow
between his nose and forehead and made an exasperated groan. These were
theatrical gestures performed solely for himself.


He leaned back into his chair, trying to figure
out what to say. Why did he want to die? He was bored, more than anything else.
He didn’t go out to meet friends, since his only friends were anonymous,
vicious strangers on the internet. He avoided most people at school, preferring
to sit alone in the library and browse news sites. There were all sorts of
people that he could have befriended, he knew; he was into the usual
pursuits (video games, anime, porn), and there were any number of other people
that he went to school with whom he could have found some sort of common ground.
Something always stopped him, though, and made him turn around and seek
solitary, comfortable safety. He had tried, or so he told himself often; anyone
he tried to befriend inevitably came up short in his estimation. He found
little things to dislike, and those little things snowballed in his mind into
large things. He used those large things to find a reason to no longer hang
around someone. Eventually he had given up trying.


He was forever alone, but was that enough reason
to kill himself? Jason wondered about this a lot. On the surface it seemed like
a superficial, terribly adolescent reason to kill himself. So what? he
would tell himself every once in a while, other people are just a liability.
The people who succeed in life do so because they rely on only one person—themselves.
Rugged individualism, maggot, it’s the rule of the day. It sounded good
when he told it to himself in the full light of day, as he arrived home from
school stung with bitter wounds from eight hours of self-imposed exile. By the
time 2 AM rolled around, however, such arguments seemed like so many pale,
whining justifications. The idea of a lifetime spent shuffling between an
insignificant job and a drab, peeling bedroom, watching a flickering screen
spew bird-chatter into his face for hour upon numbing hour, seemed like a
terrible, unworkable idea. It seemed like an intolerable situation.


The internet was already boring him, and he took
this as a bad sign. He felt like he had seen everything. Memes were
predictable; he felt as though he could make up the captions before he even
clicked the thumbnails. Every topic of discussion eventually came to the same
conclusion and covered the same boring talking points. Porn seemed like an
endless variety of perverse excitement until you attempted it; eventually you
realized that it was all the same. He didn’t have the stomach for bizarre
fetishes and felt nauseous when he watched any of the sadomasochistic corners
of the internet. He couldn’t muster up an interest in politics, seeing it as petty
squabbling over very minor points that affected people that weren’t him. Music
failed to excite him; movies all seemed boring and predictable. It was a
definite problem, and the only solution he could come up with was in the
chamber of the 9mm Beretta sitting on his computer desk, just within reach of
his right hand.


So I’m going to a hero on webcam he
continued typing and I’ll post the link to the stream in a second. He
considered for a second. Quads decides what my last words are. He sat
back. This thread would go on until someone had submitted a post whose
sequential number ended in four of the same number—for a while, in other words.
He had some breathing time to think this through, although somewhere deep
within the subconscious of his mind a voice rose up to briefly tell him that it
was going to happen either way. He ignored it and tried to reason with himself.


Do I really want to die? he asked himself,
and found that there was no answer ready to bubble up from within. He didn’t
have any particular urge to end his life, but at the same time he didn’t
have any particular reason to continue it, either. He thought about what would
happen after, his heart picking up the pace a little as he did. It was sort of
frightening, he found. He would pick up the gun, put it to his head (where
exactly, he hadn’t figured out yet), and pull the trigger. BLAM! Then
what? Instant darkness followed by nothing? His mind crawled away from that
possibility. That couldn’t possibly be it, could it? The idea of waking up in a
cloudy paradise surrounded by singing angels seemed unlikely. He had convinced
himself that the only rational possibility was that he would be resurrected
somehow into some other kind of being. Another person, maybe, or some kind of
higher form of animal. Something that could get laid without much effort, he
told himself. The thought didn’t hold much cheer, but he’d take whatever he
could.


His browser (Chrome, only the plebeians used IE)
refreshed automatically and he watched as reply posts trickled in to his
invitation to spectate on suicide. Most of the replies were predictable,
standard replies; a picture of a skeleton waiting beside a computer, with the
caption Let’s just wait—OP will surely deliver; the Nike-swoosh grin of
the troll; the various semi-clever exhortations that OP was a gigantic flaming
homosexual who liked dick morning, noon, and night, and other tiredly
homophobic commentary; the all-caps demands to DO IT and provide PROOF. There
was a throbbing pain above his right eye, and the eyelid twitched slightly. No
one had achieved quads yet, so all was good. He stared blankly at the screen,
watching inane chatter unfurl in front of him. After a few minutes, he
reflected sourly that he may as well have been talking to particularly
well-programmed robots.


A door slammed on the far side of the house;
someone was home. He would have to be very quiet about this until the very end,
or risk having to postpone this little display. Worse, the idea of his parents
walking in was worse than anything else. They would see the gun, and go
ballistic. At the very least they would take the gun away, and he would have to
find some other, more painful way of killing himself. They would probably also
force him into therapy or have him committed to a psychiatric ward; he tried to
envision himself taking a walk around the grounds of the CAMH with other
patients and found himself more eager than ever to pick up the gun. His stomach
roiled and he strained his ears to listen for movement through the house. For a
long while, he heard nothing; onscreen, a battle raged as posters tried to get
the most random, ridiculous things in to be his last words. Most of them were
boring, useless bullshit and he ignored them. Some were actually fairly clever
but not in any sort of memorable way.


“Mom? Dad?” he heard his sister, Sarah, call out
from the kitchen below him. Her voice was muted but was still loud enough to
cause Jason to jump in his seat. Sarah. So he would have to be quick about it,
after all. She would be upstairs a lot faster than either of his parents would
have been; she would walk in and Jason would be unable to go through with it. She
would tell his parents about it and unless he mustered up the courage to paint
the walls with his brains between that moment and the moment his parents got
home, the same scenarios he had already considered would occur. He felt an
incomprehensible rage flood through him. The fucking slut he screamed
inside his head, the stupid streetwalking cunt is going to ruin all of my
plans. He ground his teeth until he felt twinges through his molars. This
was going to be very close. OP here. Hurry up; I have to do this soon he
posted. The chatter continued on without resolution. He began tapping his
fingers against the keyboard, feeling the first fingertips of panic begin to
brush up against him.


Come on people he seethed, his hand
stealing towards the heavy stock of his gun.


Suddenly he became aware of a number of posts
referencing a specific post number; upon further inspection it was a post
ending in four of the same numbers. He found the post in question. It read I
was just another loser; now you’ll worship me as a god. Jason stared at it
for a moment, not really thinking about it so much as just tracing the letters
in his head over and over again. Finally he snapped out of his trance. He
leaned forward, brought up his webcam program, and connected it to a chat
server. He pasted the link into a post and wrote Alright, quads have
decided. Visit the link and we’ll do this. He picked up the gun with confidence
and brought it in front of him. Onscreen, usernames flooded into the video chat
room. He felt any number of anonymous, judging eyes on him. He became suddenly
very self-conscious about his fading acne, his pudgy face, his unshaven, greasy
neck. Then he realized what he was holding, compared it to what he was worrying
about, and allowed himself a last laugh. A lot of his anxiety seemed to flow
out of that laugh and at the end he felt hollow, emptied out. He decided that
it made him prepared, and he gestured towards his webcam with the gun.


“Alright assholes” he said, and he started as his
voice sounded very loud after the silence that he had been sitting in for an
hour. “We’re going live. I hope you’re all prepared to watch me blow my brains
out. I can’t hear anything you’re saying because I disabled it. None of you
fucks will be saying anything I really feel worthwhile hearing, anyway”.


He paused for a moment, hefting the gun.


“This is my nine millimeter, which I stole from
some guy’s dad. He invited me over to play Call of Duty and showed me his dad’s
real gun. When he went to the bathroom I snuck off, stole the gun, and
got out of there. He tried to confront me about it at school and I told him
that if he tried anything I would come after him with the gun and shoot him in
the balls. He never bothered me again. Go figure”. He let them absorb this, and
then continued talking. He unfocused his eyes, and held the gun up to his right
temple. In the background he heard Sarah climbing the stairs, still calling out
for their parents. For fuck’s sake, they’re not home, just get over it
already he thought.


“So now we come to the moment of truth. Just you
guys, me, and this gun. I don’t want to live in this world anymore, since no
one on this planet seems worth knowing. I mean, I’m sure that you’re all
awesome people and everything, but at the same time you’re all probably fake,
annoying, boring assholes, just like everyone else out there. So forgive me,
but I don’t think I want to take the time to get to know any of you”.


He tightened his finger around the trigger,
wondering how much pressure would set it off. He needed to time this exactly
right.


“So I guess we should get on to the last words,
right? The prize, as it were. Here goes”. He cleared his throat, and stared
directly into the webcam. “I was just another loser; now you’ll worship me as a
god”. He grinned unsteadily into the camera and waggled his eyebrows. Then,
with a rush of sick, mercurial adrenaline, he clenched his eyes shut tightly
and squeezed the trigger.


 


There was a dry click. Then, nothing.


 


Jason opened his eyes. His computer was still
there, as was the ash-smeared keyboard, the stained desk, the peeled wallpaper
behind his desk. It was incomprehensible. He blinked for a moment, unsure of
what to do, and then slowly lowered the gun to the desk. There was a raw,
throbbing sensation in the pit of his stomach, and he felt his gorge slowly
rise.


“What the fuck?” he whispered.


“I took the bullets out of it three days ago, Jay”
his sister said behind him. He whirled around in his chair. Sarah had very
quietly opened his bedroom door and watched as he spoke what he’d expected were
to be his final words. Watched him pull the trigger. She had a vaguely amused
expression on her pretty, tanned face. She was wearing something clingy and
revealing, and his eyes crawled all over her, hating her and feeling that
familiar, loathsome sensation in his groin. He sneered at her.


“Aww, sis, thanks for saving my life. I know it’s
worth so much to you”. He tried to load his tone with just the right amount of
contempt but it sounded weak coming out of his mouth and he hated himself for
it.


“Whatever, I didn’t want to have to put up with
mom and dad and the funeral and all the fucking crying. You’re a retard for
wanting to kill yourself anyway”. Her tone, in direct contrast to his own,
conveyed exactly the disdain that she held for him. He stared at her, raging
impotently, the usual burning, misogynistic visions running behind his eyes. Slapping
her generically pretty face until it bled. Straddling her and choking her,
watching her eyes pop out as he did so, laughing as her face turned purple and
then blue. Drugging her, stripping her, and torturing her. As he ground his
teeth and shouted sexual humiliation inside his skull, the erection growing in
his lap became unmanageable. On reflex he reached down and adjusted himself. Sarah
watched him do it and her amusement turned to a still-amused disgust. Her lips
flew open and an ugh flew out.


“God, you are such a little pervert. You want
something to jerk off to, you little pervert?” She leaned forward and jiggled
her breasts at him; the low-cut top she was wearing showed off a lot and Jason
was simultaneously repulsed and entranced. He knew, in the back of his mind,
that these were not normal thoughts to be having for his sister; in the
foreground of his thoughts, he jumped up and down in white-hot rage and felt
his groin near an explosive state.


Sarah leaned out into the hallway and looked in
both directions. When she came back in there was a puzzled expression on her
face.


“Have mom and dad been home yet?” she asked.


“No,” Jason replied slowly, trying to control his
voice, “I’ve been alone since I came home from school”.


Sarah snickered at him.


“You’ve been alone a lot longer than that” she
quipped quickly. Without a moment of rational thought he picked up a battered
old glass ashtray off of the desk and threw it at her. His aim was terrible and
it smashed into the wall a foot to the left of her, making a sharp hole in the
wall and clattering loudly to the floor. Despite his poor aim, Sarah scattered
back into the hallway. After she realized that it had come nowhere near her,
she darted back into the room, her ice-chip blue eyes blazing with sudden fury.


“That could have fucking killed me, you little
prick! I should fucking strangle you right now!” Her voice was just a
half-octave under a scream.


“Could you?” he asked, with a semi-smile twitching
on his greasy face. “Someone took all of the bullets out of my gun and I’ve
read that it’s impossible to strangle yourself. You just pass out and then wake
up later.”


She pointed at him; one immaculately manicured red
fingernail jabbed like a knife-point towards him.


“I’m telling mom and dad. You’re going to have to
go see someone, and everyone’s going to think that you’re crazy”.


“They already do. What’s the fucking difference?”


“Mom and dad will probably take your internet
access away”.


This was not something that he had considered and
now a worm of fear with very sharp teeth burrowed its way into him. He tried to
dismiss it but the idea stayed with him. That really would be an
intolerable situation.


“You’ll have to find them first, won’t you?”


She nodded slightly, lost in thought.


“It’s six o’ clock, where the hell are they?”


“I don’t know. Maybe they went out to dinner”.


“Without telling us? That doesn’t seem likely”.


“I don’t know. Did you try calling them?


“Of course I tried calling them; you’re not as
smart as you think you are”.


“Of course I am. But I still don’t know where they
are”.


Sarah dug her phone out of her jeans. She unlocked
it and began scrolling through something on her screen. Jason turned around and
faced his screen once again. The entire chat room had seen everything that had
happened and was having a field day with it; there was a cross-post back to the
original post he had made and there was already talk of archiving it for future
opportunities for laughter and merriment. The word “epic” was used more than a
few times, and with varying levels of sarcasm. He watched it dully, took it in
peripherally. The possibility that one of them would dox him and reveal his
name, address, and telephone number was present but only on the surface of his
brain. The underside was just a giant black pit. Sarah was talking, probably
about his parents again, but Jason had completely tuned her out.


He couldn’t even kill himself correctly. He
slumped in the chair and directed wave after wave of self-loathing towards
himself. So this was it, then. He lived alone, in utter boredom, and he
couldn’t even remove himself from the situation. He was incapable of even
exercising the option. He thought about taking pills but was morbidly sure
that, were he to attempt it, something would happen that would prevent him from
carrying it out in full. Probably humiliate myself at the same time he
told himself blackly, end up having to get my stomach pumped while the
nurses stand around laughing at how stupid I was. Sarah flicked the back of
his head and a nauseating twist of rage shot up from his mid-spine.


He turned around with a quickness that surprised
him and slapped Sarah’s hand, which was still coming back from the flick. There
was a slick, satisfying sound of slapping skin and a pained jump to Sarah that
gave Jason some small satisfaction. He spoke slowly and with great contempt.


“If you hit me again, I will cut your fucking hand
off, and watch you bleed to death out of the stump.”


Sarah drew back and regarded him with hurt
confusion. Jason thought for a moment that he might have gone too far, but he
shut the thought down with ruthless efficiency.


She just sentenced you to a life of utter
fucking nothing he thought, voicing it like a drill sergeant. That’s how
little she cares about you. If she really cared, she’d be your Dr. Kevorkian. As
it stands, she can burn in hell for all you care.


He tried to regulate his breathing, to find some
sort of calm. He needed to act civilly, at least for the moment.


“I’m sorry I hit you. What were you saying?” He
said it slowly, trying to fake calm. Sarah seemed to accept it, although she
was still wary.


“I said I was going to try calling Dad at work. Mom’s
yoga class might have run late but I don’t think I could get ahold of her
there”.


“Probably not,” Jason agreed, although he thought
privately that this was a pretty basic sentiment that she didn’t need to share.
“So are you going to do it, then?”


Sarah picked the number from her contacts and then
held the phone to her ear, waiting. Jason, bored of the entire operation,
turned back to his computer. He exited out of his attempted-suicide post with
another pang of panic and refreshed the main page. The silence from Sarah
started to seem a little long. After reading the new posts over


I guess they’re busy; I’ll try again until I
get someone


He started to realize that they were all saying
the same thing


Wow, no one’s picking up, shit what is that
extension dad taught me, Jason do you remember?


They were all saying the exact same
incomprehensible thing.


Shit, Lisa’s calling me; I’ll have to try Dad
again in a minute.


 


EVERYONE IS FUCKING GONE, the top post
read. WHAT THE HELL? read the second. He darted forward and clicked on
the title of the first one. And read. And read.


 


Uh, did anyone else just see that?


 


What the fuck just happened? Hello?


 


I was just watching the Yankees and everyone
disappeared. WTF did anyone else see that?


 


I turned my TV off and then back on but it’s
still like that. Did someone hack the TV signal?


 


I bet someone took over the airwaves. So cool.


 


LOL totally hilarious troll, bro. 10/10 would
rage again.


 


NO GUYS IT’S FUCKING REAL!!!


 


YEAH GUIZE, TOTES EVERY1 JUS
DISAPPEARED!!!11!ELEVEN


 


No he’s right, I’m on my phone at the mall and
people just seriously vanished. Not everyone but a lot of people. WTF is going
on?


 


Pics or it didn’t happen.


 


I went to check the news on TV and no one’s
there


 


Holy shit everyone went out for ice cream at
the same time!


 


Good troll God!


 


The pictures began showing up. Shopping malls that
were mostly deserted were the first to show up. Jason thought that they might
just be almost-abandoned malls from run-down suburbs, but then familiar sites
started showing up. The Mall of America. The West Edmonton Mall. A shopping
center in what looked like Tokyo, at least from the signs. A huge center in Berlin,
with a few confused looking people in the midground that just contrasted
against the empty cement vistas. Next came sports stadiums, where a few people
sat in the seats, a few people stood on the field of play, and no one looked as
though they had the slightest clue of what to do next. Then came formerly busy
streets; someone posted 5th Avenue and the desertion looked like it
came fresh from a movie set. Sarah was saying something and her tone was
getting higher in pitch as she talked. Jason had stopped listening to her but
in the end it didn’t really matter; he knew exactly what she was talking about.
It was hard to believe that she was talking about anything else. He pored
through the pictures that were showing up; within moments every post that he read
through was related to it. He was fascinated. Places that were never without
people, at any time of day, looked abandoned. Times Square was mostly empty. That
one threw him for a hard loop, and he noticed after that this hand was shaking
slightly. He cursed himself for being weak, but the palsy remained.


Sarah left the room and he kept browsing. Kept
clicking. It was like an itch that had been maddening him for years that he had
finally found the limberness to scratch. He saw cars that had crashed into each
other. There was no one in them when they hit each other the post beside
the picture read. He saw pictures from subway stations, devoid of the hustle
and bustle of people going about their daily lives. Daily lives had been canceled.
He stopped reading the posts and captions and just paid attention to the
pictures. The pictures carried the narrative here. There was no need to go
anywhere else, at least until people’s videos were uploaded.


When the videos were uploaded, he started
to gorge himself on them. They told a much more complete story than the
pictures did. Mostly everyone had a smartphone nowadays, and these phones all
had video cameras built into them. He watched a dozen shaky hand-shot videos of
empty buildings that by all rights should have been jam-packed with sweaty,
generic lifeforms. The narrators on these videos inevitably had the same
high-pitched note that he had overheard in his sister’s phone call. That same
note of confused, shocked fear blended with a strange sort of awe, the kind that
usually accompanied religious conversions. The voice of people who had just had
the rug pulled out from under them, who had been dealt a hand of jokers. Dangerous
people.


Sarah reappeared in his doorway. Her face was
unfocused, her hand cradling her iPhone and unconsciously feeling it around in
her fingers like a crib blanket.


“What’s going on?” By her voice she sounded less
than she was; eighteen going on ten. Jason cackled shortly before he got
himself under control.


“How should I know, Sarah?” he replied with some
heat, “I know pretty much what you know. For once”.


“Fuck off for a minute, Jason, and let’s get real
here. We need to figure out what’s going on, we need to, I don’t know, we need
too…”


“Why?”


“What…what do you mean, why? Where…I mean, all the…the
people…”


“Yeah, they’re gone. Everyone’s gone”.


“Not everyone”.


Sarah was silent for a moment, struggling to find
something to say that would put everything into perspective and make everything
seem all right again. Her silence was proof enough that she hadn’t been able to
come up with anything. Jason felt a surge of pity for her, and didn’t shut it
down. At least she’s family he thought suddenly, and it made for a
strange stew within him. At least the final joke wasn’t that everyone
vanished and left me completely alone.


“We need to find some other people. Where was your
friend Lisa?”


“I don’t know”


“Well then call her back”


“I don’t know”


“Just hit redial and call her back”


“I don’t, I don’t”


“SARAH!”


Sarah stopped the line of babble she was working
up into. Her flow of repeated denials of knowledge cut off as if Jason had
slapped her. Jason felt a smug glow within him.


“We’re going to go meet up with any of your
friends who are around. We’re going to find some food, and something to drink,
and we’re going to figure something out. First, though, we have to go find
some other people.”


Sarah stared at him blankly for a moment, and then
nodded slowly. Her phone came up to her face and she began to search her
contacts. Jason turned back to his computer. Get what you can he told
himself, soak it all in. Nothing’s the same from here on out.











First Interlude


 


 


 


Carter Henderson walked in the door, intent on
getting his shoes off and finally letting his feet stretch out a little. The
smell of cooking chicken permeated the house, a warm, homey scent that
instantly relaxed him. He could feel the tension of the subway commute
loosening; the psychic dirt he always felt gathering on him between Yorkdale
Station and his home near Keele washed away in familiarity. He smiled as his
shoes rattled against the wall and it widened as he strolled amiably into his
living room. It deflated a little when he saw that the TV was on, loudly, even
though no one was in the room. He shook his head, meaning to bring this up with
his children, but after he turned the television down he noticed something
unnerving. Once the volume had been sharply reduced, there were no other noises
to be heard in the townhouse. He poked his head into the kitchen, but it was
also empty. The oven was on, and (more disturbingly) the tap was running, water
trickling out in a low-pressure release. He walked over and shut the tap off
absent-mindedly, straining his ears to catch any sounds of life. He slowly made
his way to the narrow staircase and up to his second floor. The children
weren’t in their rooms. His wife was not in their room. The bathroom was
unoccupied. He made his way downstairs and stood in the living room again, his hand
resting uneasily on the back of his head. He told himself that they must have
stepped out for a moment—all of them—maybe to go to the store, or to see one of
the neighbors. He told himself this, although the slowly rising panic he felt
burrowing up from within him told him otherwise.


 


Mohammed Lalani had picked up the guy outside of
the Hideout on Queen West; he had already been drunk, and Mohammed had been
leery of him from the start. There had been several moments during the tense
cab ride out towards Scarborough that Mohammed had been sure that the man would
begin throwing up everywhere inside the cab. He had cringed each time; beyond
the mess and the smell, he was running a tight operation and the cost of
cleaning his cab out would put a severe dent in his profits. The guy was
sloppy; his hair was disheveled, his face unshaven for days. There had been a
smell coming off of him that had been immediately distinctive from the moment
his friends had shoved him into the back seat: it was the smell of vomit, sour
days-old sweat, and ripe tequila. It had assaulted Mohammed’s nostrils from the
get-go, ratcheting up a sharp nausea in him. Now he was falling over, drooping
dangerously into Mohammed’s seat on an angle; he was being held in place, but
only until the next corner. In a few minutes he would be on the floor. He
cursed the man’s friends in his head. Why couldn’t they have made sure he was
buckled in before thumping the top of the cab and sending him on his way? The
guy was sure to puke, now, and maybe choke on it while he was at it. Mohammed
was blackly sure that, the way his night was proceeding, this was the likely
outcome.


There was a blur at his side and he swerved
instantly to avoid it, his nerves and reaction time tempered by long years of
driving a taxi on Toronto streets. He very nearly hit a pole on the other side
of the street, but thankfully there were no pedestrians walking there and he
was able to drive over the sidewalk and right himself. He turned to look out of
his rear window and watched the thing that had nearly rammed into him speed
past; it was a beat-up looking blue van, and it sped across the street and
smashed into the front of a boutique clothing store. Mohammed’s eyes widened
and his hand went to his mouth. He looked down to check on his fare and he felt
as though he had been slapped. His fare had disappeared. Mohammed blinked a
couple of times, and stretched his hand out into the empty space where the man
had been, moments ago. How had he gotten out? Mohammed glanced at the door and
saw that it was locked. He looked back up and out of the rear window; no one
had emerged from the stores to check out the wreckage. From far off, he heard
the crunching of metal and glass repeating.


 


Albert Northdancer watched with no small amount of
satisfaction as Claire fell forward into her pillows, suddenly boneless and
panting heavily. Albert was panting fairly hard himself; they’d been at it for
more than an hour and they’d been wrestling each other into new positions on a
regular basis throughout that. She was lithe, he would give her that; her
conversation was pretty vapid until you got her going about politics, and while
Albert usually voted for conservatives, Claire was strident about it. She was
starting to bore him, but she still acted like a repressed teenager in the
sack, and for him it counted for something. He supposed, in that generous
post-coital mood, that if he was interested in her job it might be different;
she was a floor producer for Ezra Levant, though, and once he got over the novelty
of banging a girl working in television it got old quickly. The acronyms, the
quick speech, the jargon; if it hadn’t been for the expert way she used those
long, coltish legs in bed he would have moved on from her long ago. As it was,
he needed a snack; he left her exhaling into her pillows and made his way to
her kitchen, his deflating manhood wagging in front of him like a puppy’s tail.


There wasn’t much, he discovered; either she ate
out a lot or she was in sore need of a trip to the grocery store. He scraped
together some bread and waffled back and forth between some suspect deli meat
in the fridge and some good old fashioned peanut butter. He chose the peanut
butter in the end, slapped it all together, and nabbed a bottle of Stella
Artois to wash it down with. He took the long route back to Claire’s bedroom,
passing through her spacious, airy living room to admire the view from the
picture window. Claire lived in a condo building along the shoreline of Lake
Ontario, and the view of the lake from her living room was nothing short of
amazing. Privately, he was willing to admit that it was another reason that he
was still dating the woman.


Munching on his sandwich, he entered the bedroom
and stopped short. The bed was empty. He looked around the room to see if she
was hiding somewhere, for whatever reason, and saw that she was really gone. He
blinked for a moment, unsure of how to react, and decided to check the
bathroom, in case she had gone there without his hearing her. The bathroom was
empty as well. He walked back into the bedroom to check again, taking a long
swig of the Belgian beer and feeling as though there were something happening
that was just slightly beyond his ability to comprehend. Absurdly, as he stood
blinking in the bedroom for the second time, his first thought was that she
must have pulled some sort vanishing trick, a magician’s illusion, in order to
troll him. It was the only explanation that he would accept for some time afterward.


 


For Tessa Sanction, there was no way she could delude
herself into thinking that it was some kind of trick or illusion. Slated to be
the second guest on an evening television roundtable discussion on pork
futures, she had been getting instructions on where to go to get her camera
makeup applied when the helpful intern she’d been talking to had ceased to
exist. He had been there the first moment, all smiles and wavy brown hair and
the kind of soulful eyes that Tessa found her knees weakening for. The next
instant, that hot bit of delicious was not there. She saw the vending machine
he had been obscuring, clearly; the Out of Stock light was lit up on the 7-Up
and for a long moment it was the only thing that Tessa could focus on. She
broke out of the trance and continued walking into the studio, but she was greeted
largely by silence. A song loop played from somewhere deeper into the building,
and there was a metallic beeping noise from a few rooms over, but besides that
the din of conversation had ceased. She darted her eyes from side to side as
she walked—wandered, really—through the studio complex. She found the makeup
area, full of empty chairs and mirrors that reflected no breathing life. She
passed it by, no longer interested.


Eventually she found her way to the set she was to
have been on. There were a number of chairs, some potted ferns, and a pile of
papers that looked as though they had been photocopied from magazines, but
there were no people. She called out a few times but was only answered by her
own echoes coming back from blameless white walls. From deep back the metallic
beeping continued on.


 


Colin Li was waiting at Lansdowne Station for the
next subway train to arrive, keeping his eyes on the dirty white-tile floor and
trying to ignore everyone else around him. They were doing the same as well, some
of them staring at the floor like Colin, others putting their thousand-yard
stares onto the movie posters that lined the metal structure that separated one
half of the station from the other. A lot of them were wearing the telltale
white plastic earphones that denoted they were blocking the rest of the world
out through the use of MP3 players. Colin preferred to keep his ears open, just
in case someone got any ideas about clever ways to part him from his
possessions or his life. He’d been mugged on Bloor, just around the corner, and
ever since he’d been very paranoid about nearly everything. He became extremely
nervous whenever strangers came into close proximity with him; his heart would
race until he would swear it would burst, and he was continually fighting the
urge to run away screaming.


Until recently he had normally stood at the edge
of the yellow rubber strip that separated the platform from the train tunnel. He
did it to give himself a fighting chance at getting on the train car before
anyone else for the purpose of snagging an actual seat. He hated standing in
the cars more than anything else; the nausea that welled up in him by the time
he got over to Victoria Park was unbearable. He measured the success of his
days by whether or not he was able to sit down; there was something vaguely sad
in this, but he refused to think too deeply into it. Thinking too deeply would
result in having to stand, and avoiding that was the key to his day. He’d
forced himself to stand away from the yellow line, however, since a number of
news reports had come out pertaining to a man in New York City whose fetish was
to push people onto the train tracks. He’d done it to two people thus far, and
the police were scrambling to catch him before he struck again. There were no
copycat pushers in Toronto that he had been made aware of, but he nervously
told himself every day that it was better to be safe than to be sorry.


He heard the rumble of the next train barrelling
down the tunnel; if he’d been standing by the yellow line, he would have felt
the tell-tale whispers of air being pushed out ahead of it. Standing against
the back wall, his eyes cast down to the floor, that rumble was the only
warning he had. As soon as he heard it he began to walk forward, intent on
getting a seat. His feet were tired, even more so than they normally were at
the end of a day; the grocery store he worked at had been exceedingly busy for
some reason, and he’d been hustled along from the moment he’d arrived. He
stopped two feet short of the yellow line just as the train came out of the
station’s tunnel and into view.


It came in very fast and this was the first thing
that clued Colin into the fact that something was going wrong. The train sped
into the station and did not slow down. It rushed by, the displaced air
battering at him with uncommon force. He stepped back, his mouth falling open
and catching the fetid, stale scent of deep tunnel on his tongue. He gagged
slightly and put the back of his hand to his mouth to try to block out the
taste. He watched the train speed out of the other end of the station, its
momentum undiminished. He looked around to gauge the reaction of the others in
the station to this somewhat unusual event; trains would often roll through
without stopping, if they were behind schedule, but never at that kind of
velocity. As he looked around, he realized that he was the only person in
Lansdowne Station. The departing train echoed its last sounds around him and he
stared, uncomprehending. There had been other people there. He swallowed
hard, and told himself this again. There had been other people standing
around him and he wasn’t suddenly going crazy. He staggered back a few
steps and glared around wildly, blinking rapidly and trying to figure out what
was going on. His heart seemed to be beating a sledgehammer rhythm in his rib
cage and his mouth had gone dry. To his left and his right, there was no one. His
staggered footsteps echoed loudly, with no one to absorb the sound.


Across the station, on the opposite platform, he
spotted a man in denim with heavy, ornate cowboy boots. He couldn’t make out
the man’s features with any sort of exactness, but from what Colin could see,
the man looked shocked. His mouth was open, at any rate; Colin could see that
quite clearly from across the tracks. Colin stepped forward onto the yellow
rubber strip at the edge of the platform, his concerns about murderous subway
pushers vanished for good. He held up his hands and began to wave them wildly.


“Hey!” he shouted. “Over here! What’s going on?” The
man focused on Colin; he realized that the man had not seen him before he
started to shout. The man shook his head uncertainly, and Colin lowered his
hands until he was practically soothing the man from a distance.


“No, no,” he said, still shouting to be heard, but
at a lower volume. “It’s okay, it’s okay…”


The man shook his head a final time and then
bolted, running off of the platform and up the stairs at the other end. Colin
let out one final shouted “WAIT” before dropping his hands with disgust and
slumping his shoulders. The man’s panicked footfalls on the stairs echoed back
across the station to him. Colin stared after his departed form, his mind
running so quickly as to render itself blank. Without any rationale as to where
or why, he turned around and mirrored the other man, running up the station's
exit staircase as fast as possible.


 


Everyone had a story, in the days that followed. They
wandered in a daze, searching for other survivors and trading stories of where
they were and what they were doing when everyone around them just seemed to
vanish. The looks in their eyes were all the same, although none of them had
the presence of mind to realize it at the time: it was the look of a person who
had been standing on a solid floor only to be shown that it had been water
after all.


In those early days, they gathered in small
groups, dazed, and wandered from immediate concern to immediate concern,
searching for some sort of purpose that extended beyond the end of their reach.
It is perhaps a testament to the spirit of the species that these groups
interacted and existed for the first couple of days in a fairly heartwarming
manner. Oh, there were murders, assaults, vile acts perpetrated by one upon
another, but it was proportionally much smaller than would have been expected
on a given day before the disappearance. In the aftermath of great catastrophe
human beings will often knit together in a spirit of togetherness for the first
few moments, before the old tired hobgoblins that lurk underneath begin to pull
it apart.











Two


 


 


 


Mark Taylor walked back from the grocery store
slowly, pushing with indifference a rattling old grocery cart filled to the
brim with food and bottled water. There was no need to hurry, as he saw it; for
as far around him as he could see, there was no sign of another human being. There
hadn’t been for the past two hours, after…


He forced himself to pick up speed, hoping perhaps
to outrun the thought that wanted to come. The memory.


He made himself concentrate. He needed to think.
Something very important had happened, and he needed to understand it, to fit
it logically into what he knew. It wouldn’t come, no matter how sternly he
tried to talk to himself. He had been in the snack aisle at the Price Chopper
on the top of the hill in Brockville, muttering to himself about Olivia’s
request for brand-name chips and silently annoyed with the woman in front of
him, who had been taking forever to decide between two identical-looking bags
of salt-and-vinegar chips. The whole trip to the store had been an irritation
from the beginning, Olivia demanding things from him and using the baby he’d
put inside her as a club to get them from him. She’d been quite clear that she
could raise the thing on her own, he remembered her holding forth on that
opinion at length, and yet she still used the guilt clobbering to extract money
and other things from him on a regular basis. It would be a goddamn funny
fucking thing if the kid isn’t even mine he had thought, and then…


Nope. It was not going to come right now. It was
one flower whose time to bloom had not arrived yet. He pushed the cart a little
faster, picking up some definite speed as he came down the hill and passed
under the steely length of overhead railway bridge that served as a border
between Parkdale and everything else. He approached it just as an impressively
fast GO train rattled the web of steel suspended above him. He shrank back from
it, watching it shake the bridge and seeing it glide by without acknowledging
anything around it. He wondered if there were any passengers aboard. If there
was…


He came out on the other side and kicked his way
up the sidewalk, trying like mad to outrun that thought. A car came by a fairly
placid speed. There was no one inside of it. It approached the bridge and
glided under. He outpaced it, putting it out of his head. If the kid isn’t
even mine he had thought, and…


With a violent heave he pushed the cart away from
him. It shot forward and rammed into a streetlight pole, rattling the contents
with a metallic shudder and coming to rest at the edge of the curb. Mark
stumbled back from it and found himself sitting on worn concrete steps. He
didn’t look at the house whose front steps he had collapsed onto, although it
would perhaps be a closer point to say that he couldn’t. The only thing
he could do at that moment, it seemed, was search spasmodically for a pack of
cigarettes that he wasn’t even sure existed. His hand skittered over his denim
jacket and around the pockets of his stretched, faded jeans. One hand
eventually found its way into his short, slick black hair, and that hand found
itself grabbing onto that short, slick hair and pulling. Hard.


“FUCK!” he screamed into a deserted, uncaring
street. The echo bounced around like a manic child, sounding louder at times. He
rested his forehead on his palm and wept loudly. His consciousness seemed to
fade into a bleak grey for some time. Eventually he found some calm, and
floated back up to the surface, much as a dead man floats in water. Something
tickled the edge of his consciousness, but he couldn’t quite grasp at it. He
had been looking at chips, not No Name chips but fucking Hostess chips, four
bucks a bag, thinking it’s a good thing selling computers pays well har har
har and the woman ahead had been hemming and hawing, comparing the
ingredient breakdown on two bags of –


Something flickered on the edge of his awareness
again but this time he caught it. There were footsteps nearby, within a block
or so. Heavy steps, like engineer boots. Walking away.


“HEY!” he screamed, jumping to his feet. “HEY! YOU
WALKING!”. He ran wildly in the direction that the footsteps were coming from. “WAIT!
PLEASE!”. He turned a corner, ran up a side street and turned again. The
footsteps were beginning to fade from his range of hearing. He started to
panic. “WAIT! PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE WAIT! JUST WAIT! I DON’T!” He stopped in a
huff, resting with his hands on his knees and breathing far too heavily. His
breath was whooping in and out like a train whistle and his anxiety was
starting to spiral out of control.


“I don’t want to hurt you,” he finished in a harsh
whisper, feeling the first stings of tears well up in his eyes.


The walk back to the abandoned cart was dejected,
his mind full of black thoughts that couldn’t be fully visualized. He stopped
by the stuffed cart and regarded it for a moment, pondering it dully. He
wondered what to do and thought of twelve different possibilities, which meant
that in the end he did nothing but continue to stare at the cart.


“Everyone disappeared” he said quietly, forcing
himself to say it out loud. Once he said it out loud, he thought it might begin
to make sense. It didn’t, but he could at least think about it, start to come
to some sort of terms with it. “Everyone disappeared” he said again, louder
this time. It sounded like a definitive statement in the quiet. “EVERYONE DISAPPEARED!”
he screamed. It bounced off the buildings like his previous expletive and Mark
stepped back involuntarily, started by its force. A long way off, in the
direction of the horseshoe apartment tower in the distance, an inarticulate cry
of rage replied.


The reply-scream got Mark moving again. The
horseshoe tower, West Lodge by name, was where Olivia lived. He realized as he
walked that it was entirely possible—likely, even—that Olivia was vanished
along with everyone else except himself and the owner of the mysterious
footsteps. It didn’t feel right, though, and when Mark tried to tell himself
that it was statistically improbable, that just because he still loved her
despite their falling out didn’t mean that she would somehow escape whatever
had happened. He would get to the towers, ride up in that shaky elevator, and
arrive at her fifth-floor apartment only to find it barren of human life. It
didn’t matter. Mark felt himself drawn on the possibility that probability was
wrong; sometimes, even though they were heavily stacked, you could still beat
the house odds.


He picked up his pace and swung the cart into the
street. There weren’t any more driverless cars coming down Lansdowne Avenue and
for that he was grateful; the sight was extremely unnerving, and while he had
started to become acquainted with the situation he wanted to keep the unnerving
sights to a minimum. He had a feeling that this would be an uphill battle.


Across the street was the entrance to West Lodge
Park and he took it, although he normally didn’t. It was adjacent to the West
Lodge towers and was typically a family hangout, but there was a seedy element
that hung out there as well and the summer before someone had been shot. It was
in the foot, of course, and was the result of kids acting stupid, but Mark
normally tried to avoid situations that he couldn’t get out of. Today, though,
there seemed little need to fear anything in the park. Today, fear was about
what wasn’t there, as opposed to what was. He pushed the rising panic back down
and forced himself to hurry.


The park looked empty, and Mark tightly steered
the cart down the parks winding path. He passed by the backstop that demarcated
the baseball diamond and had a random memory callback of a Vietnamese man he
had witnessed kneeling in the snow there one winter, burning papers in a small
pile. They were letters, he had seen, letters written in graceful, stately
ideograms. The man had looked up and with a short look conveyed the feeling of
having a stormcloud hovering over him without end. The memory shook Mark and he
worried at it in his mind as he exited the park through a small chain-link
fence that backed on to the towers, which now loomed very large at the edge of
his awareness.


“Hey man,” a voice said mildly from his right. He leaped
away from it and screamed wildly. His feet caught and he went tumbling backward,
landing in the street with a painful, scraping thud. He saw who it was and
managed to cut off his scream. He panted like a bellows in the middle of the
street, wondering if he was about to lose his mind. It was Carlos, the short
Mexican man who never went anywhere without his urban-special miniature
hand-cart. He had long black hair that he kept tied back with a leather ring
and usually wore a faded denim vest with a Motorhead patch sewn onto the back. He
was someone whom Mark saw in the neighborhood, always willing to talk and share
the local news. Right now to Mark he looked like the Angel of the Morning.


“Oh, Carlos, hey, sorry,” he said in a clipped
fashion. He continued to pant and could not find the energy to get up from off
of the street. Carlos regarded him evenly with heavy-lidded eyes and Mark
realized that the man was very, very stoned.


“Hey man,” Carlos said again, “good to see you. For
real. It’s good to see anyone right now. A lot of people seemed to have just…” He
let it hang in the air. Mark nodded emphatically.


“Yeah, everyone’s gone. Do you have any idea what
happened?”


“Nah”


Mark watched him, waiting to see if there was
anything that would follow that. Eventually he decided that there wasn’t
anything coming.


“Have you seen anyone else?” he tried. Carlos
nodded slowly.


“Yeah, I’ve seen a few people. Maybe a dozen or
so. Saw one of the security guards from the building about half an hour ago,
came out of the far building, 105, with his gun drawn. Seemed convinced that he
was about to get into a serious fight, or something.”


“Oh yeah?” Mark finally found enough rest to get
to his feet. He stretched some of his leg muscles and went to his cart.


“Yeah. Saw a couple people I didn’t know walking
through the back entrance a little bit ago too. They seemed pretty out of it,
but I know how that is”. He grinned. “No cops around to keep me from smoking
right here.”


Mark laughed. “I can see that.” His laugh started
to shake ominously and he stopped.


“I saw a woman standing on that balcony over
there” he continued, pointing toward the closest half of the horseshoe-shaped
West Lodge towers. Mark looked over to where he was pointing, and a wild hope
resurged from within him. He forced himself to remain calm.


“Which balcony?” he asked mildly, although he was
ready to burst inside. Carlos thought for a moment, and then peered at the
building, counting silently on his lips.


“Fifth…yeah, fifth floor, six over from the edge
there.”


“A woman?” Mark asked intently. He darted forward
and grabbed Carlos’ arm. The little man looked down at Mark’s hand with a small
twist of distaste on his mouth.


“Hey man, there’s no call for that,” he protested
mildly. “I have to…”


“A woman?” Mark asked again, loudly. He shot a
look at Carlos that caused the man to straighten up and cut some of the fog
from his eyes.


“Yeah, man, a woman, where I said. Now let go of
my fucking arm, already.”


Mark realized that he was gripping Carlos’ arm
with almost white-knuckle intensity and instantly let go. He stepped back and
rested his arm at his side awkwardly, a little ashamed of himself.


“Sorry, Carlos,” he apologized slowly, “it’s just
that she’s my” he hesitated slightly “ex-girlfriend and she’s pregnant and”


“Hey man,” Carlos interjected, “that’s okay. I get
you now. That’s pretty lucky, her still being here and me being where I am and
all. What do you think the odds are?”


Mark laughed, and for the first time in two hours
he didn’t feel as though the laugh was going to lead to cackling, gibbering
insanity. It felt good, coming deep from his belly and issuing out of his mouth
with authority. Carlos joined in, although Mark was fairly certain it was more
out of amusement than anything else.


“I don’t know, man,” Mark replied, “but I’ll tell
you, if there were dice right here I would roll them, ‘cause they’d probably
come up seven every time.”


Carlos laughed even harder at that.


“Oh man, that’s good. I like that, I’m gonna take
that”


“Take it away” Mark said, “I gotta get up there,
though. Listen—517, ok?”


Carlos stared at him blankly for a moment, and
then suddenly understood.


“Yeah, man, 517,” he replied. “Gotta stick
together, right? Safety in numbers.”


“Safety in numbers,” he agreed, grinning, unaware
then of how ghastly a statement that would seem in less than a year.


Mark pushed the cart into the parking lot behind
the apartment tower and brought it up to the back door. He watched the
balconies but they remained empty, silent watchers of the deserted street. The
only sound that he could hear was the omnipresent hum of the air conditioners
rattling on and on. He fumbled in his pocket for his keys and opened the lock. His
hands were shaking slightly and it took longer than it should have, but he
ignored it as best he could. With some difficulty he got the heavy cart into
the doorway and pushed it into the cool dim lobby of West Lodge.


The lobby had nostalgia for opulence. There was a
fountain scene locked behind a gate that bubbled continuously. 1970s-vintage
art graced the walls in the lobby and along the edge of the steel spiral
staircase that started nowhere and rose up into the ceiling to end nowhere. The
walls without art were mirrored and had leather couches against them, like
corner booths at Studio 54. Normally there would have been people in the lobby;
people waiting for friends to come down from their apartments, delivery people
waiting for the elevator, heavyset mothers with weighty stares, maybe the punks
that lived on the 12th floor. Today the only sound was the burbling
of the fountain; he was alone in the lobby with his cart. He went to the bank
of elevators, punched the button, and waited with extreme impatience as the
system roared into life and lowered the carriage to the ground floor.


The door opened and for a brief instant before it
opened he thought he would see a corpse lounging in the corner, just to cap the
day off, but of course it was empty. He trundled his cart into the elevator and
squeezed himself in around it. He had to strain slightly to reach around the
cart to press the “5” button on the panel, and within a moment the elevator
lifted him up into the tower.


On the fifth floor he left the cart at the
elevator drop-off, too impatient to bother with it for now. He couldn’t help
himself and began to run down the hallway of rough, faded carpet. The doors
rushed by him, displaying blurs of numbers that he saw without really seeing. When
he got to 517, he fell against the door and began pounding on it.


“OLIVIA!” he screamed, “OLIVIA LET ME IN!”


There was no reply from inside, and in the silence
Mark could feel his brain begin to come loose of its moorings again. Then, like
the first rays of dawn over the horizon, he heard the scrape of a chain lock
being loosed from inside the door. Then the latch was engaged. Then the door
swung open slowly, and Mark proceeded to fall into the open doorway with
jellied muscles that approximated relief.


Olivia was there, and she caught him. He looked up
at her dumbly, unsure of whether to trust any of his senses. She looked down at
him without expression. Her lithe, heart-shaped face seemed serene, and the
dark hair that curled down her exquisite jawline framed it in as alluring a
manner as Mark had ever seen it. He looked up at her, feeling an amazing amount
of love for her welling up in him, wondering why they had ever broken up.


“Of all the people that should be falling through
the door”, she said flatly, “you should be the last. Mark, have you been
drinking? It’s not even seven o’clock”.


She let him fall to the floor and Mark lay there
breathing, trying to figure out what was going on. She turned and headed into
the apartment.


“What do you mean, have I been drinking?” he asked
plaintively.


“I mean, you were supposed to go to the
grocery store,” she said, her voice now coming from her kitchen, “and that was
five hours ago. The store is down the street, Mark. Where have you been and why
are you in such a state?”


He sat up, mouth open, trying to comprehend what
she was saying. Hadn’t she –


“What the fuck are you talking about?” he blurted
out without thinking. She slammed a mug down on the counter in the kitchen and
he winced. She came around the corner from the kitchen with her pretty face set
hard and her warm, bottomless brown eyes blazing with a fury he’d become
accustomed to with resignation. Her burgundy top stretched against her body for
a moment and he saw the bump that was forming. Their bump. He realized
with a start that she was five months along now, and that added something even
more unsettling into the mix. He forcefully pushed back that rising tide of
panic again, telling himself that he’d deal with it when the time came. He
swallowed hard, and she stood over him with her arms crossed.


“Mark, if you can’t go off to the grocery store
without disappearing for hours on end, how in the hell can I trust you to raise
a baby with me? I mean, seriously?” Her tone was stinging, contemptuous, and it
pricked into him like small blowdarts. He gritted his teeth and forced himself
to speak calmly.


“Have you not turned on the radio, or a TV, or, I
don’t know, looked outside today?”


She pursed her lips. “I woke up early—morning
sickness, you know? After that I went back to bed and I texted you from
there. I’ve been trying to sleep the whole day, since puking my fucking guts
out every morning seems to really be tiring”.


“So, then, you don’t know.”


“What don’t I know?”


“Everyone’s gone”


Olivia stared at him, continuing to keep her arms
crossed. She was very obviously trying to figure out what to say to that.


“Mark…” she began, her disgusted disbelief
dripping off of her tongue. Mark got to his knees and cut her off sharply.


“No, Olivia, listen to me.” He saw her stiffen,
and her eyes blazed even hotter than before. He continued quickly, not giving
her time to argue.


“I’m being serious! I don’t know what happened
exactly, but I was at the grocery store and everyone vanished. People
were there one moment and they weren’t the next.”


Her eyes searched his face, unreadable.


“That’s stupid, Mark,” she said finally. “Am I
supposed to believe you?”


“YES!” he yelled suddenly, sounding extremely loud
in close quarters. She bent down and got into his face, raising her finger
angrily.


“Keep your fucking voice down!” she hissed. “Do
you think I want my neighbors to hear me fighting with you?”


Mark chuckled weakly, feeling the unreality of the
situation start to catch up with him.


“Olivia, hon, I don’t think they’re going to hear
you. They’re probably not even there.”


She rolled her eyes and walked away from him back
into the kitchen. He got to his feet and dusted himself off.


“Listen,” he called out to her, “I’m just going to
go out to the elevator, I left a full cart of groceries there. Don’t lock me
out, okay?”


“I can’t make any promises,” she replied darkly
but she made no move to come after him. He stepped out and made his way back to
the elevator bank. His cart was still there, and there was no sound to be heard
from anywhere within earshot. The cart’s wheels were hard to roll on the carpet
but once he got it to Olivia’s apartment the parkade flooring made it much
easier. Olivia came out of the kitchen when she heard him come back in. She
looked at the pile of groceries in the cart with wary disbelief.


“My god, Mark, how much did all of this cost?”


“Nothing,” Mark replied, laughing ruefully,
“absolutely nothing.”


“Oh, Mark,” she admonished him, “you didn’t just
roll it out without paying, did you? I’m surprised they didn’t follow you all
the way here?”


Mark gaped at her, and grasped at words to say
that weren’t covered in white-hot anger.


“Does that…does that really sound like something
you would expect from me?” he asked. It felt like she had struck him.


“I don’t know Mark, I don’t really know what
you’re capable of nowadays, do I?”


He stared at her levelly, trying to coalesce his
thoughts.


“Olivia, I…”


“Don’t”


Mark didn’t. He closed his mouth, nodded his head,
and stared at the floor. Olivia sighed and then began going through the cart.


“Seriously, Mark, how much did this cost?” she
asked incredulously as she pored through the bulk boxes of pasta and the
brand-name frozen foods. “There must be three or four hundred dollars worth in
here”.


“Well, you said you wanted brand-name,” he
muttered.


“Yeah, but chips Mark, potato chips.
Not…” she gestured at the cart, “all of this”. She picked out a small pork
shoulder, struggling a little with its weight. “I’m not even sure if I’m going
to have room for all of this”.


“I wasn’t really thinking when I was grabbing all
of this,” he replied hazily, “it just sort of happened. Everyone vanished and I
just kind of…grabbed everything I could see that might be good to grab, you
know?”


Her angry eyes whipped into him again.


“Still with this?” she said between clenched
teeth. “Have you been drinking, Mark? This isn’t funny anymore. Not that
it ever was”.


He looked up suddenly, an idea forming in his
head.


“Turn on the TV! You’ll see that I’m not lying.”


The force of his demand took her back a bit, but
she regrouped quickly.


“Oh? And what am I supposed to be seeing?”


“Just turn it on. Here,” he said, walking around
the couch to where the old Sony sat under the window by the balcony door, “I’ll
do it for you”.


“Mark!” she hissed sharply, but Mark
ignored her. He turned the TV on. The sound faded in and one of the stations
that play the same movie for weeks on end came into view, playing a John Hughes
movie that Mark knew but couldn’t place right away. John Cryer was in it which
probably made it Pretty In Pink but…


He shook his head, trying to clear out that sense
of unreality that still hovered over him. It refused to dislodge. He flipped
through the channels until he found one that would have been broadcasting a
live show at the time of the disappearance. He flipped through three movies,
some kids cartoons and an infomercial (the Magic Bullet, he saw, a personal favorite)
before finding what he was looking for. It was a channel that consisted of a
single shot, a live camera facing a dead scene. He had no idea what show it was
supposed to be and didn’t care. There was an empty table ringed with empty
chairs that he assumed were for the hosts and their various guests. The only
signs of life were the potted plants that dotted the scene.


“See,” he said, a trifle smugly, “there you have
it.”


Olivia made her way over and watched the TV for a
long time, although there was little to watch. Her expression was inscrutable. Mark
realized that he was holding his breath.


“This really takes the cake, Mark,” she said
bitterly. Mark let out his breath explosively and stared at her incredulously.


“What?” he spat.


“How much did this little prank cost? You
know, I don’t get it, Mark. Was this whole trip to the grocery store a ruse to
get me to fall for this? Why? This is really kind of stupid.”


Mark shook his head slowly.


“No, no” he denied, his head spinning in a daze,
“that’s…why would I…forget that, how would I get that arranged?”


Olivia smirked and bitter triumph sprang up all
over her expression.


“Well that should be pretty easy to explain,” she
said smugly, “after all, I know damn well that you have friends
that work in TV”.


Mark felt a volcanic burst of anger surge up
through him and got it under control at the last minute. Of course she would
bring it up, he seethed, of course. It’s all about the shitty things
that Mark does, all the time, to the point of-


“That’s stupid, Olivia,” he said bluntly, and the
shock on her face made it almost worth it. “I don’t talk to her anymore—I’ve
told you this—and besides which, despite what you obviously think I’m not made
of money. There’s no way I could spend a fortune getting an entire morning show
crew—in a completely different city, I might add—to take the entire day off. Not
to mention the very simple question of why. Why would I spend all this
money and expend all of this effort to pull a convoluted prank on you?”


She looked at him without speaking for a moment
and he saw that there were tears welling up in her eyes. He instantly felt bad
about the tone he had been using but didn’t apologize.


“I don’t know,” she admitted finally, her voice
very small. “Probably because you hate me”.


He stepped forward automatically.


“I don’t hate you Olivia,” he said gently, “not
even a little bit”. She burst into tears and he smoothly took her into his
arms. She was stiff at first but her sobs ratcheted up in volume and she melted
into him. He held her against his chest as she cried her heart out, feeling a
massive upwelling of emotion for her bubbling up from somewhere deep below. He
wished at that moment that he could find his way back into time and take back
every action that had led to their break-up. Eventually her sobs quieted down
and settled out into a series of congested sniffles.


“I’m sorry,” he told her, meaning it. She pushed
away and looked up into his eyes. There were tear-streaks down her face and her
own eyes were very red.


“I know you are,” she said quietly, “but that
doesn’t change anything. I can’t trust you, Mark. I just can’t.”


He nodded, accepting it without rebuttal. The fact
that he didn’t have one made it worse.


“But are you telling the truth now?” she asked,
her voice rising. She gestured towards the TV. “If this isn’t some ridiculous
joke, then what the hell is going on? You’re telling me people just vanished,
or something? That doesn’t make any sense.”


“No,” Mark agreed, “it doesn’t. It doesn’t make
one bit of fucking sense”. He giggled and felt the panic-gorge start to rise
again, sour and tasting of years-old bile. “They were there and then they
weren’t. Come on, I’ll show you”. He gently took her hand and lead her out onto
the balcony. She looked at him oddly but followed along without complaint.


Out on the balcony, the street scene that Mark had
come out of was as empty and serene as he had left it. A moderate breeze
rustled the leaves that shaded the street, and the wind-chimes that hung over
the porches of the once-beautiful houses that lined the other side of it. The
only other sound was those ubiquitous air conditioners, rattling on all around
them.


“It’s very peaceful out here, today,” she said
doubtfully, “I’ve been out here once already.”


“I know,” he said, and then laughed at her
startled expression. “Carlos told me”.


“Carlos?” she asked slowly.


“Yeah, you know, the short Mexican dude that takes
that hand-cart with him wherever he goes, turns the recycling in for money. He’s
the only other person I’ve…seen since it happened”. He hesitated on seen
as he remembered again the footsteps that had hurried away from him, like smoke
on the breeze. “He said he’d seen you up here earlier, along with a few other
people he rattled off seeing”.


“So then not everyone is gone,” she said, confused
and irritated. Mark swallowed and leaned on the balcony rail, looking out over
the street. A plastic grocery bag blew down the sidewalk and got caught in the
chain-link fence that bordered the park.


“I guess not,” he admitted, “but a lot of people
are gone. I thought…” he stopped, clenching his teeth and swallowing saliva
that suddenly tasted like battery acid.


She settled in beside him, copying his
hands-on-the-rail lean. She looked out at the street, and then coyly turned her
head to look at him.


“You thought what?” she asked, and was that amusement
that he heard in her voice?


“I thought you’d be vanished, too,” he admitted,
although he had to force it. “I was close to panicking, and then I found
Carlos, and he said that he’d seen you, so”


“So you came to find me,” she finished for him. There
was a small smile on her face.


“I was coming here, anyway,” he replied gruffly. It
was strange, he reflected, strange how the scars that ringed the soul could
keep someone from admitting very simple, very heartfelt things. He felt a bleak
wave wash over him.


“Well, I’m glad you came. I still don’t know if I
believe you, but I’m glad you came.”


He looked at her, trying to read her expression,
and saw a glint of warmth in those warm pools of dark brown. The pace of his
heart picked up slightly.


“Well, I’m glad you’re glad,” he teased her, “but
what can I do to get you to believe me?”


That fleeting spark of warmth left her eyes and
Mark’s mood deflated.


“I don’t know, Mark, I really don’t. I’m going to
try calling some people, though, and I’ll find out what’s going on.” She left
the railing and opened the balcony door.


“Good luck with that,” he called after her, and
made no move to follow her inside. There was a sense of serenity on the balcony
that had been evading him and as he looked out over the deserted expanse before
him he wondered if he hadn’t maybe suffered a psychotic breakdown, or something
of the like. He heard Olivia pick up the phone from inside. She dialed, waited,
and left a message.


This was no breakdown a voice inside of him
spoke up, you saw this happen. You saw the woman trying to choose between
two remarkably similar bags of chips just vanish. She was there, then she
wasn’t. Do you think that grocery stores just become randomly abandoned in the
middle of the day? That live-to-air television stations waste their money on
continuous empty shots? Was that driverless car a psychotic imagining? I’ll bet
you can walk back down Lansdowne and find it under the railway bridge, settled
in, turned on, with no one behind the wheel. I’ll bet you double the money in
your pocket.


He rubbed at his eyes, trying to dispel the basic
truths that the voice seemed to be saying, but to no avail. He knew damn well
that the voice—his voice, after all—was telling the full truth. He heard Olivia
leave another message, and begin dialing again. He leaned over the rail, trying
to see out as far as he could. Trying to see if he could see anyone else out
there, wandering dazed in a cavernous and empty city. The breeze blew, the wind-chimes
tinkled, and the air conditioners ran on, but there was no other sign of life. He
gave up and went inside.


Olivia was hanging up the phone as he walked in,
and she looked at him with evident terror building up. He walked over to her
quickly and offered his arms out. She took his offer without argument and
nestled into him.


“No one’s answering,” she murmured, her voice
shaking.


“I didn’t think that they would,” Mark replied
quietly. “I would have been very excited if someone had”.


“I tried my sister in Burlington,” she went on,
“and then I tried my parents. I tried the main office here but they never
answer the phone anyway, so I don’t know what I was expecting”.


“I don’t know,” Mark echoed in a comforting tone.


“So then I tried that 2-for-1 pizza place down the
street, and no one answered so I tried again. There was still no answer. So
then I tried 911. No one picked up, Mark. No one picked up on 911”.


“So do you believe me now?” he asked, but she
continued on as if she hadn’t heard him, her voice getting shakier.


“No one picked up at 911. Do you understand me? No
one was there. No one at all.”


“I know,”


“No one, but someone always picks up the
Emergency line. That’s what they’re there for! For emergencies!”


“That’s what I’ve been trying to,”


“Emergencies! This is an emergency! What are we
supposed to do if something happens? If anything happens?”


He stepped back and held her by the shoulders. Her
pretty face was contorted by fear and there was panic running loose and rabid
around her chestnut eyes. Her lips were trembling, probably unconsciously, and
her shoulders were vibrating under his palms in a way that he didn’t care for.
He gripped her shoulders tightly until he caught and locked her gaze.


“Olivia,” he started.


“Mark, what do we do what do we do what do we do?”


“I don’t know,” he said sharply, cutting her off. “I
do know that, right now, we have each other. Now,” he stepped back from her,
and put one sweating palm to his head, running it back partially through his
hair, “I know that we’re over—I’m not going to try to press the issue, because
I know your thoughts on it—but I do know that something has happened. I
don’t know what—I don’t know if we’ll ever find out, really—but I know that we’re
still here. You and I. You know me, and I know you, and hopefully you can still
trust me enough to stick around with me as a friend, if nothing else.”


She looked at him, deeply, as though she were
trying to ascertain what lay behind his tired, twitching eyes. She said
nothing, and Mark scrambled for how to finish.


“We need to stick together, right?” he asked. She
nodded slowly, but still said nothing. “At least we know each other. And
there’s that to think about,” he noted, pointing at her protruding belly. Her
hands instinctively went to it, cradling it protectively.


“Oh god,” she whispered, “what are we going to
do?”


“We’ll figure it out when we get there,” he
replied, and then a noise caught his ear from off in the building. It was a
noise that he’d heard a thousand times before, but today, in this context, it
was explosive. The elevator was rising up through the building. He put out his
hand and raised a finger. Olivia caught the hint and then her eyes widened as
she heard what he was hearing. They both listened, transfixed, as the elevator
lifted and then shuddered to a stop. It was loud enough that Mark knew it had
stopped on their floor.


“Someone’s out there,” Olivia whispered, and Mark
wasn’t sure if it was awe or fear that he heard most in her voice.


“Shh…” he whispered, as quietly as he could manage.
He strained his ears to listen and was rewarded with the sound of faint
footfalls on carpet. He was reminded of the disappearing footsteps in the
street and a storm-surge of panic rushed through him.


“Stay quiet!” he hissed, and crept over to the apartment
door. He pressed his face up to the peephole and stared out. The footsteps got
closer, and eventually a figure, blurred and distorted by the funhouse-mirror
effect of the peephole, passed into view and stopped in front of the door. Even
though he should have known what was coming next, the sharp rap at the door
elicited a scream from him. He clamped his hand over his mouth but knew that it
was too late to do anything about it now. He looked back and Olivia’s shocked
face was wavering, about to break.


“Hey man, is that you in there?” a warm,
gregarious voice asked and Mark’s knees buckled. He put a hand out to steady
himself against the door.


“Yeah, Carlos, it’s me. Hold on.”


He looked back and Olivia was standing with her
arms crossed again, looking singularly unimpressed.


“You told him where I live?” she asked, anger
seeping back into her voice. Mark shrugged, unable to come up with any sort of
soothing reply. Instead, he opened the door and stood aside. Carlos was on the
other side, looking just as calm and stoned as he had on the street.


“Hey man,” he said, stepping into the apartment,
“do you have anything to eat? I got a hunger like you wouldn’t believe right
now”.











Second Interlude


 


 


 


While the dazed remnants of the city shook the
cobwebs from their heads and pulled together like scared amoebas in a hostile
pond, the glittering shops along Queen Street West stayed intact. Their glitzy
glass-entombed displays stayed as they were when the people tending them had disappeared,
forever selling the latest fashions and electronics to a long-gone audience. The
two hundred or so survivors that found themselves alone in the neighborhood
were too dazed to think about looting, and managed to come together at the
Eatons Centre to huddle together and chatter like angry, panicking birds about
the situation they found themselves in. They screamed, and talked excitedly of
Revelations, and wept like piteous children, but they didn’t engage in an orgy
of larceny. There would be time for that later.


The continued existence of the downtown core, and
the survivor group that gathered in the Eaton Centre that day, was thanks to
two men named Moe and Zeeshan. The two of them had found themselves the only
two staff members left at the Purple Rhino, an ersatz high-class eatery on the
second floor of that giant mall. After the understandable moment of utter shock
that occurred immediately after the disappearance, the two of them made a very
clever and very timely realization. In a way, their observation of this simple
but highly important fact was due to their employment in the kitchen. Had they
not been in there during the disappearance, they might not have seen the salmon
that the line chef had been searing burst into flames several minutes after he
had disappeared. Moe, the salads-and-soups cook, had reacted with unaccustomed
swiftness, grabbing the fire extinguisher and unleashing chemical foam all over
the stove. Zeeshan, who had been a prep kid chopping onions and cilantro for
the day, had run around turning the rest of the equipment off. After catching
their breaths (and smoking a joint that Zeeshan had brought to work that day),
they had come to the realization that most of the restaurants in the downtown
core had been in operation, and that all of them would have active stoves. Within
a few hours, the entire core could have been in flames. To their credit, they
found the idea of rushing against time to save the downtown from an inferno to
be incredibly adventurous and rushed off to do it.


As they ran through the core, dashing into
restaurants and shutting off the flames, they encountered others, wandering in
shock or running scared. Some ran away from them, but most stood with them for
a few minutes to hear about what they were up to. Within an hour, Zeeshan and
Moe had a veritable army of people (thirty or so, anyway) willing to follow
them in their mad quest. Between them, they were able to avert a major fire
from sweeping the core. Other parts of the city were not so lucky; a pizza shop
in far eastern Scarborough went up and took nine blocks with it, burning
merrily into the night and driving out the survivors that it didn’t burn alive.
Across the bay, some of the machinery in the heavy industry along the
Burlington Bay that didn’t grind itself out sparked a massive fire; thick,
toxic black smoke spewed into the air and it was only to the grace of a
changing wind that the volatile fuel tanks beside the highway didn’t cause a
much larger problem.


Albert Johnson stood at the edge of his tiny side
street, which afforded a great view of the lake (and was only a ten-minute walk
from Olivia’s apartment, incidentally). He watched the industrial center across
the lake burn, watched the billowing clouds of smoke blanket the sky. The sun set,
and he watched it go down, the light looking diseased through the choking
clouds as it went down over the inferno. As the sun passed the horizon he
walked back to the end of the street and let himself into the rooming-house
complex where he lived. He sat in his room, put together a perfect rolled,
perfectly shaped spliff, and turned his wall-mounted, illustrated Bible to the
Book of Revelations. He turned it gently, reverently, to the ninth chapter and
read: And the fifth angel sounded, and I saw a star fall from heaven unto
the earth: and to him was given the key to the bottomless pit. And he opened
the bottomless pit; and there arose a smoke out of the pit, as the smoke of a
great furnace; and the sun and the air were darkened by reason of the smoke of
the pit. He contemplated this, and nodded, and closed the Book. He held the
spliff in his hand, and then left his room. He went back to the spot at the end
of the street, and looked back out over the lake. Darkness had covered the
land, but the conflagration across the lake still burned as brightly as the
sun. He watched it burn silently across the dark, unknowable water, and lit the
spliff from a worn plastic lighter that had a permanent home in his battered,
dirty jeans. He puffed it hard to get it started, exhaling big clouds of smoke
that floated up in front of him, vying against the monolithic exhalation across
the distance. He got a bright cherry going on the end, and smoothed out his
toking, letting the smoke curl down into him with easy familiarity.


“Princes shall come out of Egypt,” he said, his
thick voice rolling out into the silent, dark night. “Ethiopia shall stretch
forth her hand unto God. Oh thou, God of Ethiopia, thou God of divine majesty,
thy spirit come within our hearts to dwell in the path of righteousness. That
the hungry be fed, the sick nourished, the aged protected, and the infant cared
for. Teach us love and loyalty as it is in Zion. Selah”.


His prayer finished, he smoked silently, watching
the coastline of Burlington burn without ceasing into the darkness of the
night.


 


In Kensington Market, Jon Trinder and Zachan Cory
stood on top of the tallest building in the neighborhood, watching the inferno
as a glow in the distance across the darkness. They were, or had been at any
rate, students at the university. There had been a benefit party in the
building the night before, for the Workers Party of Iran, and the two of them
had not only attended it but had crashed in the hallway at three in the
morning, gassed on Stella Artois and the bizarre, looping, dragging electronic
music that the DJ had spun into the wee hours of the morning. When they had
awoken the next morning they had been the only two left; the building was
deserted, although littered with the leftovers of the night’s party. Zachan had
grown up in a sheltering, protecting home and was under the anxious impression
that he had drank himself into brain damage. Jon had corroborated his
experience, though, and reported further that he had gone down to street level
and only seen four or five people, staring up at the windows of the riot of
houses that lined the tiny streets and calling out plaintively. As that
disorienting first day wore on, they had encountered a succession of small
groups who had all sung the same refrain: we don’t know, we don’t know, someone
needs to do something. None of them had offered an idea as to what exactly
to do; they just muttered and wailed and spoke gruffly of the need for someone
to take the reins and someone to put matters to right.


They stood atop the roof of the building they’d
woken up in, drinking up the beer that the party organizers hadn’t taken away
and discussing it.


“In the end, they’re right, you know,” Jon said
sagely. “Someone really does need to step up and start giving orders. If
anything’s going to get done”.


“Yeah, probably,” Zachan agreed, “but who? You? Are
you going to go find everyone and say ‘hey guys, do this’?”


Jon drank his beer (still cold, thank goodness for
small miracles) and thought about this. Eventually he nodded his head.


“Nope,” he said cheerfully, “that does not sound
like something I’m going to do, how about you?”


Zacahn laughed, the sound echoing off into the
night.


“Hell no,” he chortled, “I wouldn’t know the first
thing about taking charge”.


“Well then, there you go. There’s no point in
worrying about it until someone else steps up and says go”.


Zachan chugged the rest of his bottle and threw
the empty over the edge. It described a long arc and then plummeted, hitting
the pavement below with a satisfying crash. Seconds later a dog began barking
wildly and both men jumped.


“Jesus, was that a dog?” Zachan asked
incredulously. “I haven’t seen one since, well, since you know what happened”.


“I have,” Jon mused, “well, that is I’ve heard
some. While we were poking around today, I heard a couple, barking from a long
way off, blocks away. That one’s close.”


“I wonder if it needs a friend?” Zachan asked
aloud, ducking into the building’s roof entrance to snag another beer. Jon
finished his beer and then tossed his empty to join its companion. It crashed
similarly, causing the dog to go off even louder.


“Fuck him,” Jon called out, stifling a belch. “Get
me another one”.


Zachan returned with two frosty Stellas and handed
one to Jon.


“So, what the fuck do you think happened?” Zachan
asked philosophically, twisting the cap off of his beer.


Jon opened his beer and took a long swallow before
replying.


“I don’t really know, but I have some
theories” he said mysteriously. Zachan cracked up.


“Oh yeah? Lay ‘em on me, oh wise one”.


Jon paused for a swallow. “Do not mock the wise
old sage, my son, for he can still lay out a can of whoop-ass all over your
drunk Balkan ass”. He gathered his thoughts, and then spoke. “I think that
maybe the planet went through a phase or, a rip I guess, in the space-time
fabric, and not everyone survived the trip through it”.


“That’s pretty meta,” Zachan laughed. “I don’t
know, that’s kind of heavy”.


“Best I’ve been able to come up with, short of it
being the Rapture, I guess”.


Zachan considered this for a moment, drinking his
beer. He finally shook his head.


“I mean, it fits,” he said slowly, “like, it looks
like it’s supposed to, I suppose, but…I mean, come on. Really? The Rapture?”


Jon nodded. “Yeah, no, I know. I get it. I mean,
I’m not really a believer, and I think that there’s probably a rational
explanation for all of this, but I’ll be fucked if I can think of one.”


“So it’s the atheist Rapture, then,” Zachan said.


“What do you mean?” Jon asked.


“Everyone’s disappeared for no fucking reason at
all”.


Jon considered this for a moment, and then nodded
slowly.


 


After that first, blessedly calm period passed,
the integral avarice in human nature reared its inevitable head. The initial
group of two hundred that camped out in the Eatons Centre dispersed slowly into
the general population that knocked around the downtown, trying to find more
permanent food, shelter, and purpose. There was plenty of alcohol, perfectly
accessible both in the wide-open bars on the shelves of the various Beer Store
and LCBO locations. The survivors, trying to inject some courage into a
suddenly frightening situation, availed themselves of it freely. As they pored
through the open buildings in search of alcohol and food, they came across the
stores that were less immediately useful. They held the goods that, up until a
few days ago, they had worked their fingers to the bone to acquire. Their
paycheques, scant as they were, had been held in banks; those banks were now
unguarded, and the cash registers in which they had deposited their paycheques
slowly were also unguarded. Money was no object or concern, and after a while
the idea of grabbing it and taking it off to hoard somewhere “until this blows
over” lost its novelty and its appeal.


As the idea of money lost its power over them,
they held it and wondered how they had let funny-colored slips of cotton and
polymers exercise such a hold over them. They threw it into the streets
laughing; some would watch, bemused and alarmed by such behavior, and then,
with a sudden laugh, join in the festivities. They had food and water aplenty,
with the restaurants and grocery stores wide open and stuffed with the
bountiful riches of the most developed and advanced nation on the planet. Money,
that chain of servitude that had bound them to cheerless, thankless labor, had
been severed. In the area around Moss Park, a man who had once been counted
officially as homeless spent an afternoon gathering up as much paper currency
as he could gather together in a backpack. As night fell he brought it back to
the park that he had slept so many nights in and counted it, slowly and with
great attention to detail. In the end, with the last of the light failing, he
finalized the count at $68,345. He took the pile of money, stacked it as neatly
as he could in front of his favorite bench, and lit in on fire. He sat on the
bench well into the night, warming his hands over the fire, keeping it stoked
with branches and leaves from the fine old trees overhead. He watched as the
last of the money burned before finally turning into sleep.


After that, it was not long before the pristine,
opulent showrooms that looked out on Queen Street fell victim to the age-old
violence of the rock and the brick. Windows were smashed and locks broken. The
loot of the city was dragged out into the street much like the intestines of
the victims of a vengeful massacre. The shops were often broken into with more
force than necessary, and this is also perhaps understandable. Many of the
survivors had harbored greedy dreams about the clothing and gadgets that were
locked behind these facades, and now in the end, with the passing of the age,
these items were as freely available as the leaves and the grass, and worth
equally as much. Many survivors, once they got over the initial moral dilemma
of looting, became quite enthusiastic about it. The majority took a laptop of
some form, even though the services that they provided had been rendered moot;
the internet still functioned, although the forums were severely depleted and
told the same stories that were still being uploaded to YouTube and Facebook
accounts—that old, familiar refrain of don’t know, won’t someone think of
the children? As time wore on, only the survivors that were sysadmins kept
the flame alive, tending to their endlessly cycling banks of servers out of a
strange sense of purpose.


 


Steve St.Omes had held the brick in his hand like
a talisman as he pushed his way through the littered debris of crashed cars
that clogged the streets around the Bloor and Bathurst intersection. He had
walked all the way from Forest Hill, where he’d gone to check on a friend. The
friend had been gone, although whether vanished or simply moved on he hadn’t
known. After sitting on his friend’s front porch, watching the afternoon breeze
rustle through the majestic trees in the neighborhood, he caught a stray
thought and decided to follow through on it. He had nothing better to do, after
all. So he had walked down from Forest Hill, taking a few hours to do so,
stopping only to pick up a broken chunk of cinder block (his ‘brick’) from an
empty construction site. As he turned onto Bloor his feet picked up a
quickening pace; by the time he approached the Bathurst intersection with the
multilevel subway station he was nearly running. The chunk of cinder block
weighed a fair amount and after several hours of carrying was straining the
muscles in his arms. By this point, however, he was beyond noticing. His plan
had taken on a talismanic quality in his mind and most of his surroundings
were, in fact, beyond his noticing.


He slowed to a very quick walk as he passed a
sushi restaurant and saw the jaunty jut of the Bloor Street Cinema ahead. He
passed under its cool shady overhang, not noticing the movie posters or the
young lady who was napping in the doorway. He almost didn’t notice the God
Lady, until she opened her mouth and issued her trademark shrill yell.


The God Lady was wearing a red dress the particular
shade of which had been popular once several decades before. She was a Jamaican
woman who cut a lean, powerful figure, easily passing six feet in height. She
seemed like a competent, authoritative person until one got close and noticed
her eyes, which held a poisonous stew of extreme religious fervor and utter
madness. Her usual modus operandi was to stalk Bloor Street outside of the movie-house,
raising her fist in the air and shouting about the presence of the devil in the
city, and the hellbound state of those who lived within it. Even now, after the
disappearance of everyone, she continued her pattern of tirades against an army
of phantom sinners.


“You’re going to hell!” she exclaimed into the
air, and Steve jumped back against the brick wall of a little sports shop just
on the other side of the cinema. “You’re all going to hell, where you’ll burn
in brimstone for the rest of eternity! Hellbound! Sinners! Heathens!”


Steve watched her wander the street half a block
away, coming towards him and then wandering back up the street. He waited until
his heart slowed down and then cautiously walked up the sidewalk towards his
destination, which was, rather inconveniently, right where the God Lady was
performing her daily proselytizing. As he got closer, her voice spiraled up in
intensity. The brimstone was almost dripping from her tongue, she was so into
it. He hefted the cinder block and winced at the twinge in his bicep. He didn’t
think that he was in any real danger, but in a world where the police seemed to
have vanished, taking every precaution with a crazy person was just common
sense.


The God Lady caught sight of him as he got within
a few stores of her. She stopped in the middle of the street, looking agitated,
and then pointed one long, immaculately manicured red fingernail at him.


“You! Sinner!” she exclaimed. Steve kept walking,
intent on ignoring her as much as possible. She seemed angered by his
intentions and advanced on him.


“Sinner!” she screamed, “I am talking to you! Turn
to face the Voice of the Lord!”


“Lady,” Steve shouted without looking at her, “you
ain’t the voice of shit”.


“You stand in the Days of Judgement, sinner! Look
upon the face of God!”


He passed her by and as he did so she reached out
with a hand (that looked more like a claw Steve thought feverishly) and
tried to grab at him. With his nerves as keyed up as they were, he felt lucky
not to have jumped completely out of his skin; as it was, he danced around her
bony grasp and brought the chunk of building material up in a threat. His bicep
screamed at him and he exerted an animal grunt. The God Lady backed away from
him, hissing like a feral cat being surrounded in a dark alleyway.


“Stay away!” he yelled at her, fear and adrenaline
putting real murderous force into his command. She drew herself up and screamed
“SINNER! GODLESS!” at him, but she did not make any move toward him. He forced
himself to look away. He was almost there. His feet wanted to break into a run
but he kept himself to a speedy walk. He checked behind himself furtively. She
hadn’t moved, although she was watching him, her blazing eyes following him.


Two more storefronts and there it was. Without
thinking he spun himself and whipped his arm out to hurl the cinder block into
the inviting, pristine glass window. The window shattered inwards and then
collapsed in a deafening orchestra. The brick itself flew through and collided
with the hand-crafted street display, which had been erected to advertise the
release of the new Animal Collective album. He stood in front of the jagged
mouth he had created, breathing heavily and letting his arm hang loosely. Now
that the weight had been released from it, his limb was taking the time to
lodge every complaint that it had stored up over the course of his journey. He
stared up above the former window, feeling the sweat roll out of his hair and
down the rough skin of his face. “SONIC BOOM” the sign above proclaimed. “Sure
was,” Steve said, and laughed.


The laughter echoed strangely and sounded weird
and draggy; he stopped with a grimace and looked down the street in the
direction that he had come from. The God Lady was gone. The street was as empty
as any other in the depleted city. He shivered and stepped gingerly through the
entrance he’d made, stopping to check out the Animal Collective record that had
been the main focus of the window display. It was just the sleeve, he
discovered, and spun it out into the street like a Frisbee.


Inside, he ignored the cash registers by the
entrance and the entire top floor; CDs were not what he was looking for and
like most people he knew he had not purchased an actual plastic compact disc in
years. Instead, he made a beeline for the wide stairs that lead downstairs,
where his real prize was. He’d come for the vinyl.


Downstairs, he found himself wandering, lost in a
daze not unlike the one he’d found himself in after his mother, father, two
brothers and girlfriend had winked out of existence at the breakfast table a
few days before. There was an arsenal of selection, but he was aware that he
could realisticaly only carry a finite amount away from the store. He hunted
amongst the stacks for hours, picking over each album and pulling out
selections for a later second look. He then sorted through the messy pile he’d
made, agonizing over each one like beloved children. Finally, with the daylight
a memory and his limbs feeling like lead, he had chosen twenty that he could
conceivably carry. He spread them out on the floor and sat in front of them,
looking over each one with an exhausted, giddy love. Funeral was there,
he’d grabbed it eagerly, and he’d flanked it with OK Computer and The
Soft Bulletin. Further down he lingered longingly on the monkey graphic
that graced the front of Doolittle and moved on to the inscrutable
cut-and-paste vibe of Bee Thousand. He opened the double-gatefold of Lift
Yr Skinny Fists Like Antenna To Heaven and read through the spidery riot of
black lettering that denoted the movements in each suite. He pored over the
giant shaking hands on the cover of The Moon & Antarctica, trying to
puzzle sense and meaning for a brain that was teetering on the edge of
collapse. With his brain beginning to nod into shutdown, he bent over, ran his
lips over the reddish guitar blur of Loveless and lay down with his head
next to another empty street, the lonely view of Separation Sunday, an
album that had been scratched into his soul. He fell asleep moments later,
drifting off easily.


In his dreams that night the God Lady stalked him,
following him through empty streets whose buildings had grown taller and
thinner in his subconscious reflections. They seemed like broken skeletal
teeth, and in his wavering dreams they seemed to be slowly closing in on him. Behind
him was the God Lady, seeming to float through the streets with an insolent
laziness, her arms relaxed, her red dress flowing out behind her via some
eldritch breeze. She seemed thinner as well, her black skin pulled taut against
the sharp bones of her sunken face. In the queer afternoon light that suffused
his dream, the color of her dress took on the characteristics of blood.


He ran through empty buildings with elongated
hallways, alleys that seemed to swallow light, and streets that seemed to heave
like harbor tide. No matter where his feet took him, the God Lady kept pace. He
became convinced that if he went to the record store he would be safe, that he
would finally be beyond the reach of the God Lady and her clutching, skeletal
wrath. He ran down streets he did not recognize and passed storefronts that
never existed in any sane reality; each one featured nude, shapeless, vaguely
defined people standing at attention and staring out into the street with
blank, white eyes. They were missing pupils but Steve still felt them watching
him en masse as he fled in vain from the brimstone-chanting witch that nipped
at his heels.


Finally he saw it, an orange glow up the street
that became the gaping hole he had made in the front façade of Sonic Boom. It
wasn’t the exact store he had broken into in his real life that afternoon; this
store was wider, and the windows seemed far larger than would ever have
existed. He knew it for what it was, though, even in the grip of a frightening
dream-panic. He leaped into the hole in the front of the store and rolled,
hoping to jar himself awake.


It didn’t work, and when he got to his feet he saw
that the store was empty. The racks were still there but the albums themselves
were gone, and the shelves were covered with a centurie worth of dust. The
paint on the walls was peeling, and there were dangerous-looking holes in the
structure. He turned around and she was there, only a few feet from him,
floating an inch above the ground on bare, lacerated feet that dripped a slow
flow of pitch-black blood into a shallow pool underneath her. Her arms were
held out in front of her and the tight, liver-spotted skin of her arms seemed
to undulate tempestuously. Her grin was wide, Cheshire-like, and she seemed to
have too many teeth by a factor of three.


“Sinner,” she breathed, and Steve began to shiver
uncontrollably. “Let the Days of Sin commence”.


She raised a hand and slid one fingernail down the
front of her dress. As the red nail (which was, as Steve saw without surprise,
actual blood) contacted the crimson fabric it split apart and she left herself
nude with the ruined red dress puddling beneath her feet. Her frame was
impossibly skeletal, and Steve could count each rib easily; her skin stretched
over each in a way that made each rib resemble the edge of a knife blade. Her
breasts hung deflated above them, and in place of whatever nipples the God Lady
may have had was a single, blazing, undeniably mad eye. She placed her bloody
skeleton’s hand over the mound of her pubis, and the rich stink of blood filled
his nostrils.


“And there appeared a great wonder in heaven,” she
intoned, her voice sounding like it was flowing over a series of corroded razor
blades. “a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and upon
her head a crown of twelve stars”.


She moved suddenly, floating towards him with an
ease that nauseated him. She removed the hand from her vulva and reached toward
his own groin, and even as he wanted to crawl back with disgust and revulsion
he felt drawn forward. He realized that he had an erection in his pants the
size of which would never have been possible in reality.


“And she being with child cried,” she breathed as
she reached forward, “travailing in birth, and pained to be delivered”.


She caressed his groin and he began to shake,
feeling an explosive weight build rapidly in his lower belly.


“And there appeared another wonder in
Heaven,” she whispered, leaning in to speak intimately into his ear, “and
behold a great red dragon, having seven heads and ten horns, and seven crowns
upon his heads”.


His pants were opened deftly, and that bony black
hand, impossibly cold, stroked once down the shaft of his penis and he cried
out in agony.


“And his tail,” she whispered, “Oh, his tail…” and
her tongue flicked into his ear like the warning hiss of a noxious, bloated
serpent. At this instant he came, and as he came he awoke screaming.


He lay in the false light of the basement of Sonic
Boom, listening to his scream fade away into the early morning air, panting
like a schoolboy after his first experience. He remembered shards of the dream
and wished that he didn’t. Within minutes he was in the street, his twenty
albums stored in canvas bags (“RECORD STORE DAY” each one proclaimed) that he
had found behind the cash desks. He peered fearfully down Bloor Street in both
directions, acutely aware of the uncomfortable wet glob in the front of his
boxers, but there was no sign of the God Lady, or of anyone else. He scampered
away going east, heading into the jungle of the downtown as the strong morning
sun rose before him.


 


After days of looting (which really took the form
of exuberant, joyful exploration), word began to be passed around, at first
orally by groups passing each other in the course of the day, and then later by
posters that a group had copied and put up all over the downtown core. The
posters were, of the two, the most effective, although in the end they both
sent out the same message.


“Come to Nathan Philips Square in three days time—Saturday
the 17th, for those who were still keeping track—and we’ll gather
together to hammer out what should happen next”. The posters were mocked up to
convey a sense of collective worth and inspiration—the old socialist images of
strong workmen holding hammers aloft, and women holding wrenches and looking
back over their shoulders with a clear, effective purpose. “LET’S BUILD UTOPIA
TODAY!” they screamed in gigantic font, “FOR OUR FUTURE, AND OUR CHILDREN”. The
scattered groups that huddled in the core saw these pictures and for most of
them at least half of their immediate concerns were addressed here. Someone, it
seemed, was willing to take charge. Someone was finally thinking of the
children.











Three


 


 


 


Nathan Phillips Square drowned in sunlight on an
indeterminate day at the end of June. A common magnet for not only tourists but
for downtown workers out and about on their breaks, since the disappearance it
had been empty. The glittering pools that flanked the open concrete plaza still
burst into life with rows of synchronized fountains, but for weeks they had
been performing their regular magic for severely diminished audiences—sometimes
none at all. On this particular day, however, a crowd had once again gathered
in front of the fraternal twin towers, chattering briskly among themselves and
milling in a tight formation of unease.


Jason was near the back of the crowd; he and Sarah
had arrived late. Sarah had hemmed and hawed about going, even though most of
the survivors in their neighborhood had been by to tell them about it. The old
Italian man who had driven the local ice cream truck had actually come by three
times. Jason privately thought he was a drunk and probably more than a little
senile, and that he had a way of eyeing Jason that Jason didn’t particularly
care for. The last time he’d lain awake in bed until the moon had long since
set, devising a cathartically violent way of showing his exact displeasure with
the old wop. That he’d failed to do so was yet another entry in his growing
library of personal failures.


Sarah stood beside him, her plain yellow sundress
lying limp under the humidity. She wore a wide-brimmed garden hat (a matching
yellow, of course, and didn’t Jason just sneer) and was busy fanning
herself with a wide Chinese fan that she’d looted from a shop on the way to the
meeting. Jason had cautioned against going into the shop; it had looked to him
like a squat gorilla slumped in death, with its guts pulled out into the
uncaring, dust-choked street. She’d ignored him, of course, and he’d stood
uncomfortably in the street, alone, while she’d puttered about the useless
junk and tourist bric-a-brac that infested such places. Small groups of three
or four had passed by him occasionally as he stood like an awkward scarecrow
straddling a streetcar track, and Jason had felt their searching, avaricious
eyes on him as they walked by. When she’d emerged from the shop carrying two
cheaply-made, garishly designed hand fans, he’d nearly exploded with burning
rage. He’d snatched the one she’d brought out of her hand and stuffed it into
the pocket of his baggy jeans, not bothering with thanks. It was still in his
jeans pocket, in fact, and Jason was determined to keep it there.


It was a hard fight, though. The sun beat down
from overhead and the humidity in the air (thanks to the cesspool of garbage
that called itself a “Great Lake”) made him feel as though he were drowning in
the open air. He hadn’t thought to bring a hat, and no one had mentioned that
he should bring a hat. He seethed impotently at Sarah and at the survivors in
his neighborhood; they’d wanted to see him burn, so that they could
watch him squirm and snicker like naughty-eyed children up their sleeves
at him. That he was burning was an inescapable fact. He spent most of his time
indoors, in front of an LCD screen, and his tolerance to UV rays was quite low.
His pale skin made him an attractive target for sunburn and he could feel the
dull ache of the sun scalding him already. He stared at his sister from the
corner of his eye, imagined kicking her in the knee and then pivoting his foot
into her soft, yielding temple until her skull cracked like a weakened egg and
the useless oatmeal within oozed out.


He made himself look away, knowing that if he kept
it up he would work himself up into another screamer of a headache. They’d been
happening frequently since the disappearance, and he always found a way to
blame them on Sarah. She was just so stupid! He had devised a plan to
remain hidden within their house, and to fortify it into a stronghold. Let them
try to come and take their food and water. They would be prepared, a
two-story family home that would be ringed by lethal traps and defended by an
arsenal of weaponry raided from police stations and gun enthusiasts’ homes. Sarah
had laughed at this logical, rational decision, actually laughed at it,
and had said that the only way to get along was to get along. She wanted to
invite her neighbors in! As though they wouldn’t take one look at them,
overpower them, and rob them blind! Saliva gathered in his mouth like hot
battery acid and he forced himself to swallow rather than waste moisture in
this broiling sun. She would find herself gang-raped and throat-slit before
long, if that was her attitude, he knew grimly.


The people around him did not inspire confidence
in them. Most of them were shifty, and looked around constantly. Their faces
still had that sheep-like expression that had begun disgusting Jason after a
while; it looked weak, and caused the bile to rise up his gorge every time he
saw it. A number of people in the crowd wore dirty clothes, even though both
clean clothes and functioning washing machines were free and available. They
were lazy, that was all it was. Lazy, filthy, stupid sheep that would gather
here because some pieces of paper with eye-catching designs had told them to
come here. If the posters had said to grab a butcher knife and eviscerate your neighbors,
Jason had no doubt that the majority of the crowd would have done it while
cheerfully whistling a Katy Perry song.


He stood on his tiptoes and tried to peer over the
crowd, but they were all taller and his only perspective was of a hastily
constructed black stage that had been erected in front of the wide, low,
glass-walled disc that until only weeks before had been the council meeting
chamber of City Hall. There was no one on the stage, and Jason thought that it
would be a fine joke if no one ever went on, and this crowd of baaing followers
waited until the sun went down, placidly expecting someone to climb the risers
and tell them all specifically what to do next. The thought made him grin,
although to anyone who observed him, it would look more like a dog’s snarl. Let
them stand here, he shouted inside his head. The reverberations in his
skull made it seem thunderously triumphant. Let them stand here until they
rot, and then let them stand here some more. I should just walk away now and
leave these idiots to their parasitic fate.


 


Mark and Olivia were much closer to the front of
the crowd than Jason and Sarah; they were, in fact, only three rows from the
front. They’d arrived in the early morning, hoping to find out what was going
on. They’d come upon a group of people throwing the tenuous black stage
together and a crowd gathering that was sizeable even then. None of the other
people in the crowd had known what was going on, and as the crowd grew in size
the situation had not become any clearer. Eventually they’d simply settled into
a pattern of waiting politely, as though they’d arrived early for a music
festival and were waiting for a sign that the festivities were about to begin.


Mark had been against going, at first. He’d been
concerned about the distance between their sanctuary in West Lodge and the
center of the city, warning of a two-hour walk in hot weather, with no one to
call on if she started feeling faint, or if either of them had hurt themselves.
Olivia had refuted each of his concerns, with heavy doses of acidity. Pregnant
women needed exercise, she argued, as a healthy body made for a safer birth. She
needed to keep her muscles active, to ensure that she was continuing to be a
good host for her child. The walk wasn’t that long, she’d been on longer
before. They couldn’t very well just sit in her apartment and wait until their
stores of food ran out. Even more, she argued, they needed to figure out what
to do next. It was no good stewing in a static life; they needed to have some
sort of purpose, some inkling of a future, or (as Olivia declare vehemently at
the height of their argument) Mark would wake up one night with her hands
around his throat.


In the end, Mark had given into her. He knew that
she knew that he would eventually; it made her victory all the more odious to
him. He’d made dark predictions of people gone crazy in the streets; roving
gangs that would take advantage of their small numbers and waylay them. Olivia
had scoffed at his concerns and of course she had proven right. They’d seen a
number of people on their walk down Queen Street, more than they’d seen in the
entire time since the disappearance, and none of them had shown an inclination
to mug them. Taken together they all seemed like pilgrims on the road to the
unveiling of God, rather than wild groups of uninhibited wastrels turned loose
to get their kicks. Everyone kept to themselves as they went, keeping to the
original groups that they had started out in, looking around warily like cats
in a strange alley, but there had been no repeats of the looting of the week
prior.


The shattered shops of Queen Street had flanked
them as they passed, staring from glaring jagged glass eyes. The detritus of
the opening of the cornucopia had lain strewn beneath their feet; much of it
crunched with the brittle snap of cheap plastic as they stepped through it, or
skittered across the pavement with a sharp rasp as it was kicked aside into the
gutter. Mark had felt nervous and jumpy as they walked, his eyes constantly
darting into the darkened interior of the ripped apart stores. Who knows
what could be lurking in there, he vividly remembered thinking, could be
anything.


Those same people that had walked along the route
with them were now standing around him. Although enough people had gathered
that people were starting to knit closely together, the crowd still vibrated
with repulsive tensions. Those small groupings of people still kept to
themselves; people unconsciously kept a distance between themselves and anyone
they didn’t know. It didn’t have the uncomfortable quality that Mark remembered
from packed live shows, where people were jostling for position and trying to
elbow out their own place. Instead it had the feeling of a hospital waiting
room as those gathered were waiting to hear from a doctor. Not a great start
for a rally to bring us all together Mark thought sourly.


The murmur over the gathering was low but
constant. People talked in their groups, and when someone inevitably shouted,
in anger or excitement, they were quickly and ruthlessly shushed. The black
stage remained empty for what seemed like an excessively long time. Olivia
shifted uncomfortably; she’d had the foresight to plan for the heat but she was
still nearly six months pregnant and acutely distressed. She looked at Mark
with a flare of anger; he seemed confident and put-together, and she wanted him
to seem as uncomfortable as she was. Here she was, having walked two hours in
sticky June weather with a fetus growing inside of her, and he was waiting
stoically like he’d just stepped out of the door. It was completely unfair and
she mentally added it to her list of faults that he possessed. At that moment
he turned to her and his look was more concerned than it was anything else.


“Are you alright? We can get back through the
crowd still, if you need to sit down. I have a few bottles of water in here,”
he said, gesturing to the brand-new Adidas backpack on his shoulders. She shook
her head, and blinked her eyes rapidly to hide the tears that had sprung up. She
wasn’t crying. She wasn’t. She privately blamed the hormones, knowing
somewhere deep that it wasn’t just that.


“No, Mark,” she replied, and she made sure to get
across her gratitude tonally. “We’ve waited here long enough that it would be
silly to move now”.


“Alright, but I think that it might be prudent to
find somewhere to sit if this takes any longer”.


“Mark, I’m fine,” she snapped, suddenly
irritated. He always did this. She subconsciously pulled away from him,
pointedly looking away. Let him be solicitous of strangers for a while.


 


Ten uncomfortable minutes passed and then a loud
ripple ran through the crowd. A group of people were climbing the risers and
taking up positions on the stage. Jason tried to get up on his toes to see what
the people around him were talking about but there was no clear line of sight
for him. He elbowed Sarah and asked her what was going on.


“Some people are getting on the stage,” she
replied, and he could have struck her. He had gathered that little bit of
information from what the people around them had been saying, and could have
likely inferred it for himself without listening to them anyway.


“Details,” he hissed, and Sarah shot him a
look that spoke as loudly as any raised middle finger would have. He sneered at
her and she turned her face away with a roll of the eyes. He caught himself
from stamping his foot in frustration at the last moment, and settled for
watching fat beads of sweat roll down her alabaster neck to slide onto the
slopes of her breasts. She was wearing a very low-cut top and Jason hoped
savagely that her whore’s tits would burn like nothing else. He wanted to run
ahead into the crowd—it wouldn’t be hard, there were definite channels to take—but
something made him stay. If he ran from Sarah, he might never find her again,
and then he really would be completely alone. He imagined being afloat in a sea
of blank, clay-like faces, all of them chattering an incomprehensible language
as he floated over them. No, he would stay where he was. It would be safer,
after all.


 


Mark had a much better view of the stage but at
first he had as little an idea as to what was going on as Jason did. He watched
a group of perhaps a dozen people, evenly split between men and women, mount
the stage. They climbed up and found a position along the front, each of them
standing a foot or so apart from the next, and they held their hands behind
their backs and remained mute. When they all took this position they remained silent
for a few minutes, and Mark got a chance to observe them before they spoke.


He knew some of them. He supposed that if it were
true that people had survived at random then it was equally possible that
famous people would survive as regular people. There were two city councilors
in the lineup, a Cambodian woman that Mark knew by face if not by anything
else, and ruddy-faced middle-aged man that Mark recognized as a city councilor,
a rather controversial figure prone to heated outbursts. Another man up on the
stage was the owner of an electronic superstore whose main claim to fame
(besides legendarily bad service) was the series of over-the-top commercials
that had been aired on local television for twenty years. There was a famous
author whose name escaped him at the moment, a sprightly lady who, despite
getting on in age, seemed to radiate calm power. Several of the others were
unknown to him, although he suspected that, were he to run in the right
circles, he probably would have. There was a heavy ball forming in his lower
belly as he watched them.


The Cambodian woman stepped forward and began to
speak. Mark realized then that they were all wired with lapel microphones.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” she began, her voice a
perfect TV-journalist-approved High Cleveland. She spread her hands out,
seeming to take the entire crowd in. “Thank you for coming. We were hoping that
we would get a good turnout, even though we had to resort to good old-fashioned
word-of-mouth. Let me tell you, this turnout exceeds anything that we had
imagined”.


Mark turned his body to look behind. There was a
sea of people that stretched from the edge of the Council chambers back through
the flying concrete arches that rose over the synchronized fountains all the
way back to the rails and benches that edged the cluttered congestion of Queen
Street. Some people had even managed to climb on top of the low buildings that
served as changing stations for the ice-skating that took over the plaza in the
winter. They hovered above the back of the crowd like impatient vultures. It
would have been an impressive turnout for any normal event held there, but Mark
wondered if perhaps this was the population of Toronto’s downtown now, and his
mind shuddered back from the idea. Not everyone would have come, he told
himself. This wasn’t everyone. It couldn’t be.


“We have been in consultation amongst ourselves,”
the woman continued, her voice rising up at just the right moments, “and with a
wide sampling of the constituency left in the city. We have come to the
agreement that we need to pull together, as a city, yes, but primarily as a people.
All of us, regardless of our gender, race, religion, or creed, must put aside
our differences and work together to achieve a continuation of our civilization
out of the wreckage of this tragedy”.


Well no shit, you chink bitch Jason jeered
bitterly inside of his head, of course we need to pull together. All
the better to scam us with, am I right, you fake lying twat?


“The people that you see before you on stage have
all served the city in one capacity or another over the years.” She gestured to
the people that she shared the stage with. “Although we may have our
differences, we all share one common interest: we have a stake in the welfare
and the progress of our city. Toronto!” She exclaimed, thrusting her hands
outward to take in the wide sky and, presumably, the city that lay beyond the
shadow of City Hall. “`From the lake to Vaughan, from Mississauga to Pickering,
our city still remains, mostly whole. It waits for us to gather together, with
one voice and one purpose, and take it.” She paused here for applause and
support; there was a wave of dazed agreement that washed through the crowd but
it seemed to crest and diminish quickly and the former city councilor seemed
disappointed at the response. She gazed out into the crowd and Mark caught a
worried expression flit across her face before it returned to its former calm,
inscrutable set.


“My colleague would like to say a few words here,
I know, before we continue, but I want to reiterate, before I turn the floor
over to him, that it is imperative that we join together for a purpose”.
She looked intently at the other former councilor on the stage, the larger man
with the shock of blonde hair and the red cheeks. He seemed to scowl and then
slowly moved himself forward.


“Hi folks,” he started, his voice a force of
bluster. “I know we’d all like to know what the hell is going on here, of
course, but I don’t think we’re ever really going to find that out. So, like
Nancy just said, we’re going to need to stick together and support each other”.
“Nancy” quickly turned her head and her stare bored a hole into the side of the
speaker’s head. It had been a quick line, delivered nonchalantly, but Mark had
the idea that it had been meant as a veiled insult.


“We gotta get back to work,” he continued, “we
gotta make sure we’re making this city a great place to live, for us, and our
families, and our future. We need guns, first of all. People need guns. We need
guns,”


There was a loud ripple that ran through the
crowd. Mark looked at Olivia, who had a strange look on her face. He thought
that they might be thinking the same thing. Guns? What is this guy
going on about? A number of the people on stage were looking uncomfortable
with this statement as well; the writer looked positively radiant with anger
about this. She seemed as though she were about to speak when the florid
politician continued.


“We don’t know what’s out there, folks. I mean,
I’m sure everyone here are good people, good Canadian folks, but not everyone
that’s left here came here, if you get me. There’s some others out there, pinko
perverts I bet, that didn’t come. They’re out there. They’re the looters, the
people that broke into our shops and turned our downtown into a war zone”.


Jason saw people looking around at each other with
vague clouds of guilt coming together on their faces. I bet just about
everyone here was looting just as much as everyone that’s not here, he
thought. Where’s this guy been?


“We need to arm ourselves to defend ourselves,
folks. It’s just a fact of existence. If we don’t, those perverts out there
will just roll right over us and steal our food. So we need guns. Next, we need
to lock up our food, so people that don’t deserve it don’t try to steal it. If
they want to get some food from us, they’ll have to contribute to the
community. That’s how our society works, folks. You gotta give something to get
something”.


There was a real undercurrent of anger to the haze
of insular conversation that followed this. Mark stared up at the portly
politico with disbelief. He thought uneasily about the stockpile they’d built
up back at Olivia’s apartment. He tried to measure out how long it would last
them before they would have to resort to bartering food from people like this.


“So we’re going to have a point system set up,”
the ex-councilor went on, “where you get so many points for doing work that’s
important to the community. You can redeem those points for food and shelter
from the city”.


Shelter Mark mouthed, unable to comprehend
what this bigmouth gasbag was going on about. Shelter? Every person here could
easily have whole floors or even buildings to themselves, should they choose. They
were just there, lying open or at least easy to open, and they could be taken
with very little effort.


“I gotta level with you folks, we don’t want
slackers in our city. If any of you guys are lazy and just think you can take
other people’s stuff without permission, you should just leave now. Go out
there and see what those perverts in the suburbs will do when you get there. If
you wanna live here, you gotta pay the price. If you get found out living in
our city without helping out, we’re gonna throw you out. And we certainly
aren’t going to give you any food.”


That undercurrent of anger spiked. There were
exclamations of furious dismay throughout the gathering. One of the people in
the front row near Mark shouted something rancorous at the stage.


“What?” the ex-councilor shouted suddenly. His
ruddy cheeks had flushed a deep, mottled red. “You there, the greasy fuck in
the black shirt. Yeah, you. What did you just say to me?”


“I said it sounds like a fucking stupid idea!” the
unknown guy ahead of Mark shouted at the top of his lungs. There was a deep
murmur of approval from the crowd around them, including Olivia. Mark grinned
in spite of himself. The guy on the stage didn’t seem to find it funny.


“Well FUCK YOU, PERVERT!” he screamed. The other
people on the stage seemed shocked and taken aback. All except the writer, Mark
noted, who seemed to be angry but also unsurprised. Like she’s grown used to
outbursts like this from him he thought. He’d seen a couple of the councilor’s
outbursts on YouTube, and in retrospect he realized that the writer’s lack of
surprise probably wasn’t all that surprising in itself.


“That’s the LAW!” the politico continued, “That’s
the way we LIVE in this CITY! You don’t just get to LEECH off of us while we do
all the WORK! You don’t live in Commie Fuckin’ China asshole! This is
capitalism! Capitalism! Capitalism!”


He seemed to be trying to start a chant but from
what Mark could tell it wasn’t working. The crowd around him was starting to
cross their arms, silently erecting barriers between themselves and this
dervish of anger shouting from the stage. At the back of the crowd, Jason began
to laugh as the awkward silence descended upon the gathering. Sarah looked at
him sharply.


“What are you laughing about?” she hissed angrily,
looking around at the people around them. “No one else is laughing, why are you
laughing? There’s nothing funny, are you listening to what’s going on?”


This made Jason laugh even harder, and there were
tears beginning to squirt out of his eyes.


“Oh god, oh god,” he panted, like he’d just
emerged from a particularly mind-blowing orgasm, “I hope there’s some people
online who’ll appreciate this, it has to be shared. It’s so funny Sarah, how
are you not laughing? It’s just…” and as he trailed off he started
laughing wildly, a deep bubble of dark hilarity rising up from his abdomen and
splashing out of his mouth. The people around him started to cast surreptitious
glances at him, their eyes confused and concerned. Sarah smiled weakly at them
and continued to berate her brother.


Onstage, the writer—Alice Laurence, whose works
had bored Jason to tears in his English classes—had finally stepped forward; a
minute or so into the flushed politician’s floundering, watching the crowd
continue to turn against him, she glided across the stage with an elegant grace
that belied her years and put a hand on the man’s shoulder. He slumped as she
did so and she said something inaudible to him. He nodded dejectedly and
stepped back into the line of everyone else on the stage. The writer then
turned to face the assembled crowd.


“Tommy John, ladies and gentlemen,” she said with
a cultured tone that seemed to carry enough level authority to get to the back
of the crowd without really raising her voice. Mark snapped some mental figures
and kicked himself. Of course that was his name, just like the surgery. “A
round of applause, if you please”. The crowd complied, although it was a weak,
sparse kind of applause. She waited until it died out and then continued.


“Councillor John has stated his vision for our
future, and it is a vision that comes from his deepest beliefs about how this
city should be run. Remember that it is one vision of the future, and
you will hear many others in the coming weeks”. She paused here, seeming to
gather her thoughts. “What are we, now?” she continued, in a pontificating
tone. “We still live within the borders of what we called Canada, but are we
still Canadian? People won’t be playing professional hockey this winter, of
that I’m sure”. She grinned here and a chuckle ran amongst the thawing crowd. “We
won’t be getting any maple syrup, either, unless someone knows how to tap the
trees around the city. So where does that leave us? We all live here, but we’re
from as many different cultures as there exists on earth. We speak as many
languages as first fractured after the Tower of Babel fell. Looking out at you,
I still feel that I can say that you are Canadians, but also that you are
Tamil, Chinese, Irish, Italian, Pakistani, and more. We stand here at the end
of the great experiment of multiculturalism, wherein the people of my
generation believed that we could fashion a society that encompassed all of
the people of the earth, where people whose cultures and nations had warred for
centuries could find peace, brotherhood, and understanding”.


She paused again and the crowd was absolutely
silent. Their faces were rapt, awed by the even cadence of her words. She’s
got them in the palm of her hand Mark thought, with no small amount of
admiration. At the back of the crowd, Jason had fallen into a sullen silence,
sneering off into the sky at the word multiculturalism. It made the spit
rise off of his tongue, and he looked at the crowd that surrounded him at the
rear edge with new eyes. He saw dark faces, Caribbeans and Indians and Pakis,
and noticed more than a few with East Asian faces, both delicate and
flat-faced. He felt his heart rate pick up, and felt his palms grow clammy. Guns,
he thought feverishly, that fat windbag Tommy John is right. We need guns. To
protect ourselves.


“And what is the basis of societal unity and
understanding?” she asked, her voice soaring out to the very edges of the
crowd. “Democracy. Democracy through free and fair elections will allow us to
choose our own path, to progress forward”.


Mark nodded, outwardly approving, but was that
disappointment that he felt? He thought it might be. It seemed like a cop-out. They
had been gathered there to discuss what needed to be done, to discuss what purpose
there was to continuing, and had instead been led on to be told that the
discussion would be postponed so that they could figure out who should do the
discussing.


“We will hold elections exactly three weeks from
today. This will give us time to put together lists of everyone who wants to
take a stake in this new society, in whichever form they wish. This will give
us time to put together our ideas, so that after our representatives are chosen
we can then more efficiently choose the path we are to take. You will be
hearing a lot of ideas over the next three weeks, ideas that may excite you, or
horrify you. Let these ideas percolate through your system like strong, rich
coffee and then let your voice be heard. You will see posters littered around
the city after some time that will let you know when and where to vote, and let
me once again reiterate in the strongest terms that you should. All of
us need to be in this together, no matter our beliefs, to make a strong,
unified city. A city that can grow, and become a strong, safe place for our
children to grow up in”.


She paused here and Jason resisted the sudden urge
to shout your time is over, bitch! Everything you’re talking about is dead
and gone. Maggots in rotted meat! That’s all you are! He thought about the
canned food and bottled water that he’d scavenged from his neighbors’ houses
and felt a sudden pang of paranoia. Tommy John was right—there were probably
lots of people who hadn’t come to this meeting, people that even now were
prowling among their sanctuaries and gathering their stockpiles. Gathering them
so they could hoard them and force them to do whatever they asked in exchange
for pittances from those hoards. He tugged on his sister’s sundress but she
ignored him. He balled a fist and very nearly struck her in the back of her
head. One day, very soon he promised her silently, his inner voice a
jumping, rabid monkey with a fixed, hideous grin.


Alice Laurence put her hands together and then
held them out in front of her, palms facing outwards. “In a show of unity, and
continuity,” she said, “I’d like you all to join me in a rendition of the national
anthem”. She put her hands to her side, stood straight, and began to sing. Her
voice warbled slightly but carried the tune quite well. She sang Oh Canada
and then the crowd came crashing in, their voices synchronizing in perfect
timing and the words coming easily, seeming to roll out of the collective
brains gathered like a home address, or a lover’s phone number. Mark and Olivia
sang as loudly as they could, and near the end there were tears standing out in
both of their eyes. Even Jason was moved by the crowd’s display, although he
quietly called himself nine thousand types of weakling as he felt the song
surge inside of him. Once the song ended, a great resounding wave of applause
and cheering filled the late-afternoon sky, startling birds that had roosted in
the high places of Nathan Phillips Square into squawking, startled flight. The
image would stay with Mark for the rest of his life. He would never again see
such a display of simple, unfettered unity.


He felt a tap on his arm and realized that Olivia
was trying to get his attention. Her heart-shaped face was wan, and there were
dark circles starting to form underneath her eyes.


“Can we go, now?” she asked, her voice quiet.


“I think there are others that are going to talk,”
he said, his eyes returning to the stage. The writer was stepping back and it
looked as though the caricature of a businessman was going to address the crowd
next.


“I just want to go, ok?” she said. “I don’t want
to hear anyone else.”


He looked at her for a moment and then nodded. Even
though the singing of the anthem had seemed to move everyone in the crowd,
Olivia’s expression still wore the severe cast of disappointment that Mark knew
was chasing through his own mind. He didn’t blame her for wanting to leave. As
he thought this he realized that he didn’t really want to stay, either.


“Yeah, ok,” he agreed, “let’s get going”. He took
her hand and she didn’t object. The crowd parted quite willingly as they pushed
through, tightening in on their little groups as they passed.


Jason had made up his mind to leave, as well. He
didn’t need to hear any more. They were all idiots. No one had been able to
figure out a real plan, they were just dressing up their ignorance with the
same old tired useless bullshit. “Democracy”, “unity”, they were all just words
that meant you figure it out. We can’t be bothered, so you figure it out and
we’ll take all the glory. Maybe we’ll even give you some food, if you’re good.
He tugged on Sarah’s dress, harder this time, and she turned around with a
sharply angry expression on her sort-of-pretty, slightly angular face.


“Let’s go,” he demanded. She shook her head.


“I want to stay and see what the other ones have
to say,” she said dismissively. Jason tugged on her dress with an anger-driven
spike of strength and he thought he heard something rip. He clenched his jaw
until pain twinged. Her eyes went wide as she felt the sleeve of her dress rip
and she made as though to slap Jason with an open palm. There was a look in
Jason’s eyes, however, that made her stop.


“If we don’t go now,” he said between clenched
teeth, “I won’t be held responsible if you wake up to a pillow over your face”.
He glanced around at the crowd meaningfully. “Literally won’t be held
responsible, you understand?” Sarah glared at him, but Jason could see fear
billowing up in her eyes and it made him glad. Good, he thought, maybe
the skank will finally listen to me. She’d better, if she knows what’s good for
her. She looked as though she were going to say something further and then
didn’t. She brushed past him and walked out of the crowd, and Jason followed
her. A wicked grin was forming on his face as they left. He had his own plans. He
would need to start gathering. There was only one way forward, he knew, and it
would be best to be prepared.











Third Interlude


 


 


 


Over the next three weeks, the city of Toronto
that was retreated into itself. After the presentation by those of the city’s
best, brightest, and richest, those who had attended had begun staking out more
permanent living situations, making sure to find positions that were near easy
sources of food. The dozen men and women that had put been behind the call for
the mass meeting in the square (also those who had stood on the stage) set up a
headquarters in that same Council Chamber that they had made their presentation
in front of. From here, messengers (including Moe and Zeeshan’s thirty, who
were also styling themselves as a volunteer firefighting organization) were
sent out to bring the ideas of the Ad-Hoc Council to those who had settled
throughout the core.


The ideas themselves were sharply divided between
a core group of people (led by the illustrious commie-hating Tommy John) who
wanted to make sure that their dream of a world where no one would have to take
care of anyone else would finally be achieved. Any idea that involved helping
anyone at their perceived expense was an idea they stood against. The notion
that they could get along without anyone actually owning anything was
completely foreign to them. They aggressively and rapidly pushed the agenda
that whatever council was elected by the survivors should control the food
stores and found a force that would arm themselves to protect the city. They
loudly demanded a point system, an emergency currency of some sort that would
keep the “goldbrickers and lazy bums” out. They rattled on about the need to
“protect themselves” and about the sort of characters that they suspected could
be lurking around the edges of their fragile society-in-the-making. They were a
committed group, wedging their opinions in whenever possible and throwing off a
lot of bluster and blunt rhetoric during meetings that grew increasingly more
stormy as the days elapsed.


On the opposite side of the aisle were a patchwork
group of people who had wildly varying ideas about how to go through with
rebuilding society, but whom all felt an opposition to the boisterous
fist-waving evident from the tommyjohns (as they’d begun to style themselves). They
argued that, as it stood, there was more than enough supplies stored throughout
the city to last a society of their size for a century. There was no need to
hoard it, in fear of famine. There was no need to force people to labor in
order to receive something as basic a need as food. People needed to eat and
drink, it was true, and these things that were necessary for life should be
granted to all without the need to exchange something for it. What if a person
fell ill and could not earn this hypothetical currency, they argued. Would they
be allowed to just starve in the streets? One particularly rancorous meeting
hinged around this very problem.


The floor was with the freeloaders (as the tommyjohns
had labeled them, in a transparent attempt at smearing them as everything they
stood against). Terence Jones, a man who had owned a couple of nightclubs in
the Entertainment District before the disappearance, had risen to his feet in
anger after a particularly pointed speech from one of the more belligerent tommyjohns.
He thrust his finger outward, pointing out into the square that lay outside of
the council chamber’s windows.


“Are you suggesting that if they don’t have enough
of your new money, then they can just waste away? That we’ll watch them starve
in the street because they just ‘didn’t work hard enough’?”


There were angry mutters from the other ad-hoc councilors
that sat around him. They were met with jeers and an actual boo, from a former
banking executive who often began his comments with “as the most important
person in this room”. Tommy John had scowled deeply and looked as though he
were about to haul himself to his feet, but one of his councilors, a raw-boned,
silver-haired fox named Douglas Childs, rose and motioned for John to sit. Childs
had been a producer with the CBC and his manner was all polished aplomb. He
smiled with false good grace.


“Mr. Jones,” he began smoothly, “that is not at
all what we are implying. We simply believe that hard work should be rewarded. Do
you not agree?”


Jones stared him down from across the room’s central
divide. Smug chatter grew up around Childs as he waited for a response. He got
one, but it was from Lisa Reynolds, the one-time President of the university’s
Student Union, who rose to her feet and pointed a ragged fingernail at the
infuriatingly serene Mr. Childs.


“That’s facetious nonsense,” she accused him. “There’s
no need to make people comply to some sort of glorified rating system in
order for them to eat! There is enough food for everyone! Why isn’t that
enough for you? Why do you want to create a society where some people are
better than others? Everyone can eat equally without that!”


“Well that’s just fucking COMMUNISM!” Tommy
John shouted angrily, not bothering with the nicety of getting up. “Some people
are better than others! Some people believe in hard work and some people
have skills. Some people don’t! We don’t need lazy useless people here, so they
can’t fucking expect us to feed them while they sit there and fuck off!”


Glen Campbell, who had at one time been the
managing editor at the second-busiest newsdesk in the city, followed Tommy
John’s lead in refusing to stand.


“Can we hold a vote to eject him, please,” he
asked loudly. “I’m starting to feel threatened and he really needs to follow
the rules”.


“Oh, is the baby scared now?” came a catcall from
the back of the tommyjohn’s half of the chamber’s horseshoe.


“Please, order,” Nancy Kim demanded. She had
spoken the introduction at the grand meeting in the square and she had drawn
the task of moderating the discussions afterward. Her finely drawn, exquisitely
delicate features were haggard with exhaustion. A cold sore had broken out in
the corner of her mouth and her fingers tapped the desk in front of her
continuously. “Please maintain order. Mr. Jones, the response is yours”.


Terence Jones nodded thoughtfully and chose his
words carefully.


“Mr. Childs, council, we on this side of the aisle
of course do not stand against the concept of hard work and reward being a
central one to any strong and lasting society,” he said, and there were some
murmurs from among the councilors on his side. Reynolds sat down slowly, her
jaw clenched. Childs grinned like a Cheshire, a smile that slowly grew to
encompass his entire face.


“Excellent,” he purred, “I’m glad that we can
agree on that point. So you’ll also agree, then, that we need some way of
recognizing or measuring hard work, so that those who work harder than others
can be rewarded more than others?”


Jones said nothing. The glare that he projected
across the aisle said everything. Glen Campbell slowly rose to his feet,
wincing at the arthritis that he could feel setting in. The pain made him grit
his teeth and he spoke with a much sharper tone than he’d originally intended.


“This is all just so much bullshit, ladies and
gentlemen,” he spat, “none of us are children and none of us are suggesting
that we somehow form a society divorced of the concept of hard work. My
contention, and I feel a lot of our contentions, lies in this notion you have
of sequestering the city’s food supply and floating a currency based on the
scarcity of its supply!”.


As he rang off his last word a surge of applause
and cheering around him. The corpulent blowhard on the opposite side was
shouting something but Campbell was mercifully spared from hearing whatever it
was by the huzzah that continued around him. Nancy Kim let the applause
continue for two minutes before she lifted the leaden gavel and brought it down
loudly several times.


“Order, order,” she demanded tiredly. “Mr. Childs,
do you have a response?”


Childs gestured grandly. “Madam Speaker, the honorable
newshound has a lot of theories about our motives and methods. I suggest we
recess until he has had time to list them for point-by-point rebuttal and
redressing”. Campbell stared him down for as long as he could manage before
needing to find his seat. Nancy banged the gavel once more, quickly, before
anyone else could attempt to break ranks and argue the point.


“Motion recognized, all in favor?” she asked. The tommyjohn
side of the aisle rose their hands and the “freeloaders” grudgingly did so. Nancy
banged her gavel for the last time that day.


“Motion carried, unanimously. This council is
adjourned for the day, to reopen at 9AM tomorrow morning”. As soon as her
speech finished she got up and left, not bothering to hang around. She needed
to sleep with an intensity of urgency although she doubted that she would be
able to sleep. She very much feared what the coming weeks would bring.


 


Barry Nguyen stepped out onto the back patio of
the aptly named Cadillac Lounge. They’d stopped at the place because it had
seemed fairly intact and because Amber had been amused by the vintage Cadillac
that stuck out of the front of the bar like an awning. He hadn’t been impressed
by the cramped interior, which was dank and musty from being shut up tightly at
the time of the disappearance. There was liquor still there in abundance, which
Barry noted for looting purposes, but it wasn’t enough for him to take a real
interest in the place. Now, though, his impression changed radically.


The back patio was massive, and flanked on two
sides by tall brick walls and on the back by a tall wooden security fence. It
was eminently private, and (most importantly, in Barry’s mind) eminently
defendable. Anyone trying to break through into the area would be forced
through one checkpoint, and could be very easily picked off. This could work
he thought, amazed, and shivered with the idea of it. He heard the door rush
open behind him and turned around to watch Amber and Emily walk through. Amber’s
shapely round face held a pair of searing blue eyes that were currently
twinkling mischievously, which contrasted with the hints of sourness floating
around mousy bespectacled Emily’s pretty, full mouth. He faked a cough to
stifle a grin; Amber had probably said something lewd that had seemed like a
funny observation to her, and Emily had probably taken offense to it. The
former sociology student could be shockingly prudish, he’d found. Still, she
was a friend, and a valuable one at that. She knew things that neither himself
nor Amber would ever have thought of.


“Check it out,” Barry exclaimed, turning around to
take the area in. “Place is huge, it’s private, and we could totally defend
it”.


Amber giggled. “Who are we defending it from? It’s
not like there’s many people left”. Barry forced a smile and Emily looked away,
eyeing up the walls, and the fence.


“Looks good, actually,” she said approvingly. “Once
we scavenge some real weapons we could live here”.


“We should look upstairs then, and check out some
rooms,” Amber said, looking up to the small, dirty upstairs windows. She was
wearing a stylish sequined white halter top and Barry noticed that it framed
her generous curves rather well. Amber caught his eye and winked suggestively,
which caused him a shock. He recovered quickly, though.


“I’ll go with you,” he said quickly, and then shot
a look at Emily. She was busily engrossed in examining the collection of tables
with folded-up umbrellas sticking out of them about halfway across the patio.


“You guys have fun,” she said dreamily. “I’m going
to go find some vodka and some tonic water, and then go park on one of those
tables for a while”. Amber grinned wickedly at Barry. “Alright, if you’re sure,
then,” she said, with a fake pout directed at Barry. She stuck her hand out and
grabbed Barry’s. “Come on!” she whispered, and they slipped away into the
building.


The stairs were beside the bathrooms just inside
the patio door and were as narrow and claustrophobic as the rest of the bar’s
interior. The hallway upstairs was nondescript, a ribbon of old, dusty wooden
flooring flanked by silent white doors. Amber pushed the first door on the left
open and pulled Barry inside. The room within was dusty and Spartan, containing
a small made bed, a battered old nightstand, and nothing else. Amber pushed
Barry on to the bed.


“She’ll be awhile down there,” Amber whispered. She
reached behind her neck to untie the halter. She pulled the shirt down and her
breasts bounced free, full and sloped. She smiled and bent over him, letting
her nipples graze against the crotch of his jeans. “We’ve probably even got a
couple of hours,” she said alluringly, “if you think you can last that long”. Her
lips found his neck and all coherent thought left him for some time.


Meanwhile, Emily sat happily on one of the
creaking wooden tables, a vodka-and-tonic sitting by her right hand. She
dragged up the knapsack she had been carrying all over the city and extracted
three items: a marked-up map of the city of Toronto, a copy of The Zombie
Survival Guide, and a high standard .45 with checkered wooden grips. She
studied the map, making a mark along Queen Street in pencil and marking it
“HQ”. She traced her finger along to a large X that she had marked as a grocery
store, only a few blocks east. She smiled contentedly and contemplated her
pistol. She’d had some practice firing it, although she’d never had to use it
on a live target. She wondered if she’d be able to pull it off when the time
came.


 


Paul Taggert threw a glass against the hard wooden
wall of a bar called the Dog’s Bollocks, an establishment further east on Queen
Street mocked up to look like an English public house. The glass shattered upon
impact , resounding through the high-ceilinged, open space, and silencing the
chatter that had been vibrating through the place. There were two dozen people
sitting around the tables, drinking up the liquor and feasting on the food in
the freezers, talking loudly, but the silence that followed the crash of
Taggert’s thrown glass was absolute. All eyes went to him, an imposing,
muscular figure with a bulldog set to his demeanor. The target of his violent
gesture, a willowy young man wearing a grey suit, smiled easily as though
nothing had happened.


“Is that the response you would like me to take to
the Council?” the man in the suit asked, his tone slightly insolent. Taggert
felt his thick fingers itch toward his other glass, full of the flattened
remains of the draft beer kegs. He considered throwing it as well, but decided
against wasting it. Who knew how long it would be before they were making more
Amsterdam Blonde?


“No, you can twist your head on backward and take
that to them as a message!” he raged. The young man’s expression remained
softly contemptuous, and Taggert forced himself to breathe.


“Listen to me very carefully, jackass,” he
seethed, “I want you to deliver this message word for word to that fat preening
fuck that fancies himself mayor material. Tell him that if he wants to go
around confiscating all the food he’s welcome to try, but anyone he sends
around here to do it will go back missing a head”.


The young man actually seemed shocked by this. “Mr.
Taggert,” he exclaimed, “once the election is over, anything that is done will
be done in the name and with the blessing of the people of this city. It would
be a fundamentally anti-social act to disobey any of the decisions of the
council”.


Taggert grunted at this, grudgingly impressed by
the kid’s chutzpah. It didn’t blunt the force of his anger, though.


“Tell you what, kid,” he said with some black humor,
“I have a thirty-ought-six with a full load sitting in the kitchen. Wait here
for a couple of minutes while I grab it and I’ll show you a fundamentally
anti-social act”. The kid gaped at him briefly, gauged Taggert’s seriousness,
and then ran like the devil himself was after him. Taggert blew out a huge
belly laugh as he watched the kid run. Conversation returned throughout the bar
and he felt a hand clap down on his shoulder. Michael Therin was behind him,
his severe face broken apart by a wide white grin. There was a knowing glee in
his dark eyes.


“So I guess that means you won’t be giving them
your vote, eh?” His soft, deep voice was ringed with laughter. Taggert did not
return the smile. His face was tight-lipped and grim.


“My vote?” he mused in a deadly tone. “I don’t
think any of them will be getting my vote”. Therin peered at him intently.


“No, eh…so what do you suppose will happen, then?”


Taggert shrugged his linebacker-wide shoulders. “They
can hold the election or they can go to hell, for all I care. There’s no law
that says I have to listen to anything they say”. He paused significantly. “There’s
no laws, Mike”.


Therin nodded thoughtfully.


“Very true, Paul, very true. So, I repeat, what do
you suppose will happen?”


Taggert considered this for a moment.


“Well, the way I see it, we’re going to have to
live to survive, which means that it’s really every man for himself, although,”
and here he looked at Therin significantly, “a great man knows to bring along
the right people to make him great”. Therin smiled at this, and tapped his
broad, sweat-slicked nose.


 


A network of messengers radiated out from the
council chambers, bringing a slowly coalescing platform of two opposing
although vaguely defined parties. The one centered predictably on Tommy John,
who was harping on a message of protection; guns and a centralized food supply
to protect against the wild unknown that existed outside the city’s border, and
an emergency currency to protect the hard-working against the predations of the
hordes of the weak and lazy of which they conjured visions. The other stood
against all of this, finding no evidence to support either hordes of bandits or
hordes of slackers, but their charisma and leadership was split between Terence
Jones and Glen Campbell. The number of people that stood within this hazily
defined party outnumbered the so-called tommyjohns by a ratio of three to one,
but they could not find common ground on who their leader would be. Jones stood
for a very laissez-faire ideal of how the city would work, although he endorsed
a series of regulations that would keep people from doing what they eventually
ended up doing. Campbell had a much more utopian vision of the future, replete
with construction projects and social movements that the entire city would be
involved in, and a central, strong council that would oversee the details of
life for the survivors and ensure that their children were brought up in the
best possible manner in order to continue to grow society.


In the end they were unable to come to a
conclusion, and as the final week of the pre-election period drew to a close
there were three candidates who were running for the executive position in the
new government, which would be keeping the old title of Mayor. A further
hundred people ended up running for the twenty-one seats that would form the
new City Council. The ballot was five pages, copied off two thousand times;
there was no shortage of paper in the city. Posters were chalked up, pored
over, and agonized about. A minimal design was eventually settled on, informing
in huge type the date of the election. Below that was the local place that the
ballot would be held, handwritten on the poster by the person who put it up. It
was a huge undertaking by agents who had to cross the city by foot or by bike,
and the effort put in by all the election’s volunteers was nothing short of
exhausting.


When all was said and done, perhaps a quarter of the
city’s survivors came out to vote.


The election’s failure can be viewed as the
ultimate contemptuous expression of Paul Taggert’s observation. The survivors,
shocked by what had happened and simultaneously exhilarated by the
possibilities that lay in the mass amount of goods left behind, had given up on
politics as usual. The men and women that had planned and run in the election
were tied to an old way of thinking, and the survivors had grown sick of it. They’d
heard reports of the acidic bickering going on in the council chambers,
remembered the acidic bickering that had been deadlocking the decision-making
process before the disappearance, and had promptly washed their hands of the
entire idea. They had food, and shelter, and companionship, and felt little
need to progress beyond that. The mid-July sun beat down on the city with
seasonable glee, and the need for laws and politicians seemed a remote need at
best.


As it stood, the ballots were counted and
recounted on the night of the election, and the council positions were decided.
They went primarily to the candidates who weren’t tommyjohns. When the ballots
for the executive position were counted, it was found that Tommy John and Glen
Campbell were within a few votes of each other. There followed three days of
screaming and negotiations before Tommy John simply and expediently shot
Campbell dead in the Council Chamber. Within a week, tommyjohns had replaced
the elected council members, through intimidation or outright murder. By early
August, their positions were cemented and they began to plan out their strategy
to bring about their vision. Posters were created and hung up all over the city
proclaiming a new era of peace, prosperity, and survival for the glorious new
nation-state of Toronto. The agents who went out to hang up these posters
reported that the people whom Mayor John repeatedly professed love and respect
for would watch them, staring warily from windows or from dim doorways. Many
said that they felt vaguely threatened, although they admitted that they had
never been directly propositioned with violence. In this respect, they were
quite lucky.


 


Steve St.Omes, he of the record collection, had
found his way in with a group that was occupying a squat stone apartment
building near Bathurst and Harbord. They had staked the place out after combing
through the torn-up remains of the electronics shops along College Street. Using
their scavenged equipment, they managed to string together a large local area
network comprised of the most powerful desktop computers that they could find
and centered around a pair of rather valuable high-end servers that Steve
himself had lovingly recovered from a securely locked closet in one of the
classier computer boutiques. They used this network primarily to play all-night
sessions of whatever games they wished; typically the hottest and
longest-lasting games would be of simpler shooters although the grand-strategy
playthroughs would also consume a grand amount of time. One of the apartments
in the small complex had obviously belonged to a drug dealer before the
disappearance, as it held copious amounts of drugs both chemical and organic. The
complex quickly became an orgy of drugs and gaming.


They were interrupted one night in the second week
of August by a group of six men and women dressed in police uniforms that had
been scavenged from a precinct. They carried police-issue sidearms and batons. Their
gazes were steely as they watched the stoned group answer the door. Their
leader smirked slightly as he took in their ragged appearances and red eyes.


“We’re here to inform you of the laws put in place
by the City Council. All of you are to report to City Hall within the week to
register yourselves and to report for job assignment. Failure to do so will
result in your being banned from living within the borders of the City of
Toronto. You may keep whatever food you currently have within this domicile but
the grocery stores within the area are as of now the property of the City
Council and as such are off-limits. If you are found looting any of these
stores you will be summarily executed. Is this clear?”


Li Wing, whom most of the complex looked to as a
sort of leader, elbowed his way into the doorway and stared down the upstart in
the cop uniform. He kept his face a study of stone, and the police leader
matched him. Finally, Li nodded his head.


“We accept, and obey,” he said slowly. The police
leader looked past him, into the house, and snorted.


“Better get rid of the drugs, too,” he said with
heavy contempt, “Mayor John is going to ban all of that shit too, just like it
was before”. Before anyone could respond, the half-dozen “police officers”
turned and walked away down the wide stone steps that fronted the complex. Li
watched them go without changing expression, and then turned to face the small
crowd that had gathered just inside the apartment building’s lobby. He
hesitated for only a second before giving the barest of nods. Ten of the crowd leaped
forward, slipping out into the night on cat’s feet. Steve was one of these ten.


The Mayor’s police walked down Harbord and turned
left onto the tree-lined silence of Euclid Avenue. As they passed by Our Lady
Help of Christians on their left, the group of ten shadowed them through the
backyards of the houses on their right. They functioned like an elite squad of
soldiers, having trained their reflexes through long sessions of gaming and
their bodies in exercises conducted while not jockeying a mouse and keyboard. They
slipped up the narrow path that ran through those backyards (Scarfo Lane, a
battered sign named it), keeping watch on their quarry through the gaps in the
houses. They had to be careful, as the setting moon still cast a great deal of
light over the city. The lane ended at the next street up, and they let the
police go further up Euclid before continuing their pursuit. The next few
blocks were all backyards with no real path and several fences that needed
jumping. By the time both parties had moved into Koreatown, the group of
pursuers had begun to believe that they might have lost the police squadron.


Steve spotted them as the group moved quietly out
onto the desolation of Bloor Street. They were almost two blocks ahead, having
turned left towards the Korean shops that lined this section of the city. They
slipped back into the alley behind the shops and hurried ahead. Steve slipped
to and from the street, keeping tabs on the police; eventually he reported that
they had turned into the Korean Central Market. They approached the back
entrance and tried the door. Finding it unlocked, they moved one by one into
the enveloping darkness within.


Fifteen minutes later they emerged, holding a
variety of homemade weapons that they had concealed on their persons; hammers,
butcher knives, tin wire for garrotting. All of their weapons, and a lot of
their clothes, were covered in blood. They looked at each other in the dying
moonlight, their uniformly stone expressions unchanging. A few blocks ahead,
from the sprawling parkland of Christie Pits, a group of dogs barked violently
at something unknown. Steve broke ranks, leaned against the grimy back wall of
the market, and vomited a rainbow of frozen dinners and booze.


“Sorry,” he croaked, wiping at his mouth, but none
of the others seemed disturbed by this. They waited for him to ready himself
and they floated away into the creeping shadows, losing themselves in the dead
of night.


 


Paul Taggert did not even bother with stealth and
mystery. When the kid in the grey suit returned to the Dog’s Bollocks with a
detail of five of Mayor John’s new police force, he flew into a rage. He ranted
at the kid until his face was beet-red, a vein in his forehead standing out to
its limits. The kid continued to repeat that the nationalization of the food
supply was simply the will of the Council and that his obedience was a legal
necessity. Taggert told him that the law could go fuck itself for all he cared.
The kid repeated his lines a few times and motioned the police forward. Things
happened very quickly after that.


The “thirty-ought-six” that Taggert had bragged
about weeks ago was in fact an aged M1 Garand that had been brought home by his
grandfather, who had fought through Europe starting in 1944 and had kept it as
a souvenir from an American friend who had died on the banks of the Rhine in
early 1945. Taggert’s father had kept it oiled and maintained, and Taggert
himself had kept up the tradition. For all of it’s oiling and maintenance,
however, it was the solid stock that precipitated its first usage in sixty-five
years. Said stock was swung forward by Taggert, who had kept the gun hidden
under a nearby table and had grabbed it just seconds before the kid had given
the gesture to his cronies. The gun connected with the kid’s jaw, and the kid
went sprawling backward, his jaw sprung loose and several of his back molars
flying out of his mouth in bloody arcs. Taggert was over him with a grace and
speed that belied his size, the barrel of the semi-automatic rifle pointing
straight down into the kid’s newly-misshapen mouth.


“I TOLD YOU WHAT WAS GOING TO HAPPEN YOU LITTLE
FUCK!” he screamed, and squeezed the trigger. The long, tapered .30-06 shell
shot forward and erased the lower half of the kid’s face, splattering blood and
flakes of grey brain over the polished black boots of the shocked police squad
as well as Taggert’s stylish patent leather shoes. Within seconds the regular
patrons of what was even then Taggert’s stronghold opened fire with their own
weapons, cutting the Council’s goon squad down in a hail of mismatched bullets.
When the ringing subsided and the haze cleared, there was an awkward silence as
the crowd waited for Tagget to say something. He hefted the vintage rifle, lost
in thought for a moment, and then turned around to face those who had stood
with him.


“You can all stay,” he began, and they laughed
uproariously, a mass tension amongst them seeming to melt away. He held up a
hand to silence them.


“You can all stay,” he continued, “but you’ll have
to be ready to do that again. As many times as necessary. That fat prick who
calls himself a mayor can try to push people around all he likes, but now he’ll
see what will happen when he tries to push us. He’s an idiot, as far as I can
tell, and I know that an idiot will keep doing what doesn’t work because he
thinks that it eventually will”.


He hefted the Garand again, feeling it’s ominous
weight in his thick hands, and then held it aloft.


“We have to be prepared to show him that it
won’t!”


The crowd filled the beer hall with applause and
deafening cheers. Taggert grinned from ear to ear.


“Now let’s drink, motherfuckers, like we’ve never
drunk before!”


He dove into the crowd and debauchery was the rule
of the remainder of the night. As dawn approached and even the hardiest of
partiers were finding a place to curl up and crash into sleep, Michael Therin
sought out Taggert. Therin had been drinking up the Bollock’s supply of
Appleton Jamaican rum, but seemed no worse the wear for it even as five AM was
turning to six. He found Taggert sipping a glass of Jamesons on the rocks and
studying a gaudy landscape portrait while lounging on one of the couches at the
very back of the pub. Taggert looked up as Therin approached and then turned
back to his contemplations.


“That was a very strong statement you made
earlier,” Therin remarked. Taggert snorted and didn’t reply. Therin found a
seat on one of the couches next to Taggert’s.


“We can arm these people, and maybe seek out some
others, you know,” he continued, keeping his voice casual. Taggert remained
silent.


“The food supply, though,” Therin kept going,
getting right to the heart of the matter. “That ‘fat prick of a mayor’ may be
an idiot as you say, but he has a point. All we’ve really got around here are
frozen food and canned food. Even if we keep the Mayor and the Council from
taking it, what’s to stop others from doing it?”


Taggert looked at him then, his gaze steady, and
Therin realized that he wasn’t even a little bit drunk. He felt a shiver run
down his arms.


“Isn’t that the point?” Taggert murmured, his
voice heavy. Therin studied him, trying to glean some sort of meaning from
that. Taggert noticed, and his broad, stone-jawed face split open in a humorless
grin.


“Don’t worry, Mike,” he assured Therin with a sly
tone, “there’s a plan. There’s always a plan”.











Four


 


 


 


“There is no goddamn way we are going down there,”
Mark said heatedly, cutting his hand through the air in front of him. Olivia
was sitting in a kitchen chair with her arms crossed, looking away from him angrily.
Her petulant expression made Mark clench his fists involuntarily. There were a
thousand other ways he wanted to say “no”, although most of them would see him
thrown off the balcony onto his head.


“We’ve been hiding in here for months, Mark,”
Olivia said, and her tone implied that Mark was a drooling idiot. “This is an
actual reason to go out! We haven’t had any fun since everything
happened!” She gestured to the colorful poster that lay flat on the round table
in front of her. “This sounds like it would actually be fun”.


Mark stared down at the poster in question. “FUCK
THE MAYOR PARTY” the bold headline read, and below that was a lurid image of
the silhouettes of a man and a woman dancing on a glittering dancefloor. Beneath
them, in slanting white type, was “Drake Hotel, August 29th. BYOB&G”


“What does the ‘and G’ stand for, anyway,” he
asked disagreeably. There was a soft clunk in the kitchen, the sound of a
coffee decanter being removed from the percolator.


“It means ‘and guns’” Carlos called out as he
started making coffee. Mark scowled.


“Thanks a lot, Carlos,” Olivia complained. A beep
from the kitchen indicated that brewing had begun.


“Sorry, hon,” Carlos replied in his easy-going
tone. “He did ask”.


“I did ask,” Mark agreed, a trifle spitefully. Olivia
sighed heavily.


“So we’re just going to be stuck here, bored,
forever?” she asked with despair. Mark rolled his eyes.


“Yeah, I guess we’ll just have to stay safe
here, huh,” he mocked her. She slammed her hands down on the table, anger
accelerating out of her.


“I don’t want to stay safe here,” she said,
frustration making her raise her voice. “I want to go have some fun!”


“You keep saying that,” Mark said, “but I don’t
think you’ve really thought this through. You’re seven months pregnant! You
need to stay safe!”


“Well I’ll tell you what,” she replied, her voice
dangerous. “You’re not my father, my boyfriend, or the fucking police. I don’t
care what you do. Stay here, or go take a walk into Lake Ontario. I’m
going down there and I’m going to have some fucking fun. I can’t drink but a
couple of joints can’t hurt, and at least there’ll be music”.


Mark stared her down, his heart trip-hammering in
his chest.


“It’s my child in there too,” he stated pointedly,
gesturing at her levitating belly. “I should think I have some stake in this
decision”.


“You do,” she said sweetly, “so you can either
come along to keep me safe, or you can stay here and not care what happens to
me”. She held her belly softly. “To us”.


Mark exhaled explosively. “That’s not fair,” he
rumbled. Carlos came out of the kitchen with a steaming cup of coffee; the rich
smell filled the apartment. “Tell her that’s not fair,” Mark appealed to him. Carlos
shrugged.


“She’s going stir-crazy, man,” he said, blowing on
his coffee. “She needs to get out. I don’t blame her, I really want to go too”.


“Well there you go,” Olivia said nastily, “Carlos
can come along to protect me”. She looked up at him and winked lasciviously. He
returned her look neutrally, sipping carefully at his mug.


“I’m not really into pregnant girls, sorry,” he
said with a straight face, “but I’ll still come along with you”. He looked at
Mark. “What about you, man? I mean, do you really want to just stay here by
yourself? I’d be more worried about you”.


Mark glared at him. “Well, I guess I have
to now, don’t I? I’ve been pretty well railroaded into this”.


Carlos shrugged again. “There’s coffee in the
kitchen, if you want to wake up a little before we go”.


 


Thus Mark found himself flanking Olivia along with
Carlos as they walked down Queen on a fragrant, humid late-August night. A
slight breeze blew fragments of litter and discarded loot in a rattle across
the pavement. From somewhere ahead there was a steady, thumping bass note
pounding into the air, as well as the occasional shout and scream. The noise
did nothing for his peace of mind.


There were a few others heading in the same
direction, keeping to themselves but often brandishing liquor bottles; there
were large amounts of Bombay Sapphire, Southern Comfort, Jack Daniels, and a whole
spectrum of vodkas on display. Several people were smoking joints as they
walked, clouds of skunky-smelling smoke billowing behind them. A lot of them
seemed like they were already drunk. Several people sang loudly, and mostly
off-key, as they reeled down Queen Street. Mark eyed them all tensely, looking
to Olivia to see if she was having any regrets about what they were doing. To
his disgust she had a wide smile plastered across her face, as though they were
kids on the way to a carnival. Carlos was not helping; he had already taken out
the massive joint he had rolled before they had left and was patting his
jacket, searching for one of his plastic lighters. Mark gritted his teeth and
felt the tension building hard inside of him.


They passed the darkened facades of the shops
along the stretch of Queen that was Parkdale. There had been less looting here,
possibly because there were less desirable goods in them. Mark peered into the
unbroken shops with more nervousness than the looted ones; the smashed-apart
shops had already spread their mysteries out into the opening. The shops with
intact windows were dark and only threw back reflections when he looked into
them. Anything could be waiting in there. Anything at all. With a shiver he
forced himself to concentrate on the path ahead.


They passed by the Cadillac Lounge (with half a
Cadillac sticking out of the front of the building and Mark collided with a
young Vietnamese man who was dashing out of the entrance to the bar. He spun backward
and rammed into the brick wall with painful force. He heard the squeal of a
young woman coming out of the bar the instant after.


“Barry!” the squealer said, and she stretched the
name out over three syllables. “You’re such a dick!”


The young man—Barry—had stumbled backward and in
doing so had nearly lost his balance and gone tumbling into the scattered
sidewalk grit. He managed to right himself and dust himself off.


“Hold on Amber, I just ran into someone.” He
stepped toward Mark. “Hey buddy, sorry for running into you there”. He held out
his hand solicitously and Mark took it, peeling himself off of the wall.


“No problem,” Mark replied, “I was looking
somewhere else when I should have been looking ahead”.


Amber, a good-looking blonde with a tight seafoam
dress covering a generous body, put a hand to her mouth to cover her giggles. Mark
laughed in spite of himself. Barry split his lips open and grinned.


“You guys going to the party at the Drake?” he
asked, motioning with his thumb down Queen. “that, uh, ‘Fuck the Mayor party’,
or whatever it’s called?”


Olivia nodded emphatically. Mark looked at her
hesitantly.


“Yeah, we were going to check it out, it, uh…” he
licked lips, “Olivia here wanted to get out”. He chuckled nervously. “She, uh,
was getting stir-crazy”.


Barry looked at him oddly. “You alright?” he
asked. Olivia rolled her eyes.


“He’s scared that something’s going to happen,”
she said with a sneer. “Like there’s going to be a riot or something”. She
smiled in such a way as to convey exactly what she thought of such an idea. Barry
didn’t smile, but seemed to consider it carefully”.


“That’s not exactly all that far off from what I
was thinking,” Barry replied slowly, and Mark couldn’t help himself. He shot a
vindictive look at Olivia, whose eyes had frozen in place and her mouth had a
definite set of displeasure.


“I knew it,” he said triumphantly. “I’m not crazy,
you shouldn’t be out here.”


“Well, now,” Barry protested, “I mean, it’s not
like I think it’s definitely going to erupt into chaos and violence”


“HA!” Olivia shouted, her finger thrust toward
Mark’s face. “See?”. Barry held up a hand to silence everyone.


“I just think that putting a bunch of people
together with a bunch of liquor and no laws is a pretty bad idea to walk into
if you’re not sure about what you’re walking into.”


“Could be a bad scene, man,” Carlos agreed. “Wild
West kinda scene. People get drunk, people get pissed off, people just start
shooting. No police to tell them not to”.


“Absolutely,” Barry said. “But we’re carrying
too”. He pulled his jacket aside to reveal a holstered .357 Magnum. Mark
gasped.


“Oh, wow,” Carlos admired. “Nice piece, man,
where’d you get that?”


Barry grinned. “Our friend Emily scavenged them
from nearby. A couple of dudes had quite the collection forming in their
basement. We’ve got quite a lot of firepower”.


“Really?” Olivia asked, suddenly interested. Barry
nodded.


“Yeah, a couple of gentlemen in a building up at
Bloor Street, one of those Ontario Housing buildings. They had Tamil flags hung
up in the apartment, so I guess what they were doing wasn’t really a mystery. Emily
got a couple of automatics, the usual AK-47s, a backpack full of pistols, some
really big calibers. She says there was one of those rocket launchers they have
in the movies, that just sit on your shoulder, but she couldn’t have carried
that back”.


“Wow,” Olivia marveled, “lucky find”.


“Yeah,” Barry replied. He suddenly focused on
Mark. “You guys should probably take one, especially if you’re nervous about
safety”. Mark recoiled.


“No, I couldn’t take one,” he demurred. Olivia hit
him in the arm.


“What are you saying?” she demanded. She turned to
Barry. “Of course we’d take one,” she said soothingly. “Thank you very much for
your generous offer”. Barry put a hand to his mouth and the suspicious corners
of a snicker came out from behind it. Mark bristled.


“Hey now, this is my decision here, I’m the one
it’s being offered to!”


“You need a gun”, Olivia said flatly. “You’re the
one worried about protection and safety”.


“You’re not my girlfriend,” he told her
spitefully. “You made that very clear”.


Olivia stared at him in absolute fury. “No, but
this is yours too”. She put her hands on her stomach. Barry did a double-take.


“You’re pregnant?” he asked incredulously. Amber
made an expression of disgust.


“Of course she’s pregnant, Barry,” she said. “Even
through the jacket you should be able to see that”.


“Well I didn’t, ok?” he replied defensively. “I
don’t notice this kind of thing”. He pointed at Mark. “You need to take
a gun, now. I can’t believe she’s crazy enough to want to do this when she’s
pregnant, but you need to man up and take one. That’s your kid in
there?” he asked intently. Mark nodded. “Well then you’d better take a
fucking gun, or I’ll punch you in the teeth”.


Mark grinned nervously, realized that Barry wasn’t
joking, and nodded soberly.


“Alright, alright, sorry,” he apologized. “I’ll
take a gun. Something light.”


Barry shook his head. “Uh-uh, bro, heavier’s more
accurate, and if you’ve never fired a gun you should probably lean that way. Have
you ever fired a gun?”


“No, never,” Mark answered. “I’ve never even seen
one”. Barry took this in.


“Alright, hold on,” he said, and darted back
inside the Cadillac Lounge. Olivia turned her focus to Amber.


“Are you carrying a gun?” she asked. Amber
laughed.


“Where am I going to conceal one in this outfit?”
she asked, running a hand down her tight green dress. “No, I’ve got a
military-grade knife strapped to one thigh”.


Barry returned momentarily with a large,
weighty-looking handgun and a small black plastic cylinder. He handed the
cylinder to Olivia.


“Hold this,” he said. There was a little red
plastic piece that Olivia guessed was a trigger of some kind. Barry turned to
Mark.


“This is a .357 like mine,” he said, offering it
forward with the grip towards Mark. “It has a big kick, so, uh…” he shrugged,
“try not to break your wrist”.


Mark took it. He tried to read Barry’s expression
and failed.


“Why are you doing this?” he demanded. Barry
shrugged.


“We’re in this together, right? I mean, you seem like
nice people, but nice people that found themselves a little unprepared for what
they might be walking into,”


Mark shuffled his feet uncomfortably but Barry
waved his hand.


“We’ve got more than enough up here, it’s not like
Amber and I can shoot three guns at once. Besides, aren’t we supposed to look
out for each other?”


Olivia laughed. “You know, before all of this I
would have totally agreed with you. I would have been up in your face about how
two-tiered health care and workfare and rejigging Employment Insurance were all
terrible social evils designed to separate the wealthy from their
responsibility to the poor”.


Amber laughed delightedly and held up a clenched
fist. “Fuck yeah, sister!” she exclaimed, “Vive la rouge carre!” Olivia giggled
and returned her gesture.


“But does that even hold water anymore?” Mark
asked, his expression sober. “I mean, just because we’re still standing in what
used to be Toronto, Ontario, Canada, we’re not exactly in the same sort of
situation. We’re on our own. It’s not like the government still exists, or at
least enough to even matter.”


Barry looked at him without any sort of expression
at all. “If you were in my shoes, and I were in yours, what would you do”. Mark
stared at him with the look of a man who has exactly what he wants to say on
his tongue but knows that it’s not the truth.


“Yeah,” he said finally, “yeah I would”.


Barry laughed. “You see? We’re all normal people. So
far”. He lost his smile in a hurry. “I guess we’ll see how well we get along
tonight, won’t we?”


“We shouldn’t be going,” Olivia said suddenly, her
voice dripping with pained indecision. Barry patted his gun and then pointed at
the black cylinder he’d given her.


“That’s dog spray,” he said casually, “but it’ll
knock a man down just as well. Careful you aim it the right way—see the nozzle
there?—and make sure you spray enough”. Olivia nodded, her eyes very full, and
she put it in one of the front pockets of her faded jeans. “Tell you what,” he
continued, “I’ll stick around with you guys, you seem like nice people and I’m
sure you’ll be fun to hang around with. It’ll be a case of safety in numbers,
what do you say?”


“Sure,” Mark and Olivia said simultaneously, and
Carlos found this very funny.


“What about you, Carlos, you covered?” Barry
asked. Carlos slowed down to a chuckle and patted his Motorhead-patched denim
jacket.


“Oh, I’m covered, man,” he replied in a jolly
tone, “don’t worry about me”.


“Alright,” Barry said amiably, “what about you
Amber? Are you going to come with us, or strike off on your own?”


“It’ll be easier for Emily to find us if we stick
together,” she said easily, flashing a bright smile at Olivia.


“Then it’s decided,” Barry said with a flourish. “Let’s
get out of here already”.


 


Jason sipped at a drink he’d gotten, something
bitter and sharp with a medicinal aftertaste. The room was deafening and he’d
been intimidated by the sheer amount of people crowding at the bar, jostling
for drinks. One of the bartenders had caught his eye and he’d panicked,
shouting gibberish at the top of his lungs. The bartender had shrugged, mixed a
dizzying blur of squirts from various heavy glass bottles over ice and stirred.
The result was rather unpleasant, seeming to stab at his tongue, and he was
reminded of dental work. He planned on drinking every last drop, hoarding it
until he could figure out an easier way to get a second one. Maybe in another
one of the rooms?


The building was huge, and packed with people. He
was in the basement of the Drake Hotel, in a dark room lit with lurid red
lights. Near the end of the bar, set up behind a screened-off table, an unseen
DJ mixed glacial, glittering music that seemed to bounce off of the brick walls
and come back to the ear with jagged points. Two groups occupied the walls to
the left and right of the stage, projecting weird, eerily-cut videos that
seemed to strobe at random intervals. On the stage, a rail-thin young woman
with black hair writhed in time to the music, dancing sinuously with her eyes
closed. None of it meant the slightest thing to Jason, and he found himself
both tense and bored.


Sarah had abandoned him almost as soon as they’d
arrived. He didn’t care. She was only going to do boring things here anyway. He
had his eye on something a little more uplifting than the booze-fuelled
debauchery that Sarah had been hoping for. He stared around at the other groups
of people inhabiting the spaces between the art, watching them closely as he
sipped at his bitter drink. A lot of them had drugs, he had seen; with nothing
to hinder them, everyone was using some substance or another out in the open. There
had been a general consensus that smoking could be accomplished in other parts
of the building; the basement was largely unventilated and the mixture of the
sweet and acrid smokes on hand would likely have choked the crowd out. Down
here, the emphasis seemed to be on the palm-and-consume type. The bar was awash
with the residue of cocaine lines, and the snorting could be heard just
slightly over the pulse of the brittle music. He’d seen others taking hits of
acid and there was a group in one dark corner who had gotten out their works
and with great pomp and ritual shot up with what Jason assumed was heroin. They
were now busy nodding hazily to the beats, and one of them looked like they’d
passed out. Another, a lovely round-faced young woman whose blonde hair was
replete with black streaks, was staring off into space with utterly no focus, a
long cigarette between two shapely fingers. The cigarette, Jason realized as he
stared at her, was all ash, held together with the greatest of delicacy by her
immobility.


He wanted to join in, to do all of these things
that his anonymous, vicious friends had continually bragged about on the chans.
His heart pounded, though. His mouth went dry. He sat and sneered and sipped
his sharp drink. Where had Sarah gone? Why was he in this dank basement? He
remained paralyzed. The hand not gripping the drink in white-knuckled terror
was busy caressing the stock of his Baretta, obsessively tracing the engraved
checker pattern. He thought about finding the roof, emerging out into the whole
clean air, and either jumping to his death amongst the revelers or finding
something else to drink. He steeled himself to go, several times. On three
he would tell himself decisively, and then pause on two for indeterminate
moments.


His attention wandered back to the junkies in the
corner. There was something repulsive and fascinating in them that bored him
with everything else that was floating around. He’d watched countless people
snort back coke, getting red-faced, flushed really, and becoming beady-eyed
little gremlins of energy for stretches of time. The junkies were taking the
exact opposite tack. They were making themselves slower, lethargic, bringing
themselves to a symbolic halt. Jason felt something in that. He wanted to just
get off, to stop the earth’s rotation so he could find something else. It
didn’t matter what, really; Jason wanted to stop feeling as though his life
were an obstacle course that was rigged against him. He watched the elegantly,
depressingly beautiful young woman who had achieved immobility closely. Was she
even alive? If he went over there, got up and walked over and went there,
would she respond? Would she look at him with confusion, and ask if he’d
brought drinks? Would she knock the ash off her cigarette? If he poked her,
would she just fall over, stiff as a rat on the third day of his entrapment? In
his mind's eye he could see flies crawling into her ears, taking up egg nests
in her inner canals. He watched maggots hatch, and crawl towards the warm,
pulsing feast that waited inside. Was her entire skull full of maggots? Were
they, even now, writhing behind her eyes? Would those unfocused, soft jelly
orbs burst outward, spraying squiggling blind white maggots out onto the table,
over the remnants of their gear?


He pushed the terrible, alcohol-swab drink away
from him and very nearly jumped out of his seat. He left around the bar, making
a near-run for the exit. He remembered that there were bathrooms across the
hall from the bar and made straight for them without really looking. He barged
in, pushed past a couple making out against the automatic hand dryers, and
pushed open the first unlocked stall that he could find. A flood of
brackish-brown vomit spewed out of him and splattered around the rim of the
toilet as well as polluting the already-murky water in the bowl. He panted for
a moment, heaved, and then threw up again, feeling his throat contract and
protest against such rough treatment. His knees slipped and he slid forward, his
chin resting lightly on the front of the toilet seat.


The man next to the automatic drier broke away
from his passionate groping to peer over at Jason.


“Hey man, you ok?” he called out, concerned but
clearly finding humor in the situation. Jason chuckled weakly.


“Yeah, buddy, never better,” he croaked. The man
laughed as if this were the funniest thing he’d ever heard.


“That’s hilarious, buddy, how much have you had to
drink?”


Jason groaned. “Nothing, virtually nothing. I
just, I thought…I don’t really want to talk about,” he concluded.


“Wow, that’s too bad, already throwing up and not
even drunk. Babe,” he continued, speaking to the girl who he’d been busy
partnering with, “I think this guy needs some help”.


“Sebastian…” she reproached him, drawing out the
end of his name.


“Lillian, you want another snort?” There was a
pause.


“I could get coke from literally anyone else at
this party”.


“Yeah but could you get this somewhere else?” he
asked. Jason didn’t know what the context of this was, as it was obviously a
visual cue.


“Probably,” Lillian replied sullenly, but within
two seconds she was crawling into the stall behind Jason. He felt her hand
caress his backside.


“Turn over,” she murmured and he obeyed, too
shocked to do anything else. He turned over and rested his head uncomfortably
against the same part of the toilet that had recently hosted his chin.


Lillian was young, probably the same age as he
was, and gorgeous. She had just the right curve of cheek and chin to be
striking, and her deep emerald eyes held his wavering, unsure gaze. She looked
him over, and quirked her dewy red lips.


“Hey, man,” she said, and her voice was heavy,
nasal and unpleasant. “Everything’s going to be alright, ok?”


“Sure,” he croaked and she undid the fly of his
jeans. He closed his eyes and drew in a ragged breath. He felt her hand go
inside and find his stiffening member, and circle it with a professional hand. After
getting him to a size of erection that he’d never considered possible, she
bobbed her head down and began to blow him.


It was the singular greatest thing that he’d ever
felt in his entire life. He felt a rapidly gathering force grow in his lower
belly and he could imagine starbursts playing on the insides of his eyelids. He
reached his hand out and put his fingers into her curly, kinky blonde hair. As
a supernova seemed ready to explode within him, he grabbed her hair tightly. She
took it as a sign to bob her head up and down even faster, and all of a sudden
he exploded with bullet force inside of her mouth and screamed “God Sarah
YES!!” Lillian reflexively swallowed and Jason felt the amazingly sensitive tip
of his penis scrape the roof of her mouth down near her esophagus. She gagged
slightly and Jason quickly moved himself out of her mouth. She rocked back on
her heels and wiped at her mouth.


“Feel better?” she asked with a bounce to her
tone. Jason gaped at her, breathing heavily. She snapped her fingers in front
of his face and he recoiled, banging the back of his skull off of the hard
porcelain of the toilet. She looked at him oddly, and he swallowed, hard. Now
that the novelty of what had just happened was beginning to fade (although the
throbbing in his groin remained, hot and urgent) the terror had begun to creep
back in. His heart was pounding now, and he felt the urge to get out of the
bathroom as quickly as possible. He quickly did his jeans back up and got up. He
avoided looking at Lillian, who’d gotten to her feet in the meantime.


“Woah, was that your first time?” she asked,
concerned and amused. Sebastian laughed nastily. Jason pushed past Lillian and
tried to leave the bathroom. Sebastian put his arm out to prevent him.


“Hey, buddy, who’s Sarah?” he asked, jocular. Jason
felt his stomach rise up again, but managed to keep it down.


“My sister,” he mumbled, too tired and bewildered
to do anything but tell the truth. Sebastian’s eyes went wide and Lillian made
a sound of disgust behind him.


“Aw, Sebastian, he’s a fucking weirdo! You made me
blow a little fucking weirdo!” she exclaimed, her horsey voice braying her
dismay. Sebastian just laughed.


“Oh man, that’s priceless!” he chortled. “You
always call out your sister’s name when you cum, buddy? She the only girl
you’ve ever seen naked or something?”


A volcano spontaneously erupted from somewhere
inside of Jason.


“GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY WAY!” he screamed. “YOU’RE
ALL FUCKING CRAZY, JUST GET OUT OF MY WAY!”


Sebastian moved on him quicker than lightning, and
Jason cowered in fear. Sebastian changed tactics and put out a comforting hand,
and made soothing noises.


“Hey man, hey,” he soothed. “Just calm down, ok? It’s
all cool, I’m just bustin’ your chops, you know? Just chill, ok?”


Jason’s breath began to hitch in and out and he
was very suddenly fighting an apparently losing battle against crying. He felt
Lillian approach him from behind and put one of her warm, supple hands on his
shoulder.


“Hey, I’m sorry,” she said apologetically. “I
didn’t mean anything, I’m sure you’re a nice kid”.


“I’m not a kid,” he bristled, tensing his
shoulders. The hand was removed.


“Sorry, whatever,” she said flatly. Sebastian
shrugged.


“Here, take this,” he told Jason, handing him
something. Jason took it without thinking. “You need to calm down, guy,”
Sebastian continued. Jason looked at the object and discovered it was a sugar cube,
light and perfectly formed. He stared at it, confused.


“Just like in Forrest Gump,” Sebastian said,
pointing to it, “that’s where I got the idea from. Been doing it this way since
I was twelve”. He seemed inordinately proud of this fact and Jason smiled
weakly. A quick palm to the mouth and the laced sugar cube was dissolving in
his mouth. He felt a brief pang of panic about the sheer insanity of it but it
was quickly washed away by a realization that it was too late for that, now.


Sebastian snapped his finger and pointed at Jason.
“Gotta go find some people, bro,” he said by way of goodbye. “Catch you later,
maybe. C’mon Lillian”. Pretty, twitchy Lillian exited past Jason, and gave him
a brief, unknowable look as she did so. Then they were gone and Jason was alone
in the bathroom. He sagged against the driers, one hand going subconsciously to
his stomach.


 


Maneuvering Olivia through the entrance to the
Drake and through the thronging crowd nearly drove Mark mad, but he and Carlos
managed to see her safely through the path that Barry and Amber were creating
in the past-capacity hotel. It seemed as though everyone who had survived the
disappearance had followed the instructions on the posters, although Mark knew
that this couldn’t possibly be the case. He knew that the actual number of
attendants would be quite a bit less than he imagined, but it really seemed as
though thousands of people were clogging the Drake’s various areas, and the
streets around it. Its size caused him a great deal of concern, and he
nervously fingered the gun that Barry had given him.


His anxiety was now being driven primarily by the
massive amount of intoxicants being passed around the crowd. There was liquor
everywhere, scavenged from the entire surrounding area and set up so as to be
freely available to whoever wanted it. The odor of the place was overlaid by a
thick blanket of various alcohol smells: juniper, cherry, the sharp tang of
vodka, the low brown scent of bourbon. Half the crowd smoked carelessly rolled
joints and Mark saw more than enough evidence to imagine that any kind of hard
drug you could name was present and accounted for as well. Mark inspected each
person that they passed closely, ready to jump if they seemed out of it enough
to try anything. Carlos, by contrast, seemed to float through with an arrogant
slouch, which annoyed Mark to no end.


They emerged out of a hallway into a large,
opulently appointed room. It was dimly lit, like a sophisticated jazz café,
although the usual tables had been removed to make room for the horde of sweaty
humanity that was packed in now. The music in this room was a low, thumping
hard bop, bass and saxophone entwining in a seductive, suggestive language. A
number of couples were engaged in a sort of dance interpretation of it, grinding
against each other with a desperation that came off of the room in waves. Like
everywhere else, the stench of liquor was everywhere. Olivia wrinkled her nose,
looking around for a place to sit and not finding one. Carlos bobbed his head
to the frantic, nearly chaotic beat, a wide grin forming on his rough, flat
face.


“Looks like this is turning into a dancehall,”
Barry noted from in front of them. “So, Olivia, if you really want to dance,
here we are”.


“I kind of want to sit down,” she replied, her
voice sounding faded. Mark avoided an urge to look at her in concern. Barry
nodded, and looked at Amber. They consulted each other non-verbally, and then
Barry nodded again.


“Fuck it,” he said, “let’s try the roof”. Amber
clapped her hands with undisguised glee.


“That’s exactly what I was thinking!” she
exclaimed. Olivia laughed in spite of her discomfort.


“The roof?” Mark asked nervously. Barry smiled at
him.


“Yeah, buddy, the roof. Safest place in the whole
hotel, probably, since there’ll be less liquor and so less drunken idiots”.


“Unless the hotel catches fire,” Amber noted, a
twitch to her lips. Barry stared at her with irritation.


“Yes, unless the hotel catches fire” he repeated
flatly.


“I wouldn’t mind some air,” Olivia said. Carlos
looked around the room wistfully; he then looked at Olivia and nodded his
agreement. Mark threw up his hands.


“Fine, the roof it is, I guess. If we all fall off
it’ll just be icing on the cake, really” he said darkly. Barry glanced at
Olivia.


“Is he always like this?” he asked. Olivia rolled
her eyes roguishly.


“Lord, yes,” she replied, “every day is a fresh
batch of ways for the world to end”.


Barry grinned but it looked a bit sickly. Amber
didn’t smile, and she peered around the room with a worried cut to her
expression. Olivia flushed.


“Come on,” Mark said grimly, “let’s get going. If
we’re going to the roof we may as well get moving”.


The stairs to the roof were clogged and at first
Mark despaired of getting up them. The people hanging out on the stairs were
all drunk, drinks in hand, and engaging in loud, ragged conversation. Barry,
though, cut a path up the stairway by the simple expedient of moving his jacket
aside and flashing his holstered gun. Most of the people that moved out of the
way did not even acknowledge them, they simply glanced at the weapon and made
way. They climbed, pushed, and climbed some more; eventually Mark felt a cold
breeze on his sweating, burning face and he rejoiced silently. A final push and
they were through, standing uncertainly in the blinding new darkness of the
rooftop of the hotel, breathing in the delicious cool air and trying to get
their bearings.


The roof itself was possibly the least-populated
part of the entire hotel. There was still a sizeable crowd, but the area lacked
the shoulder-to-shoulder cramming that characterized the smaller areas of the
hotel. Mark saw that even here there was a makeshift bar set up, dispensing
both the ubiquitous bottled liquor but also draft beer. He didn’t want to think
about the amount of labor that would have been involved in rolling those kegs
up the narrow stairwell that they’d just passed through.


“Feel that air!” Olivia exclaimed, and Barry
stretched.


“Pretty cramped in that stairwell,” he observed
mildly, “think I’ll go get myself a drink”. He walked away, and Amber followed.
Carlos lingered for a moment and then headed towards the bar as well. Olivia
and Mark were left by the roof’s entrance, standing somewhat awkwardly looking
around.


“Are you going to get something to drink?” she
asked him, and he shrugged nonchalantly.


“I’ll go when one of them comes back,” he replied
simply, and that ended the conversation before it was fairly begun. They both
shuffled their feet. Olivia walked away without warning, towards the edge of
the roof. Mark had a brief moment of panic before realizing that there was a
low, white wall built up three feet high around the edge of the roof. Olivia
walked up to this wall and put her palms on the top of it, resting her pregnant
belly against it. Mark followed her, taking a place to her right. He leaned
over and folded his arms atop the wall. Neither of them said a word, but
instead listened to the rumble of the crowd on the street below, and looked out
over the trench that Queen cut in the forest of buildings. Most of the buildings
on Queen were lit up, and in the taller skyscrapers that they could see, he
could see lights burning in about a quarter of the windows. Beyond that,
though, there was darkness. There were areas on the horizon, highly developed
areas, where there wasn’t a light to be seen at all. A chill ran up his spine
as he contemplated them. A sudden urge gripped him. He got off of his elbows
and put a hand over Olivia’s.


“I’m sorry,” he said, and when he saw the old hurt
anger passing over her face again he made himself continue. “I’m sorry for
everything. For cheating on you, for not putting up a fight for what we had—what
we have,” he glanced at the hard jut of her belly, “together. I’m sorry things
turned out like that”. Her expression had softened, but the hurt still
remained, drawing her eyes down into drowning depths. “I want to do right by
you, by our child, and I can think of no better time to do that than right
now”. He gestured with his free hand over the sparsely lit expanse of formerly
packed urban area. “We’re not exactly living in normal times, here. I know
that, before, you were determined to do it on your own, and you could have. God
knows that you didn’t need me before”. A smile ghosted Olivia’s lips. “It’s a different
world, though,” he continued, “and somehow we both found ourselves stuck in it.
I want to stand by you, and raise our child. Together”. He held up a finger to
stave off the objections that he could see bubbling up in her face. “You don’t
have to love me,” he said, even though it felt like a serrated knife twisting
in his intestines. “You just have to accept my help. Deal?”


Olivia looked into his eyes and her expression was
guarded. Mark felt his pulse pick up. He felt as though he were being weighed
on a scale. Then the clouds in her gaze broke and her eyes seemed to shine.


“Deal,” she agreed, and spat in her free palm. Mark
grinned and spat in his own palm. They shook, their other hands still entwined
on the top of the wall, both of them grinning like drunken fools. Afterward,
neither of them spoke, but looked out over the darkened remains of a formerly
thriving city instead, watching shadows move imperceptibly on the edge of their
field of vision.


 


Whatever drug had been slipped to Jason was taking
an exacting toll on him. There were definite hallucinations involved; he’d
discovered that shortly after stumbling out of the bathroom on unsteady feet,
his head growing cloudy and the ephemeral remains of Lillian’s lips throbbing
on his groin. He put out a hand to the wall that ran along the hallway and saw
half an inch of his hand disappear into it. He goggled at this site and then
pulled his hand back in alarm, convinced that it had melted. It looked normal,
however, and after staring at it expectantly for several seconds he continued
on his way.


His need to get out of the basement was
near-absolute. The air had grown foul, he thought, toxic and choking. If he
stayed down there a moment longer, he thought that his lungs might simply
collapse in protest. The others could stay down there and die, he would take
his chances with whatever lay above him. The stairs at the end of the hallway
seemed to go on forever, and also seemed to grow narrower the further up them
he climbed. By the time he got to the top he was gasping for air, as though
he’d just finished climbing a particularly tall mountain in record time. There
was a sallow, thin man with two faces, each growing out of his head about six
inches apart and staring off into different directions. He quailed away from
this mutant freak and stumbled out into the hotel’s lobby. There was a steady
crowd there, clumping together and drinking, but their speech came in wide,
nauseating waves. He caught about a third of what everyone was saying, which
was enough to cause it to jumble together in his mind and piece itself together
in odd, sweaty sentences that seemed like broken fragments of a madman’s rant.


Do you feel like the doom of an old engine
parked by the intersection of places and faces with the one guy who came with a
rubber dome and bow like a supplicant to the sun and he ran, his feet
tripping over themselves in their hurry to get away, to find somewhere quiet,
to get away from the maddening nonsensical drawl that assaulted his mind in a
tide. He pushed past the delirious attendants and made his way into the classy,
jazzy ballroom where his skewed perspective caught on a group of dancers that
seemed to shimmer in the dim electric light. They were wrapped in diaphanous
silk shawls that undulated like a snake shedding skin, writhing to a beat that
seemed to flow like liquid through the crowd. He felt that beat pound its way
through his ears like the spray over a grey breakwater, felt it flow inwards
and soak his brain. It was all he could hear; four deep beats per bar, thudding
and primeval. It gave off sparks, electric synth fills that crackled along its
essential trunk, shocking Jason each time like a static discharge. He felt as
though he were undergoing a low-level electric shock therapy simply by standing
in the room. The crowd seemed as fixated on the dancers as he was; all of them
were facing the wide circle that had been created for them, dancing in their
own rights but only vaguely, as though they were afraid to completely lose
themselves in the music and thereby diminish the powers that these rippling
dancers possessed.


Jason’s vision split, then quadrupled, and then
quadrupled again. He had sight like a fly; he saw sixty-four versions of the
dancers, each differing in angle in so slight a manner as to make him believe
that they might be the same. They began to drop the shawls, exposing vital,
living skin that seemed like fresh mountain air for his eyes. He saw the skin
and saliva flooded into his mouth, and the ache in his groin intensified,
seeming to drown out every other signal that his twirling brain was sending
out. He watched them reveal themselves into nudity, watched the shining pieces
of silk flutter away into the crowd, and felt an urge to join them. He pushed
his way through the crowd, ignoring any protests he encountered from his
sharp-elbowed method, and made his way to the edge of the circle that
surrounded them.


They seemed perfect. Two men and three women,
their eyes closed, their bodies lightly covered in a sweat that could have been
a fine European oil. One of the men had a chiseled, sculpted muscle form, and
the other was much more average, with a slight paunch and a light flabbiness to
his arms. The women were just as varied—two of them were curved and soft, their
forms moving seemingly of their own accord in timed accompaniment to their
skeletal movements. The third kept the time with just her skeleton; her ribs
stuck out and her legs were coltish, although her cheeks, lips, and behind all
bespoke of her having eaten regularly. All five were dancing with their eyes
closed, their faces composed in contentment. Jason watched them, and then began
to slowly back away from the edge of the circle. They were perfect; he was not.
He became suddenly self-conscious of his roundness, of his shapeless torso and
overfed face. He felt graceless and leaden, and the further he pushed through
the crowd the more panicked he became. He heard the crowd whispering about him.
They were pointing out every last flaw he possessed, pointing them out and
laughing at him behind their hands. They were grinning furtively and their
faces began to take on animalistic overtones—weasels, foxes, wolves, chittering
monkeys. The room smelled like a zoo, he realized with a start. He was trapped
in the animal pen at a zoo, and they were all discussing his flesh. His tasty,
bountiful flesh. How they could just tear into his soft stomach, and devour his
innards like aristocrats at a feast. He would be their roasting pig, and they
were slathering saliva over themselves and the floor in anticipation of it. He
saw flashes from the corners of his eyes—they were already pulling out the
knives. He broke into a run, knocking people out of the way. A number of people
swore at him, and he heard it as the crass screaming of thwarted beasts.


He spun on his heel in the lobby and took the
stairs. He needed to get up, up into the places where animals would never go. He
took a staircase up to the rooming floor, where he collapsed on the flat,
deeply crimson carpet. He panted until it felt like there was a vacuum forming
in his lungs. He heaved at the air, clawing for oxygen. He looked up wildly and
saw a supple willow tree making out with a bored wolverine in a leather jacket.
It’s Sebastian and Lillian, he thought, and each word seemed to
languidly explode in his head like a firecracker. They’ve come to eat me. Fuck
me and eat me.


“Stop tormenting me,” he croaked and stumbled past
them. They said something in reply once he had passed them but it didn’t
register on him. He lurched down the dimly lit hall, passing by rows of
doorways, some of them open to the world. He saw groups of two-legged animals,
snorting and sticking and smoking and engaging in mass acts of brute, mindless
sex. He became aware of a steady drumbeat, a reverb-laden bass drum beating a
solid four-on-the-floor, and he began to think that each beat was ripping a
hole in the ceiling, letting in eldritch moonlight that cast a lurid glow on
what he spied. The laughter he heard from these rooms was raucous, and once, a
beckoning, serpentine woman called to him, telling him of all the filthy,
pornographic things that would happen to him if he would just stay. He fled,
gibbering in nameless fear.


He found the narrow staircase to the roof after
what seemed like months of running. The people jamming the stairs were dogs,
all of them, their tongues lolling as they spoke and their tails wagging as
exclamation marks. They paid no attention to him as he climbed past them,
except to yip at him if he was too rough in pushing through. Within moments he
was through the small doorway in the top. He collapsed onto the rough, gravelly
surface of the roof and vomited pure light that splashed in every direction as
it left his raw mouth.


“Aw, fuck!” a badger exclaimed from in front of him.
“My shoes!”


“Someone get a mop!” someone yelled from the bar. Loud,
drunken laughter followed this.


“Is he alright?” a filthy, misshapen goat asked. A
donkey brayed laughter, his mindless yellow eyes staring up at the
star-bestrewn blackness above. A hawk with a taut, statuesque female body
clucked her beak disapprovingly. Her hard black eyes bored into his skull and
Jason knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that she could read every thought that
went through his head.


“Mark, are you going to get a drink yet?” the hawk
asked the donkey. The donkey brayed into the night again and loped away towards
the bar.


“What about the kid? Is he going to be alright?” asked
the most lilting, musical voice he’d ever heard. He turned his head, not
feeling the stream of drool fall out of his mouth, and beheld the loveliest
creature he’d ever seen. She was entirely, utterly human, and obviously so. She
glowed with a white aura, like a halo around the moon, and it seemed to be
strongest around her pregnant belly. It called to him, a chorus of cartoon
angels blowing horns and singing him into the golden gates of a suburb of
Heaven. Her face was ageless, heart-shaped and possessed of the kind of beauty
that could lead to cardiac arrest. He stared up at her, entranced by the twinkling
white light that issued from her, every detail of her being etched like a laser
engraving behind his eyelids. He let his head droop to the ground in
supplication.


“My lady…” he wheezed. “My life…”


“Alright, pal, alright, get a move on,” a grating,
groaning voice said, and he felt the toe of a pair of heavy work boots gently
nudge into his side. He collapsed and rolled over, the gritty surface of the
roof digging into his back painfully.


“Wha?” he stammered, blinking up into the
moonlight and trying to figure out who was talking to him. A dark shape, a
horse shape, loomed over him.


“I think you’ve had enough, friend,” the shadowy
horse told him conversationally. “Probably time to hit the hay, whaddya think?”
The boot went into his side again, less gently this time. He took the hint.


As he scrambled to his feet, the pregnant angel
demurely protested his treatment.


“I think he’s just disoriented,” she said, her
voice ringing with the tone of truth and righteousness. The donkey brayed once
more, and Jason thought that he could almost decipher what it was that the
animal meant. The sooty-grey goat with the shit-encrusted rump made a horny old
sound and pointed a chipped hoof at him.


“That’s more than just disoriented, Olivia,” the
goat said, by way of reply to the angel, “that’s a powerful dose of something
fun and chemical”.


“He’s probably scared,” the angel said, compassion
and sympathy riding the sound of her voice like honey and ambrosia. The hawk
clicked her beak, and adjusted her tight green dress.


“What did I say?” the shadow horse demanded, and
Jason fled that voice, back into the sweltering, claustrophobic stairwell. He
sobbed his way through the crowd, many of whom shrank back from him in disgust.
He thought they were growling at him, nice-looking dogs suddenly gone mean,
their eyes growing flatter and their tails wagging sharper. He jumped the last
three stairs, landing in a heap in the middle of the floor and knocking himself
into a daze.


When he came to he saw that the animal visions
were gone; the people carousing in the hallway were very human, although most
were behaving like animals. A nude woman with pierced nipples and a blue-green
tattoo on her right hip was standing outside of the closest room on the right. She
was smoking a cigarette and watching him. He felt like he could read her
thoughts. She was appraising him, finding him wanting. She saw a fat,
disoriented kid, probably stupid, definitely packing very little in the pants. He
glared up at her, his teeth slowly clenching together.


“You wanna get laid, kid?” the woman asked, and
Jason blinked with confusion.


“Right here?” he asked, and the woman spewed out
laughter and acrid smoke.


“No, not right here,” she said, amused. She
gestured to the closed door of the room with her thumb. “In there”.


Jason got to his feet, teetering a little, and
brushed himself off.


“What’s going on in there?” he asked suspiciously.
She shrugged prettily, and suddenly that flaring urgency was flashing in his
groin again. He remembered Lillian, as if from some long-ago dream, and the
largest erection he could remember started forming inside of his dirty jeans. She
took a drag of her cigarette and did not follow up this gesture with a verbal
response. Jason stared at her for a moment, licking his lips, and then barged
past her, thrusting the door open.


The scene inside was like something out of a
celebration of Pan. There were at least a dozen people inside, none of them
wearing clothes, all of them engaging in contortions of sexual congress. There
were two beds in the room, and there were three people on each, licking and
sucking and thrusting and grabbing. A man immediately to Jason’s left was on
his knees blowing a large, grey-haired man who was standing with his hands
behind his head. A blonde girl was straddling a man on the rough-covered sofa,
arched over with her head leaning on the wall. She seemed only semi-conscious;
the ratty, bucktoothed man underneath seemed to be doing all the work. A
stoned-looking redhead whose breasts drooped down exaggeratedly was rubbing the
out-of-it girl’s back, whispering about how well she was doing, about how sexy
she was.


The ratty man eventually grew disgusted as Jason
watched. He pushed her up with his hands and the redhead grappled her arms to
help lift her off. The man wiped his mouth, spun the blonde girl around
roughly, and pushed her onto the edge of a bed. The top of her head rammed into
the ankles of a heavily tattooed woman who was going down on another woman who
was busy orally pleasuring a greying athletic man. None of them paused in what
they were doing. The blonde girl lay where she fell, bent over the edge of the
bed with her legs slowly spreading apart.


“You wanna turn, buddy,” the ratty man asked,
gesturing at Jason and sounding somewhat hostile, “or do you just wanna watch
some more?” The redhead smiled emptily and crooked a badly lacquered finger at
him.


“Come and get it…” she drawled, her voice like
slush. He felt his engorged member throb mightily and his hands went to the
zipper of his jeans. There was no one to stop him. No one to step in and say hey
now, this doesn’t seem right, what’s the legal status of this situation. What
was morality in a world of the dead? He saw the rest of the world outside of
this room flake away, aging a thousand decades in an instant and rusting into
entropy. This room alone remained, vital and alive, a final testament to the
living universe. He felt as though he had been born specifically for this
moment, this room. His thrumming cock agreed.


He walked forward, his abused vision beginning to
strobe with the hot, urgent music being played on an expensive iPod dock on the
night table. He saw himself walking past entwined animal lust. He saw himself
approach the dazed woman’s white, smooth, goose-prickled flesh. Saw himself
grabbing her round, full buttocks with a heavy grip. Saw himself spread her
apart, saw himself slide himself in. She was slick and loose, the muscles that
might have tensed and tightened deliciously around him sleeping. He thrust
slowly at first. He felt little; Lillian’s mouth had provided more resistance
than this. He sneered and thrust harder, reveling in the freedom from having to
obey. Freedom from having to follow rules, morality, vague codes that kept him
from acting however he chose. He began slamming himself into her, gripping her
buttocks until his fingers went white. The woman began moaning and moving her
head around; he grimaced and then his hand darted forward and he grabbed a
handful of blonde hair. She groaned in pain and it made Jason thrust harder. He’d
never felt this large, this strong, or this alive. He felt her try to buck away
from him and he couldn’t help but grin. It only made him want to grind her
harder. He let go of her hair and she groggily twisted her head to try to look
at him. Mid-thrust he realized that it was Sarah. He was raping his own sister.


The thought was followed immediately by the most
forceful orgasm he’d ever experienced in his life. He had felt like a rocket
taking flight when Lillian had gone down on him; now he felt like the very
white hole of creation. He thrust wildly, feeling like his soul was spurting
away from him, out of him to entwine with his sister’s. When it was done he
stumbled back, exiting her with a wet pop, and fell back against the
carpet, the rough pile scraping against the soft skin of his behind. A flare of
pain went up, but he ignored it. The redhead stepped over him and squatted down
over his chest. She lit a cigarette and blew the smoke into his face. He felt
his vision swim.


“My turn,” she moaned, and anything that happened afterward
was blacked out from Jason’s memory.


 


On the roof, Olivia looked around uncomfortably. The
crowd on the roof, although certainly more genteel than those below, was
beginning to pass the point of being charmingly drunk and edging into the
territory of obnoxious and dangerous. She tugged on Mark’s sleeve.


“I think it’s time we go,” she murmured. “I think
this party’s going to a place we’re not going to want to be at”.


Amber overheard this and nodded. Her eyes were on
a pair of athletic frat-boy types who were becoming overly loud and aggressive.


“Probably time to split,” she said decisively. She
looked to Barry. “Emily hasn’t shown up, yet,” she said, her tone worried. Barry
shrugged.


“Emily is a big girl,” he replied nonchalantly. “With
a lot of big guns. She can definitely handle herself”. He turned to Olivia and
Mark. “Whenever you’re ready,” he said. “Do you want to take me up on the offer?”
he asked. Mark looked at Olivia and they studied each other for a moment
without speaking. Barry had offered to let them stay at the Cadillac Lounge,
for the night at least, and on a more permanent basis if they liked. He’d been
charmed by Olivia’s spunk and strength, and found that Mark had a solid,
dependable streak in him that Barry admired. Olivia pursed her lips.


“I think we will,” she said slowly, giving Mark
time to disagree. When he didn’t, she nodded and said “yeah”.


“Not me,” Carlos said. “No offense, or anything. I
just have some stuff at the apartment that would make me nervous to just leave
behind”.


“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you,
just to make sure you get there alright?” Mark asked. Carlos laughed.


“Sure, but then who would walk you back to the
Cadillac Lounge?” he asked. He shook his head. “Nah, I’ll be alright. I’ll meet
you there tomorrow morning”.


“Great,” Barry said, gesturing towards the stairs.
“Shall we?” They placed their drinks along the wall that lined the edge of the
roof and made their way through the sodden party-goers clogging up the hotel.


When they emerged on the street some time later,
they shivered in the rediscovered night air and began vacating the area as
quickly as they could. There were people collapsed in the street, and it was
uncertain as to whether any individual one was blackout drunk, stoned into
incomprehension, or merely dead. They stepped around them gingerly, regardless,
and disappeared into the stealthy confines of the deepening night. Behind them,
the loud desperation of the hotel faded to a dull mutter.


 


A block away, on the roof of another aged hotel, a
mousy brunette in black thieves apparel crouched in the shadows and stared down
into the camouflaging shadows outside a low-cost grocery store. She saw a group
of men walk up to the darkened parking lot, weaving a large amount of
wheelbarrows around the amalgamation of cars. She pulled away from the scene
for a moment and rummaged through a black duffel bag that lay to her left. She
came out with a long, weighty gun sight, which she screwed onto a slick
long-barrelled rifle that was sitting in the grime to her right. She hefted the
gun, levered a round into the chamber, and poked it out carefully over the side
of the roof. She peered through the scope. She saw two dozen men, armed with
bats, clubs, and handguns, supervising the line of wheelbarrows disappearing
into the grocery store.


She looked up. It was very interesting. Someone
had a real interest in the contents of this food store. She pondered this, and
then peered back through the scope again. She centered the sights on one of the
men, a portly black-haired man with a swarthy face and florid cheeks. He aimed
steadily at his left temple, her breath coming in and out with deceptive ease. She
held it for a moment. One light squeeze, and a .308 shell would fly out through
the whispering night to crack apart the man’s skull like a dropped egg. Her
finger hovered. Eventually she pulled it away. There was too many of them. She
mistrusted what they were doing; there was no reason to go around armed like
that unless you were planning resistance to your actions. She frowned, caught
in her dilemma. Killing one of them would solve nothing, and besides which she
wasn’t sure if it was even a problem worth killing a man over. Her position
would be compromised, and there was more than one gun down there. She didn’t
fancy a group firing back at her. She decided to stow her rifle and watch,
although the decision felt like a hot defeat in her heart. She reached into the
duffel bag once more, and brought out a battered, well-thumbed copy of the
Zombie Survival Handbook. It was too dark to read it, but she knew it off by
heart. She hugged the book to her chest, watching the men loot the grocery
store, and her lips recited passages from it like rosaries. Above, the moon
continued on its steady disappearance over the far horizon, below rows of
almost-blackened buildings.











Fourth Interlude


 


 


 


The sun would come up and shine down on people
still reveling, spreading out as they went on their way to whatever they considered
home. They radiated out from the Drake like the shockwave of an earthquake,
spreading tired, sodden behavior as they went. As dawn intensified the city’s
population finally achieved the furious dream of John Sinclair: there was a
widespread epidemic of rock ‘n’ roll, dope, and fucking in the streets. Or, as
his house band put it, “kick out the jams, motherfucker”.


When they reached their intended destination they
would crawl inside, into cool darkness, and fall asleep wherever they could. Debauchery
of the most concentrated sort takes a lot out of a person. There were those, of
course, who had been heavily abusing the stimulant spectrum of human drug use
and so did not fall asleep. They would continue the party, in their own lunatic
cells, but the greater part of those who had attended the Fuck the Mayor party
were dead to the world by eleven that morning. It would not be until the sun
had mostly set that evening that any of them would really be awake and
functioning. They would arise, not really comprehending anything, sitting in
couches and chairs or leaning over rooftops and balconies. They would rummage
about for something to eat, their pounding hangovers preventing them from
really being hungry. They would try to go about their day as was normal
(although the definition of normal had been stretched to transparency) although
it would only be a half-hearted effort. Eventually they would find a quiet
place, perform some mind-numbing act of distraction, and seek sleep once again.
They would be joined by most of those still carrying on the party, leaving a
scant few hardcore miscreants to blast their systems with an ever-increasing
dose of sleeplessness to combine with the other drugs chasing around their
systems.


That would be the first day after the party.


 


On the second day, the city awoke and discovered
that there were some who had not attended the party who had been very busy on
that same night. Emily knew this, having witnessed some of their labors
first-hand, and although she would pass it quietly onto Barry he would shake
his head and refuse to discuss it, his eyes distant. The survivors would learn
of it eventually, when they went to scavenge more food from the broken stores,
although by then it would be too late.


While a large percentage of the survivors were
drinking themselves into oblivion, Paul Taggert and his associates had availed
themselves upon every food storage in the west half of the city. They had come
with a miniature fleet of carriage, cobbled together from wheelbarrows, shopping
carts, and repurposed parade floats. They had come in the night, taken the
food, and gone. On the second day after the party, it became known by
word-of-mouth that if anyone in western Toronto wanted food, they would have to
get it through Paul Taggert. What would he want for it? was a question
on a great number of lips that day. People eyed their remaining food stores
with a newfound paranoia, mentally parceling it out in their heads, trying to
find ways to make it stretch as long as possible.


 


At City Hall, Mayor John met the news with a
typical response, which is to say that he exploded with fury and came within a
breath of causing himself an embolism. He screamed with red-faced fury,
demanding that his police force go and arrest Taggert; he belted out vile
strings of words that were barely recognizable as English and were so bedecked
with profanity as to render them worthless. His council witnessed this meltdown
with stony silence, many preferring to look down at whatever papers they had
brought that afternoon and pretend that nothing was happening. Eventually he
ran out of construction materials and broke down into a series of blustering
sentence-starters: “Well”, “I”, “They”, “He”, and so forth. Even this ran down
after a time and he sat in his central seat, panting heavily, his cheeks badly
flushed. After a minute or two of this, Douglas Childs entered the chambers,
strode across to the mayor, and stood behind him. A roughened, strong hand with
the faintest beginnings of wrinkling was laid on the mayor’s shoulder. Childs
smiled and projected himself to the council.


“Gentlemen,” he said, and his unaided voice
carried to the back of the chamber. “I believe that the mayor has requested a
vote on sending our police force to arrest Mr. Taggert and his companions for
crimes against the city. Are we going to sit here like lumps all day, or are we
going to exercise democracy?”.


There was an undercurrent of grumbling but the
vote was held, and the ‘motion’ that was the mayor’s rambling, seething
diatribe was passed by a near-unanimous vote. The city’s newly founded police
force, which had already suffered bad attrition in the mayor’s initial push to
control the food supply, would be sent into battle against those who worked for
Paul Taggert. The members of council would go home that night with deeply
troubled expressions, unable to truly put into words the unease that they felt.
The sole dissenter who had voted against the mayor’s rant, a former real estate
agent and career glad-hander named Charles Adler, went home with no expression
at all. He would fix himself a thick tuna fish sandwich and heat up a can of
Campbell’s tomato. He would eat it, savoring every bite, while reading through
a book of collected poetry that he had treasured for years. He would flip to a
random page and find Brian Henderson, and read what we see by is crushed out
of us / and begins to flow with a viscous clarity. He would work over this,
playing with each word in his mind, as he sipped at the comforting blanket of
thick tomato soup. He would put it down, and go to the window of his
million-dollar lakeshore condo, and stare out over the city. He would look down
at the various developments that he had maintained financial fingers in, his
wheelings and dealings spread out over the rough topographical map of high and
low buildings. He would count them, one by one, and then he would retire into
his bedroom. He would pick up the heavy service revolver that his father had
brought back from the Korean police action, all the way on the other side of
history. He would place the barrel, cool and intrusive, against the underside
of his chin, in the soft flesh he always thought of as a frog-bladder. He would
swallow reflexively, feeling it lump around the gun. He would close his eyes
and squeeze the trigger home. His bloody oatmeal brains would exit through the
newfound jagged hole in the top of his head to stain the pure white paint on
his ceiling. He would fall forward with a heavy thump to the floor, his protest
complete.


That would be the second day after the party.


 


On the third day after the party, the lights went
out.


 


Irene McCallister was watching a DVD copy of
Sanford and Son for the hundredth time, her blinds shut tight against the hazy
August sunlight. She was getting on in years and had a horror of developing a
cancer. She refused to step out into the sun without heavy layers enveloping
her, stopping those lethal, invisible UV rays from sizzling carcinomas on her
slack, greying skin. She would spend most of her time indoors, her windows shut
tight against the intrusion of the sun, her eyes dully watching collections of
faded television glory. Her life ran on government disability cheques, although
since the disappearance even this minor contact with the outside world had
ceased.


She was watching an interchangeable episode when
her television suddenly went blank. The change in the ambient light level was
extraordinary; the loud, flickering light had been immediately replaced by a
darkness so complete that for an instant Irene thought that she had simply
closed her eyes. This was followed by a quailing of her soul, an urge to run to
the nearest window and throw open the blinds that was so severe that she nearly
forgot herself and did it. She breathed heavily in the womb-like conditions of
her apartment, paralyzed by indecision. The television remained off; she
wondered if it would come back on, like an eye opening in a miraculous iris,
but it did not.


She rose, and fumbled slowly towards the wall with
the light switch. She flicked it but the lights did not come on. She turned it
off and turned it on again, convinced that it was just a mistake the first
time. The lights remained dark. Her heart fluttered inside her ribcage like an
ancient, palsied bird. She licked her aged, cracked lips, trying to find some
moisture. Flick off. Flick on. Nothing. Again. Nothing. She closed her eyes and
realized that it was just as dark. She would have to find the windows, she
realized, and shortly after that another, even more unsettling idea chased it. She
would have to find her heavy, anti-sunlight clothing. She concentrated hard,
trying to remember where she might have put it, but nothing came. She would
need to look for it.


To look for it, she would have to open the blinds.
A fierce shaking began in her knees and she put her palms to the wall to steady
herself. She told herself that it would have to happen, nothing could happen
until she had light to see by. She told herself sternly that she was made of
better stuff than this, and that it would just be a scant few seconds of
sunlight on her skin and then she could scurry away like a cockroach into the
shadows. She clenched her fists, her jaw, and her sphincter, and prepared
herself. She ended up crawling.


One shaky hand rose up, touched the thin,
vinyl-wrapped wooden bar that ended the blind, and pulled tentatively down on
it. The blind rose up with a dizzying speed and Irene threw herself back, her
eyes wide and her pupils dilated with the sudden influx of light. She hissed,
involuntarily, expecting to feel the oppressive warmth of unfiltered sunlight
burning into her arms with cancerous force. The light that came in, however,
was as grey and muted as her own flesh. The sky was mercifully overcast.


She stumbled back into her apartment, grateful for
being able to see the impediments that the sudden darkness had hidden but still
deathly afraid of what invisible horrors might be coming through the
dirt-fogged pane of glass separating her from the outside. She crawled, panting
heavily, and found her way to her bedroom. It was heavily shadowed, and Irene
had trouble rummaging through her disorder, but eventually she found what she
was looking for. She took a grey, long-sleeved sweater, a thick black canvas
coat, a pair of sturdy black work-pants, and a pair of delicate leather gloves
from various places within the pile of clothes she kept in one corner of her
musty bedroom. She put these on and strode out into the main room of her
apartment, already feeling more confident.


Her fears calming, she found her heavy black boots
and put them on, stopping momentarily to grab the wide black bonnet from its
hook beside her heavy apartment door. After this she stood, stretching her
extremities, feeling the soft, whispered friendship of the thin, supple leather
of her gloves against her gnarling fingers. She put her fingers to her face,
feeling their cold comfort against the trails of tears that had been cut down
from her quivering eyes. Wiping away the remnants of her fear, she walked with
a purpose to her balcony door and, with a whistling-past-the-graveyard
flourish, threw it open.


She stood on the decaying balcony of her crumbling
cement apartment building, looking out over the silent warrens of Regent Park. Short
public housing blocks spread out before her, given a strangely dying look in
the cloud-choked steel light. She saw no one in the streets or in the
claustrophobic passageways; the city seemed dead and buried. There were no
lights in any of the windows; the ubiquitous sound of static in unoccupied
apartments had ceased. Silence—real silence—had descended upon the city. She
shivered, although the weather was quite warm. She wondered, not for the last
time, what she would do with herself now.


 


Carter Henderson jogged his way down Dundas Street,
nimbly dodging the detritus of trash that littered the cracked sidewalks. He
was halfway through his typical daily jogging route, approaching the colorful
bombast of the Dragon City mall. The skies were thankfully overcast, cutting
out much of the sweltering late-August heat that had concerned him on previous
jogging excursions. He was getting older by the day, and the blubber that he
carried on his belly was not getting any thinner, and the heat had weighed down
on him in a way that it never had before.


This was part of the reason that he had chosen to
move to Toronto Western Hospital. He had not been alone in this decision, of
course. A number of people had taken up residence in the hospital as well,
driven by proximity to medical supplies and machinery, as well as the baser
need to be near the heavy narcotics. Several of the more comfortable private
rooms on the recovery floors were now occupied by people who were intent on
turning it into a high-powered rooming house. A few of them even seemed to be
doctors, as far as Carter could tell, and this possibility cheered him up even
as the leaden thud of his heart and the occasional worrying tingle in his left
arm depressed him.


He had never been one to commit to an exercise
program, having been one of the countless pre-disappearance people who had
opened up a gym membership and then promptly ignored it. He had ordered
home-gym programs (the boxes of which were inevitably decorated with ripped,
cut men covered in sweat and exercising at what seemed like a ludicrous pace)
but had never opened most of them. The jogging was something he’d chosen on his
own, after awakening in the dead of night with a weight on his chest and sweat
pouring off of him. He had been painfully aware that he had been lying in a
hospital bed, and the connotation, although coincidental, had not been lost on
him. The next day he had begun the regimen.


He would jog starting from the hospital and east
down Dundas. He would pass the silent, shattered remains of auto garages, hip
vegetarian restaurants, and cluttered craft stores, not taking in his
surroundings but concentrating solely on his feet slapping the pavement, the
precisely engineered, expensive shoes that he’d looted practically lifting his
feet off of each step. Signs with inscrutable Mandarin characters blurred at
the edges of his vision. He would usually stop, blowing hard breaths and
putting his hands to his knees, a few feet from the yawning darkness of the
entrance to St. Patrick Station. The intersection, Dundas and University, was
always eerie with its emptiness; there never appeared to be any human life
present, but lately Carter felt as though he were being watched. He would catch
movement in the tall buildings that crowded the intersection, flitting like finger-snaps
in the far-up windows. Whenever he stood in the middle of the cross-street,
staring up at them, however, those buildings would remain still and barren,
staring out with a deaf idiot glee. Every time, Carter would feel his skin
crawl, the muscles of his back would twitch, and he would slowly begin jogging
back in the direction he had come from, his eyes darting back every few feet to
check his six.


His centre point, the Dragon City mall which he
was approaching, was also a source of vague dread. It was brightly lit, heavy
with neon lettering and attractive light placement. At its peak was a gigantic
television screen that had, before the disappearance, displayed the time, the
news, and a steady parade of advertisements. Since then it had displayed a
series of much more random items. For three days straight, when Carter had
begun his jogging regimen, the ultra-wide display had shown an endless playlist
of particularly nasty hardcore porn. Each time he passed by, Carter would stop
for a breath and to see what perversions were being broadcast in epic form to
the surrounding neighborhood. On the third day he had seen a girl that he had
recognized as a friend from early high school being gangbanged by a group of
overweight businessmen in a nondescript hotel room. Her mascara had run, eighty
feet in the air and larger than life, and Carter had watched, transfixed. Her
mascara had run from the tears that had resulted from those overfed MBAs
gagging her with their subpar bluster-men’s cocks, and jabbing them inexpertly
into her sensitive parts at odd angles. He’d watched until the bile rose in his
gorge and he’d fled, running faster than was strictly advisable for a medical
jog. The next day it had been replaced by incomprehensible animated shows from
some manga-inspired show or another. He had seen a strange assortment of
videos, although Carter suspected that they were all the collection of one
person. There was no identifying mark to really prove that empirically, but
Carter felt it deep within his gut.


As he approached the familiar intersection (once
bustling with life and now only populated with shadows and the faint leftovers
of rotted fish) he heard a loud rushing noise, like a vacuum through a
loudspeaker. He approached the corner and slowly and turned to watch the enormous
screen. It was drowned in a loud, steady burst of static. Carter stared up at
it, wondering if the person who’d been running it had finally hustled off, and
how long the television would run its deafening programme for. He considered
this idly, remembering a piece of trivia that held that a part of the static he
was now watching was cosmic background radiation from the moment of the Big
Bang. He smiled over this and the static stopped with a shocking suddenness. It
was replaced by a black screen. A low-octave, shuddering piano note clanged
quietly and steadily in the speaker. Goosebumps prickled on Carter’s arm.


He swallowed and began to tense himself to start
jogging off to the east. The piano note grew louder and a faint, distorted, and
detuned string chorus joined it. It grew louder and the sound filled Carter’s
head with a buzzing, like a wasp hive forming and multiplying. He heard a loud,
heart-wrenching wailing rise up in a wave, punctuated it by an anguished blur
of language, a woman expressing pure horror and heartbreak in a rapid language
that Carter did not know. He took a step back, and the wailing ceased. The
black background was replaced by grainy footage, a shaky video with that odd
faded color that marked it as being from the late 1960s. A whimpering, stocky
man with olive skin was tied to a chair in a plain-painted beige room. His face
was jaggedly ripped down one side, and his face was heavily bruised. This was
replaced quickly by a black and white video of a large crowd of men and women
being lead along at a brisk pace over a brown, featureless wasteland. There
were shouts, chants, and then the explosions began, landmines blossoming
underneath them like slow-motion fireworks. Unable to blink, Carter watched the
lower half of a human leg fly toward the camera in a low, hideous arc and then
it changed again. An old man, wrinkled and grey-haired, stared levelly out of
the screen, his deeply sunken eyes rimmed with tears.


“Goodbye Ben,” he said, and it boomed out to echo
off of the empty buildings around the intersection. His voice seemed to hover
near a point of breaking into tears. There was a shimmering, sinuous effect and
the old man was replaced by a blue cartoon fish that Carter vaguely recognized
from an animated show his children had enjoyed. A moment later he found himself
suddenly on his knees, tears streaming down his face. He hadn’t thought of his
children in weeks. They were gone, and their memory hadn’t even crossed his
mind. He felt a great wave of sorrow and nausea burst up from within like a
geyser.


Staring up at the screen he saw that the cartoon
fish’s eyes had been replaced at some point by the puffy, cut eyes of the
original man, the olive-skinned torture victim. The eyes darted around
fearfully, at odds with the steady animation of the fish. The fish raised its
hand and waved in a bye-bye gesture. The shot then switched again, to a
close-up shot of a young man with an acne-pockmarked face and dull, bovine
eyes. His lips were slack, hanging loosely open with a slight hint of teeth
showing between them. He stared out of the screen for a full minute, not saying
anything. In the silence, Carter rose to his feet, feeling a low-grade terror
begin to catch hold of him. He felt deranged, and began to wonder if he was
hallucinating.


The young man began to speak, slowly and flatly,
as though he were reciting something from memory without feeling. He said; “I
was just another loser now you’ll worship me as a god”. After he said it, he
smirked, the wry smile crossing his flatlined expression in such a bare instant
that it might not have been there at all. The camera pulled back and showed
that the young man was holding a tarnished cheap pistol to his temple. He
grinned wide, a ghoul’s grin, and his Adam’s apple bobbed in silent laughter. Then
the screen shut off, and with the sudden change Carter thought that the man had
pulled the trigger. He actually saw the bullet enter the man’s skull at
full force, cratering inward in horrible slow-time and forcing a swarm of
busted bone fragments inward to pierce at the soft, delicate tissue of his
brain. Then he blinked, and the screen was off. The silence now seemed to echo,
growing painfully loud in his ears. He staggered backward, and then realized
that it was not just an artistic choice on behalf of the video’s creator. The
gaudy lights and signs of the mall had gone dark. The ever-glowing fluorescent
lights that sputtered in the gutted shops around the intersection and in the
darkened, smashed interior of Dragon City had ceased to buzz and shine. He
listened closely and found that the omnipresent background hum had ceased; air
conditioners, that peak-of-summer lifeline in urban areas, quit rattling. The
barely-audible hum of high-tension wires no longer tickled the cilia in his
ear.


He turned suddenly and his heart vapor-locked. He
clenched his fist on his chest and tried to suck breath in, but didn’t catch on
much of anything. He felt his knees buckle again, and he knew morbidly that if
he went down to the gritty, crusted sidewalk he would not be getting back up
again. He stiffened, fighting madly against going down, and he managed to
steady himself, finally. His heart began tentatively pacing itself once more,
and his breath began to filter in, slowly. He staggered away, back west,
towards the hospital. There were doctors there, he hoped fervently. Now more
than ever.


 


The power cut out across the downtown at
approximately the same time that the Mayor’s police force began their
engagement with Taggert’s thugs. The police commander, a former army sergeant
with Afghani experience, had chosen a cautious tactic. He had kept two lines of
men to hug to the buildings, with four squads taking point and clearing
storefronts. They had uncovered the original police’s heavy piece de
resistance, a mobile sound cannon that would disable groups of people through
sheer audio overload. That was being wheeled up behind the lines, through the
center of the street.


For his part, Taggert had men in the high windows
of the buildings lining Queen, which he’d identified as the Mayor’s likely path
of assault. He’d learned about the sound cannon from a disaffected member of
the Council’s staff and deduced that, if it was to achieve maximum intended
effect, it would have to be used in conjunction with a head-on, overwhelming-force
attack. This would mean wheeling it straight down Queen, to avoid the need to
protect it as it turned corners from any other street. Therefore, Taggert had
made a staid, predictable choice; take the enemy out from above with harassing
fire followed by a wave of explosives that they’d discovered hidden in a
smuggled cache of Tamil supporters.


In the end, it was Taggert’s strategy that would
win the day, helped in large part by the city’s power failure in the midst of
it. The two forces had begun encountering each other at the edge of
Trinity-Bellwoods, in the buildings just past the open parkland. Taggert’s
window snipers took a heavy toll on the police but the police, able to spot
shadows and track obfuscation of light to inflict casualties in a roughly
similar manner. Taggert’s men would take their lumps and fall back to the next
position, and the next, for approximately an hour, keeping the police pinned
down as much as possible while the men holding the explosives attempted to blow
them out of their positions. This was largely ineffective, due in part to the
men’s inexperience with high-level explosive devices and in part to the
police’s good luck in choosing solid cover.


Then the lights went out, and the disadvantage
that Taggert’s sniper squadrons faced disappeared. From then on out they were
able to hide completely within the darkened windows and pop out with minimal
warning. Police casualties rose exponentially, and after two hours of being cut
down the police commander ordered a quick retreat. The sound cannon was wheeled
around as rapidly as possible, although in the fray one of the four men in
charge of moving it took a round in the shoulder and fell to the ground, where
he was left. There was no sense of esprit de corps here. Casualties were left
where they fell, regardless of their status as alive or dead.


By the end of the day, as a lurid red sun set over
the jagged teeth of the horizon, fifty police returned to Nathan Phillips
Square. Nearly two hundred had been sent to pacify the western downtown, and to
arrest Taggert. Neither goal had been accomplished.


Mayor John contemplated this as he stood in the
darkened silence of the council chambers, staring out into the deserted,
playful concrete of the Square. He pursed his lips and chased the numbers
around in his head. Two hundred left, fifty came back. No matter how long he
ran those two numbers around in his skull, they didn’t come out with any real
answer. What was he to do? With the power now gone, how was he supposed to
retain control over the survivors in the city. He had captured only half of the
food stores he had planned for; the rest had been taken by Taggert and by
countless groups that had decided to strike out on their own. His police force
had been dented—only saved from decimation by his insistence on sending as
small a force as possible, thinking that there was no way that Taggert would be
able to hold out against force. In retrospect the idea seemed stupid, but how
could he have known? He soothed himself, telling himself that there was no way
he could have.


He shook his head and his jowls drooped. Stress
and anxiety were taking a definite toll on him. He was beginning to lose
weight, something he had struggled with his entire life, although the reasons
were hardly ideal. He had never been more miserable than he had since ‘winning’
the mayoralty, and this was the peak on it. He glared at the Square,
remembering the giant crowd that had gathered there all those weeks ago; the
survivors of Toronto coming together to find out what was to be done about
their radically changed situation. They had found out, all right. Mayor John
allowed himself a bitter, porcine smile. He had shown them once what the future
of the city was, and he would show them again. His fists clenched in meaty wads
at his side, going white with the strain. He would show them well.











Five


 


 


 


Mark stood in the window on the second floor of
the Cadillac Lounge, watching the cold autumn rains pound at the street with
surprising force. He rested his palms on the glass and lowered his forehead to
it after a moment. The deep grey cloud cover that hovered over the city did not
seem to be in any danger of dissipating, and there seemed to be an ample supply
of fat, bone-chilling raindrops in them. Behind him, Olivia slept soundlessly,
bundled beneath a pile of blankets. There was a definite coolness in the room;
Mark was wearing a sweater and he felt a stiffness in his joints and a numbness
to his nose. The glass was frosty to the touch.


He worried at the sky for a moment longer and
turned back into the room. He walked by the bed and checked on his sleeping,
pregnant ex-girlfriend. She was very large, now, her levitating belly stretched
tight and ready to burst. He chewed his lip, watching her breath rise and fall
evenly, contentedly. He worried at her and envied her in equal measure. To have
even a fraction of her peaceful rest at that moment would have been like manna
to him. He ran his hands through his hair and grimaced; it was greasy-slick and
gritty, filthy to the touch. None of them had taken a proper shower in two
months. Mark could feel layers of dried sweat coating his skin, like a
deep-settled itch over everything.


This was another thing that Mark was secretly
envious of Olivia for; in order to keep her as comfortable as possible, Mark
and Amber had taken up the responsibility of keeping Olivia as clean as
possible. They had struck out into the neighborhood and looted thoroughly
through the holes that were once houses of commerce, picking apart all of the
already-rummaged contents. They took baby wipes whenever they could find them,
and baby oil, dry shampoo, moisturizing creams and tubes of toothpaste. The
rest of the Loungers (as they inevitably called themselves) used these supplies
as sparingly as possible, so as to save the majority for Olivia.


She grumbled at the singling-out but only
half-heartedly; she seemed to very much appreciate the feeling, as it went. There
was a lot to worry about these days, but it was the little things that would
kill you in the end. As if a reminder, Mark’s stomach growled, and he felt
faint for a moment. They had all reduced the rations that they were on, keeping
an eye to the situation and hoping something positive would shift, one way or
another. Emily had a source, she claimed; certainly she came back with enough
food loot to prove it. Even after that, though, there wasn’t much to go around,
although the Lounge’s stockpile never seemed to decrease, exactly. The roundup
squads had been very efficient, though, and the food supply available to
independent enclaves such as theirs was limited.


He pulled himself away from his tense study of her
to leave the room. Across the hall, Emily was seated at her desk, her feet up,
studying a tattered, faded map of the downtown. She had a battery-powered CD
player on; bright, rapid-fire chanson music was playing quietly. He noticed her
feet, sprightly on the desk and keeping a fiery pace with the beat. He stopped
for a brief moment to admire her. She was lithe and athletic, underneath her
dreamy, Hip Young Thing style. He caught himself wondering what she looked like
naked, and shook his head. He loved Olivia, but he couldn’t remember the last
time he’d actually gotten laid. She’d probably rip me right apart he
thought wryly and remembered a scene from just a scant week ago. A group of
entrepreneurial spirits had attempted to break into the Lounge, mostly greasy
types who thought they were a bigger deal than they actually were. Emily had
leaned dangerously out of the window above them and with three quick, deft
squeezes she laid a third of them out with blood and brains splattered against
the grime of the sidewalk. She had made as though she were going to leap down
two stories onto the remainder by herself, but they had scattered into the
night, their will to fight shattered. He kept walking. She kept a large
arsenal.


He made his way down the main stairwell and peeked
out into the bar. Barry was standing at the window in the raised area where
bands had once played hard country and rollicking rock n’ roll. He was watching
through the glass in a manner that Mark recognized immediately. He walked
towards him, slowly. The sound of the rain was louder; it seemed as though a
torrent were washing down. He noticed again that Barry seemed to have sprouted
some grey hairs from that helmet of black that he had sported on the night
before the party. He wondered how old the guy was, before dismissing it as
completely irrelevant. He was as old as he was. He was as old as any of them would
be.


“Amber hasn’t come back yet,” Barry said, not
bothering to turn around. It startled Mark; he thought he had been approaching
fairly quietly. He ran his fingers through his filthy hair again and thought
randomly about finding out if the supplies of dry shampoo warranted him finally
taking the plunge and cleaning it.


“Didn’t she leave last night?” he asked, not
really sure at all of what time Amber had actually stepped out the door. She
had left on a scouting expedition after the idea of ransacking the Jameson
Avenue apartment complexes had been raised. Emily had noted that, although she
hadn’t investigated the idea at all, it seemed to her that there were far more
buildings on that one street than there were people in the area, and that there
might be food stores in them. Emily had been willing to jump up and go out to
check them out, but she had been scouting for three nights in a row and Barry
eventually persuaded her to take a rest. Amber had volunteered, and although
Barry had seemed perturbed by the idea it had been the best way forward—at
least, in the rational light of the night before. Barry had attempted to
convince Amber to wait until morning to go, but she had demurred. It was
easier, she reasoned, to hide in the shadows when there is nothing else.


Now, however, she had failed to rematerialize, and
Barry was obviously worse for it. Mark’s thoughts drifted to Olivia sleeping
upstairs, and his heart went out to the young Vietnamese man.


“I should have gone with her,” Barry said in a low
voice, and Mark put a hand on his shoulder.


“Then you might both be gone,” he replied
soothingly, “and we’d be in a predicament then”. Barry turned around, fear,
tension, and low anger playing leapfrog with his expression. His face hardened
as he stared at Mark.


“Why didn’t you volunteer?” he seethed. Mark
was taken aback.


“Who the hell would look after Olivia then?” he
spat, surprised. Barry snorted contemptuously.


“Amber, obviously,” he replied. “She’s been doing
most of the work, after all”.


Mark’s face reddened, and he felt his jaw tighten.
“What kind of bullshit is this?” he raged, his voice getting loud despite an
effort to keep control. “I’ve been worrying myself down to the bone for her,
ever since the power went out, and now I’ve got you standing here telling me
I’m not pulling my own weight?”


“Yeah, buddy, that’s exactly what I’m telling you.
I’m telling you that it should be you out there missing, instead of her”


Mark’s fists clenched. “Yeah?” he yelled, the
control on his anger finally slipping. “Yeah? Well I’m standing here telling
you that maybe you should try sucking my dick instead of standing there like a
lost little puppy waiting for its master to come home”.


Mark knew it was coming but took Barry’s
inevitable knuckles-to-chin shot with full grace. He came back with a blow to
the stomach that he decided to pull slightly at the last moment. The breath
woofed out of Barry and he went back against the window with a loud clang.
His face screwed up in pain and Mark took a step back to assess the situation. Barry
leaped forward with shocking speed and buried his head in Mark’s solar plexus. They
both went sprawling off of the stage, tangled together, their blind fists
striking out at anything they could find. Blows rained upon chins, jaws, arms,
legs, soft flesh in stomachs. Eventually Mark, taller and weightier than Barry
(although the Vietnamese man’s slim build belied a surfeit of hard muscle), was
able to wrestle himself into a dominant position. He pulled a punch at Barry’s
jaw and reared back to gauge how much fight the man had left in him. When Barry
refrained from moving, Mark let up and rose slowly off him. He got to a safe
distance before Barry got up, his hand rubbing his jaw.


“I guess I had that coming,” Barry said, the ghost
of a smile flitting across his face. Mark nodded but didn’t say anything in
reply. His fists ached all at once and his body hurt from where Barry had
struck him. He felt better, though, as if all of the tension had drained out of
him in the fight. Barry was looking looser as well, and a smile was actually
starting to form on his thin lips. He spun quickly and rammed his fist into one
of the columns that graced the corners of the bar. The strike reverberated
throughout the column and Mark heard it echo through the ceiling. Dust settled
down from above and Mark glanced nervously to see if any cracking damage had
been done. Barry stepped away from the column, shaking his hand and wincing in
pain.


“You okay?” Mark asked, trying to tonally assure
the other man that he understood. Barry nodded, and then shook his head a
moment later.


“No, fuck. Shouldn’t have done that”.


“Probably not,” Mark replied dryly.


“Fuck,” Barry muttered again. He cradled his
injured hand with his good hand. There was a creak on the stairwell that shot off
like a thundercrack in the silence. Both of them turned to see Olivia sneaking
around the corner. When she saw the two of them standing there she stood up
straight, her hands going to the small of her back with a grimace. Her belly
floated before her like a herald.


“What’s going on down here?” she asked, sleepy and
confused. Barry and Mark glanced at each other, ruefully and then with a shared
chuckle.


“Uh, nothing much, Liv,” Barry assured her, “just
letting off some steam, more than anything else”.


Olivia stared the pair of them down, her face
radiating clear disbelief. She took in Barry’s limp hand and walked towards
him.


“What’s wrong with your hand?” she asked, her
voice dangerous. Barry stepped back and licked his lips.


“Nothin’, ma’am,” he said, keeping his voice light
and affecting a Western accent. “Just a bruise”.


“Uh-huh,” was the whole of Olivia’s reply. She
darted forward and grabbed the wrist of his bad hand. He grunted with sudden
surprised pain but did not resist her examination. Her long, cold fingers poked
at the injured area.


“One of your knuckles looks like it’s dislocated,
it might even be broken. Do you know how to set a broken hand?” she asked
angrily.


“Uh, no,” Barry stammered, “no I don’t”.


“Neither do I,” she seethed, and let his hand
drop. “Which is why I have to question what the fuck you thought you were
doing?”


Barry held her gaze with that inscrutable Asian
calm he always managed to dig up at the right moment. He shrugged his shoulders
and quirked his lips.


“Guess I was just showing my frustration,” he said
flippantly. Olivia looked at him, disgusted. She turned her vicious gaze
towards Mark, who physically shied back.


“Look, I,” he began before she cut him off.


“What do you think you’re doing? Fighting with our
friends? With the only people we can even trust right now?”


Mark slumped and hung his head.


“You’re right,” he muttered. He looked up warily
at Barry, whose face remained neutral. “Sorry I goaded you into it,” he
apologized, his voice low and resistant. Barry cracked a grin.


“No problem,” he replied. “Sorry I practically
made you do it,”


Olivia looked at them both with disappointment. “Wanna
tell me why you were beating on each other?”


Barry turned around and walked back to the window
that faced the rainswept stretch of Queen. He placed a palm back on the waiting
glass.


“Amber’s still not back,” he said, for the second
time. Olivia put a hand to her mouth.


“Oh my,” she exclaimed, and then seemed to shake
it off. “I’m sure she took shelter in one of the apartments out there to wait
out the rain”.


“Yeah, maybe,” Barry replied, his voice heavily
laden with disbelief.


“Well,” Olivia continued, determined now to lift
his spirits no matter what, “once Carlos wakes up maybe he can go scout the
area and help her out if she needs it”.


“I already sent him out,” he whispered, and Mark
let out a gasp.


“What?” he exclaimed. Barry slapped his hand
loudly against the pane of glass. A low rumble of thunder followed this from
outside.


“I sent him out twenty minutes after Amber left,
last night,” he said, louder and slower. “I didn’t trust her, didn’t want to
see her…anyway, it doesn’t matter. I sent him out to keep an eye on her and now
neither of them are here”.


Nobody spoke. There was nothing that could be
said. Mark and Olivia retired to their upstairs room, and Barry remained
downstairs, watching the street drown in a slick curtain of rainwater.


 


They managed to catch an afternoon nap of perhaps
a couple of hours or so before they were awoken by a commotion from downstairs.
Mark awoke to a loud bang, but couldn’t wrap his mind around it until he heard
the panicked shouting. He leaped from the bed and grabbed his shirt, rounding
out the door as Olivia sat up, yelling something incomprehensible after him. He
pounded down the stairs and caught Amber’s voice amongst the shouting. Flooded
with relief, he hit the bottom of the stairs with a jump and rounded 180
degrees towards the bar. Barry and Amber were crouched over a figure that was
laid out on the floor. Barry had looked up as he heard Mark hit the bottom of
the stairs and was now motioning frantically for Mark to join them.


They were crouched over Carlos, who had been
wrapped in a yellow plastic poncho, the kind that had been at one time sold in
every high-volume convenience store in the city. Underneath was the vague shape
of something thick wrapped around his lower torso. His face was contorted in a
rictus of pain, his eyes closed and his mouth drawn up in a snarl. Rain soaked
his face, making him look greasy and sweaty in the thin light of the hurricane
lanterns hung over the bar.


“What happened?” he breathed. Amber looked at him
and he saw with dismay that she had an angry red line drawn down the left side
of her pretty face, going from the roots of her faded blonde hair to the exquisite
curve of her petite chin. It seemed like an offense that hung in the air just
before her, an insult to everything that could be said to be right in Mark’s
world. Her eyes were cold, and hard.


“He was stabbed,” she said flatly. “Stabbed by a
fucking drugged-out cannibal asshole near King Street”.


Mark rocked back and found himself flat on his
ass. He blinked at her, uncomprehending.


“He was what?” he stumbled, feeling stupid and yet
unable to help it. She rolled her eyes.


“Just help, and I’ll tell you after, okay?” she
ordered, hot angry contempt spicing her voice. Mark nodded emphatically.


“We’ll get him up the stairs,” he said quickly,
“to one of the empty bedrooms. Get him unwrapped and look him over”.


Barry nodded decisively. “Good idea,” he concluded,
and moved to pick up Carlos’ upper half by his armpits. Mark moved a second
later to his ankles, and within a moment they had him lifted and moving towards
the stairs. They rounded up and began to climb. Mark saw Olivia at the top of
the stairwell, her face hidden in shadow but worry and fear obvious even for
that.


“Go lie down, Olivia,” he said tiredly. They
climbed up the stairs roughly, Carlos’ dead weight slowing them to a crawl. She
disappeared from Mark’s field of vision and he dug into the task at hand. They
made it, with agonizing slowness, to the top of the stairs and hustled him down
the dark, narrow corridor. The low, outrageously cheerful bounce of Emily’s
chanson music played on from her room.


The room beside Mark and Olivia’s was empty and they
trundled Carlos into the bed that was in it. Mark and Barry worked to gently
unwrap the short man from his yellow plastic wrap and it lay like an overlarge
sheet underneath him. With the poncho off, Mark could see that the lumpy shape
that had been underneath was in fact a wad of facecloths affixed with wide
industrial strips of duct tape. Red Green would be proud Mark thought
crazily. Barry produced a pocket knife and began to carefully cut the strips of
tape away. The facecloths came off with a slight, sticky pause, and the wound
was at last visible.


It was ugly, that was the first thing that Mark
noted about it. The wound was four inches above his hip bone, in the bottom
left of his abdomen. It was small but it looked deep, and the blood had clotted
dark around it.


“There’s peroxide and gauze in the basement,”
Barry said uneasily, and left quickly to track it down. Amber and Mark looked
at the unconscious man, neither of them sure of what to say. Carlos continued
breathing, his chest rising and falling, although it seemed terribly shallow to
Mark. Finally he had to break the silence, unable to stomach another quiet
moment in what seemed like a deathroom, listening to Carlos’ breath hitch in
and out, and the rain falling on the street below like a secret, whispering
army.


“What happened?” he asked, his voice shaking. Amber
coughed, and her fingers went unconsciously to the wound running like a jagged,
deep trench down her face.


“Carlos caught up with me at the bank, the one on
the corner of Jameson, just as I was about to turn down the street. Scared the
shit out of me, but I forgave him for that. Don’t really forgive Barry for
sending him out after me, but I guess that’s a battle for another time. We went
and started rummaging through the apartments although it looks like some other
people might have gotten the same idea at some point—they looked pretty picked
over, anyway. Still, I managed to get a backpack full of canned food and Carlos
had one with water bottles he’d scavenged, although…” she shrugged. “We were
coming up to the King Street intersection and we’d gone into one of the
buildings—the short one, six stories and stone balconies?” When Mark didn’t
show a sign of recognition she continued. “Anyway, we busted into that one and
started poking around the rooms. We hadn’t found anyone living in any of the
others, although there had been signs that people had been there up
until not long ago. That building, though…” her mouth screwed up to the point
that Mark thought that she was about to spit. “That one had a few fucks in it,
on the second floor. We busted into the one apartment and they were waiting for
us. Three of them, two black guys and a white dude, all of them dirty and
stringy. They had kitchen knives, but it looked like they’d spent some time
sharpening them”. She paused for a moment. “A lot of time. Anyway, they
sprang at us, stabbing. I had my gun in my hand, always do when we’re out, but
Carlos had left his in the holster and wasn’t able to get it out in time. I
shot one of the black guys right away, right in the face,” she seemed viciously
glad to rehash that detail, “but the white kid got past me and his knife went
right into Carlos, right in. Like, up to the hilt”. She shuddered. “Thank god
it was just a little one”. She pursed her lips, as though trying to push the
next words out of her gullet. “They had…things hanging in their kitchen. Parts.
With the skin off, hanging from the ceiling. There was garbage knocked over, by
the entrance, and there were bones in it. Human bones. There were teeth marks
in them, I saw that, saw it bright and clear. They’d been gnawing on them. For
a moment, I could see myself being chopped up like a lamb, skinned and chopped
and divided into parts. This one for roasting, this one for stewing”. She
smiled without mirth, her lips pulling back from her teeth. “This one for
jerky,” she whispered. Mark put a steadying hand on her shoulder and she
flinched back, her eyes blazing.


“They were eating people, do you not
understand that?” she wailed. “They were going to eat us!”. Mark huddled
ineffectually near her, simply nodding his morose agreement. Barry returned, a
dirty white first-aid kit clutched in his hands. He wasted no time, kneeling
beside the bed and cracking the case open. He took out a pair of scissors,
gauze, thread, and a small bottle of hydrogen peroxide. He looked at Mark and
Amber, shook his head, and began to work. Olivia came in as he was unscrewing
the cap from the peroxide bottle and puncturing the seal. She took in the
situation, saw Amber’s panic and Mark’s paralyzed discomfort, and calmly took
the situation in hand. Barry applied the peroxide carefully to the wound,
wincing as he saw it bubble cruelly. Olivia calmly measured out gauze and put thread
to needle. She eyed him for a moment, gauging how unconscious he was, and then
deftly began to sew the wound closed. Barry gawked at her as she did so, and
Amber was openly impressed. Mark said nothing, watching the procedure blackly. Within
minutes Olivia had the incision sewed up, and she stepped back to check over
her handiwork. Mark roused himself and checked Carlos’ forehead with the back
of his hand.


“I think he’s running a fever,” he said, to no one
in particular. Amber chewed her lip nervously.


“Those assholes were filthy,” she spat. “There
could have been anything on those knives”. She was shaking now, becoming
overcome by the horrors she’d seen. Barry went to her, comforted her. She
accepted the attempt, although she didn’t seem at all comforted.


“Is there any Tylenol in the house, Barry?” Olivia
asked levelly. Barry thought about it for a moment.


“I think, maybe in the basement office, but
there’s aspirin in the box”.


Olivia shook her head. “No, we need Tylenol to
bring down the fever. The only thing that aspirin will do is thin out his blood
and maybe kill him”.


Barry nodded curtly and set out once again for the
basement. Amber looked at Olivia, obviously impressed.


“Why didn’t you ever become a nurse?” she asked,
her voice awed. Olivia shrugged, her manner small in a way that Mark had never
really seen it before.


“I don’t really know, I thought publishing would
be wonderful and lucrative, although it turns out the opposite is true. No one
wants to publish anything unless it’s aimed square at the broad middle and will
sell to housewives across the heartland”. She looked at Mark and her expression
was unreadable. “I guess, once you think you’ve met the right person,
everything else kind of slides out of view”. Her hand went subconsciously to
her belly and Mark wanted nothing more at that moment than to reach out and
hold her. He stayed where he was, feeling about as miserable as he ever had. If
he could have traveled back in time to meet his previous self, he would have
cheerfully shot the bastard and watched him die. Olivia motioned to Carlos’
sleeping form.


“We’ll watch him through the night and see how he
comes out of it”. She looked at Amber. “How did you even get him back here?”


Amber snorted. “That damned handcart of his, I
sort of draped him over it once I’d dragged him down to the street. Thank god
he’s so short, I never would have been able to do it otherwise. He was pretty
much out of it by the time we were a block away from the place, and he passed
out cold as we were passing by the high school, you know the one a block from
Queen?” Olivia nodded. “Well, it was around there that I noticed he’d stopped
muttering. I was afraid he was dead”. Her shaking picked up intensity and she
finally burst into tears. Olivia picked herself up and went to comfort the
slight woman, her gigantic pregnant form seeming to envelop Amber. Mark shifted
awkwardly.


Barry returned with a small pill bottle and a
bottle of water. He handed it to Olivia, who looked it over, opened it, fished
two tablets out, and took the bottle of water. She opened Carlos’ mouth gently
and washed the tablets down his throat. She stepped back afterward, and looked
around.


“We need to let him rest,” she declared
authoritatively. “Everyone out”. No one put up dissent.


 


Carlos would not wake up for two days, and when he
did he had only vague ideas of what had happened immediately following Barry’s
request. He was weak for some time afterward, pale and withdrawn. By unspoken
agreement he was not asked to scout around the outside world for news and
supplies. He would recover when he recovered. Barry paced around the main
floor, checking out the windows often and muttering. He kept his .357 oiled and
maintained, and never went anywhere without it holstered to his side. Amber
would keep watch from the second story, a long-barrel poking out to sweep the
street. Mark and Emily would spend part of each day on the roof, watching the
expanse with a bored eye. The only people who came through the area were men in
the employ of Paul Taggert, who rarely stopped and even then imparted only the
barest of news to them. Mark began to feel a deep itch in the base of his
spine, an urge to break the stasis. The others seemed to share in his unease,
except for Emily, who seemed to thrive on it.


Emily and Mark were on the roof during one of the
rare patches of sunshine that broke through the almost-total October gloom. As
usual they had seen nothing except the usual patrols that Taggert was sending
out to keep an eye on things. Mark had leaned up against the side of the hut
that housed the roof access hatch and watched as Emily had taken apart her favorite
rifle, oiled it, and put it back together. After doing this she had returned to
keeping an eye on the street, but it seemed as though she were really only
doing half a job of it, and was seemingly as bored as Mark felt. After a while
she turned to him, her dreamy eyes seeming to take everything about him in
through one lazy sweep.


“So, you and Olivia,” she said, her voice vague. Mark
nodded, unsure of what she meant by this. When he didn’t reply, she cracked a
small smile and kept talking.


“You guys obviously have a history together,” she
said. “I mean, she is pregnant with your kid, and all”.


“Uh, yeah,” he replied nervously. He was always
nervous around her, for no reason that he could easily discern. “We met at
work. She eventually got a job doing what she actually wanted to do, and I, uh,
didn’t”.


Emily nodded easily, as if she had expected
nothing else. She let her eyes drift out over to the street again.


“She seems pretty insistent on her own independence,”
she continued after awhile. “Determined that she’s going to do it on her own. I
admire that, but I also have to wonder. If you two are expecting, why is she so
insistent that the two of you aren’t an, uh, item? I mean, I admire the
independent streak but there’s obviously more to the story than case-study
feminism”.


He stole a glance at her and saw that the
introverted haze had vanished. She was looking at him very sharply, as though
trying hard to figure something important out with regards to him. He swallowed
and chose his words carefully.


“There, uh, was another woman,” he replied. “She,
uh, worked in production, for Astral, on that one outdoor network”.


Emily’s smile turned a trifle hard.


“I see…well, that would do it,” she said flatly. “Was
she worth it?” The venom in her voice surprised Mark, who found himself caught
flat-footed.


“Well, uh, no, I suppose she wasn’t. I mean, she
was pretty…”


“Pretty?”


“Uh, yes, pretty. Blonde, knockout figure, pretty
face…”


“The usual,” she said, her tone dripping with
contempt.


“Uh, I guess. Anyway, she would come in to work a
lot, looking for stuff to upgrade their systems, we would get to talking, and,
uh, one thing kind of lead to another”.


“It always does”


Her flippant disgust was beginning to piss him off.
This was the largest exchange they’d ever had, and she was simply casting judgment
on him. He clenched his jaw.


“Yeah, I guess it does, when you’ve got a
girlfriend who doesn’t respect you and treats you like a jerk after she gets
pregnant then yeah, I guess one thing leads to another”.


She smiled at him but Mark didn’t see any
compassion or humor in it. She put a long, ragged-nailed finger to her lips.


“Aww, you poor man,” she cooed. “Knocked your girl
up and thought she would act like you were the conquering hero crossing the
Rubicon to claim the city. Maybe you thought that after she got out of the
bathroom, after she pissed on that stick and it told her the truth, she’d come
crawling and throw flowers at your feet?”


Now Mark was angry.


“It wasn’t anything like that!” he yelled. “I just
wanted to be treated like I was a competent person with the same needs for care
and consideration that she had!”


“Absolutely, because you had a child growing in
you as well”.


“Fuck OFF!” he screamed. “You have no idea! You
don’t know what our relationship was like, what it is like, you’re just
looking to score fucking points off of me!”


“Keep your voice down!” she hissed. “It will carry
for miles from up here!”


“Then stop fucking baiting me,” he grated, making
a concerted effort to lower his volume. She pursed her lips and seemed to think
about it.


“I’m not really baiting you,” she replied, slowly.
“I’m just trying to understand”.


“Understand what?” he asked, throwing up his hands
in frustration.


“Why you’re still here when she very obviously
wants little to do with you?”


Mark stopped, searching for a reply and unable to
give one. He eventually settled for shrugging sheepishly.


“I love her,” he said simply. It seemed enough,
although Emily thought it was quite funny.


“Ah, and that is enough, is it?” she said, holding
back a laugh.


“Of course,” Mark replied indignantly. “I’m going
to stick by her no matter what”.


Emily nodded exaggeratedly, obviously mocking him.
Mark nearly went off yelling again and stopped himself at the last minute. He
glared at her instead, not trusting himself to speak.


“Very noble of you,” she said, her tone seeming
more an attempt to soothe than an attempt to bait. “I suppose I shouldn’t mock
you for trying to ‘do the right thing’, after all, but it seems odd to me. She’s
given you every indication that she doesn’t need you around, she bites your
head off whenever she has an opportunity, so why bother? You could have been
long gone, safe and secure anywhere else”.


Mark looked down at his feet for a long moment.


“I love her,” he repeated, holding it to his heart
like a talisman. “I love her and I have a responsibility to do right by her. That’s
half my child stewing in there, and I need to do what I can to keep them both
safe”.


He looked up and saw that Emily had come over to
stand immediately next to him. Her soft brown hair floated about her face and
her usually miles-away eyes were still sharp, probing.


“Interesting,” she said, and then put a finger on
his chest. “Still, there can’t be all that much love reciprocated by her. I’m
sure you must get very lonely at times. Very…edgy”.


He was suddenly very aware of her proximity
to him. He could feel the magnetic tension of her taut, spare body, accentuated
by her usual choice in scouting clothing—tight and flexible. Her sweat filled
his nostrils, and there was a sweet odor to it that was missing in everyone
else; he realized that she must have availed herself of the deodorant stash. He
felt his chest tighten.


“I, uh…” he stammered. Emily’s smile grew wider.


“I get lonely too, you know,” she purred. “I mean,
I stay up at night sometimes, and I can hear Barry and Amber in their bedroom,
doing all sorts of things to each other. They try to keep quiet, but Amber sort
of has a problem with that”. The finger on Mark’s chest became a whole hand. “She’s
very appreciative of attention,” she said, her eyes dancing. “I would be very
appreciative of attention too”.


The unaccustomed afternoon sunlight seemed very
bright all of a sudden, and a batch of butterflies began fluttering through
Mark’s stomach. He had a sudden urge to grab her, to throw her to the gritty
floor and tear her clothes off. He imagined them entwined in any number of Kama
Sutra-worthy positions, grinding into each other, twisting into nude, smooth
human pretzels. His mouth was dry, his palms sweating. He stepped away.


“I can’t,” he replied, shaking his head, partially
unable to believe what was coming out of his mouth. Emily’s eyes went wide, and
then a speculative expression came over her face.


“You are very interesting, Mark. Are you
for real?” The question seemed rhetorical, with Emily tapping her lips
afterward, her eyes searching his face until he became very uncomfortable. She
took up her rifle and left, going down the roof-access ladder with an assassin’s
grace. He was left alone, with only the already-clouding blue sky to direct his
unasked questions to.


After that, Mark began catching her everywhere he
went in the Lounge, hovering on the periphery of his vision and always
watching. This, in conjunction with Olivia’s rapidly advancing pregnancy, began
making him exceedingly nervous. His days were spent chewing his lips and
watching the area around him. His nights were spent restless, divided between
sleepless periods of worry and week-counting, and dream periods of a frankly
sexual nature that Emily’s light, mocking touch played a large part in.


 


Olivia was growing very close to her due date now;
it seemed nerve-wracking in how close it really was. By the end of October she
was starting to show the preliminary signs of labor.


It was Amber that took him aside, one dark
afternoon as the rain grew colder. She had come directly from ‘bathing’ Olivia,
her face masked in gloom.


“We can’t do it here,” she said slowly, looking into
his eyes to make sure he understood this clearly. He swallowed hard, and tried
to think of something to say. He was at an utter loss.


“She’s going to have to go to a hospital, and that
hospital’s going to have to have competent medical staff, or something kind of
like it. She’s turning the wrong way and someone needs to monitor her
constantly”.


Mark thought frantically, trying to remember where
the hospitals were located. He thought that there was one down Queen Street,
although who knew what sort of depraved people were living down there now? There
was another further into the downtown, near the heart of the city. He thought
it might be on Dundas Street, near a coffee shop, something like that, although
it seemed pitifully vague.


“Do you know where the hospital is?” he asked,
realizing how absurdly tourist that question sounded. Amber took him by the arm
and brought him to the bar. She sat him down on a stool and walked around to
the other side. Rummaging for a moment, she came out with a map book of the
city. She slammed it down on the bar counter and dust flew off the
seldom-opened cover.


“I’ll show you,” she murmured, “but Emily’s going
with you”.


Mark hesitated for the briefest of moments. “Alright,”
he replied, tentatively. He had serious doubts as to how good of a plan that
was, but he couldn’t very well spill that out right now. His focus was on
Olivia. She was in danger, at least as far as he gathered from what Amber was
saying, and that required his full attention. His mind refused to cooperate,
though, choosing instead to wander down faint paths that his overworked neural
synapses insisted on throwing out. He felt a maddening need to say something
else, but his mind only spewed out jabber. He became aware that Amber was
looking at him strangely. She reached across the bar like a viper and took
ahold of his ears.


“You need to pay attention,” she said, pausing
between each word for emphasis and putting heavy accent on every other
syllable. “This is very serious. Your baby might die. Do you understand?”


Mark nodded, although he wasn’t sure if he did,
entirely.


“Why, though,” he asked, “why does she have to go
somewhere?”


Amber kept ahold of his ears and continued to
stare directly into his eyes.


“The baby has turned, it’s starting to come. Her labor
has started, but it’s coming out the wrong way. She might have to be cut open”.


Mark reared back, startled. Amber managed to let
go of his ears an instant before he did so.


“She’s what?” he exclaimed, unable to control his
volume. The wind gusted in the street outside and rattled the window.


“It might have to be surgery, Mark. Caesarean. The
best place to go is the hospital, Toronto Western. It’s in the part of the city
the Mayor controls, so there might be doctors there, or a nurse, or someone who
might be able to guide her through giving birth like this. Anything is better
than here. There’s no one here who can help her”.


Mark felt as though his head had been placed
inside a large metal bell that had been subsequently rung. He put his hands on
the bar to steady himself and found himself staring at the dust-encrusted map book.
Rand McNally Official Map Book of the Greater Toronto Area, it proclaimed in
bold font. It seemed very self-assured, a very confident portrayal of a vast
cityscape in comforting, friendly colors and symbols. He put his hand out to
touch it, to get some of the strength inherent in it and bring it into himself.
Amber slapped his hand and he withdrew it, stung.


“Mark, please,” she insisted. “Please pay
attention. You and Emily are going to take Olivia to the hospital. Try and find
someone with medical training, or some kind of experience. Do what they tell
you”.


Mark nodded, although his head swam.


Emily came down the stairs a moment later, leading
Olivia down the stairwell step by step. Olivia looked determined, although
obviously frightened. Emily led her to one of the booths and got her to sit
down. She then came to meet Mark and Amber by the bar. Mark saw that she was
wearing the same rifle that she’d been cleaning on that day on the roof; she
had it slung over her back. Her face was set and her eyes were blazing and in
focus. He felt his vision steady. He might not be able to siphon strength from
the Rand McNally Official Map Book of the Greater Toronto Area, but he might be
able to get it from Emily. She seemed to have it in spades.


“Alright, Mark,” she said, and her voice was curt
and clipped, all business. “This is how this is going to go down”.


She took the map book and thumbed it open,
settling on the close-up of the downtown core of the city. She pointed to a
spot just west of the Queen and Dufferin intersection.


“You are here,” she said, a smile passing like a
fleeting moment across her face. She then pointed to a spot and it seemed like
a terribly long way away from where they were. She tapped it three times.


“This is where we need to be”.


“Is it even feasible to walk there?” Mark asked
incredulously. “I mean, it’s positively frigid out there, it could take hours,
I…” he trailed off. Emily looked at him without expression.


“It’s going to have to be feasible,” she said
firmly. “It’s the only hope she has”.


Mark licked his lips and then nodded.


“Alright, well,” he said, unsure of what he really
wanted—or needed—to say at that moment.


“Do you have your gun?” Emily asked.


“I do, still holstered, with my jacket”


“Good. We’re probably going to need it”.


Emily left and returned a moment later with a long
knapsack. She handed the knapsack to Mark, who took it wordlessly.


“That’s BOB,” she said, pointing to it as Mark fit
the straps over his shoulders. He looked at her strangely.


“Bug Out Bag,” Emily said by way of clarification.
“You’re supposed to keep one on hand in case you need to leave somewhere in a
hurry. Take it with you, though, I can always make another one. You’re going to
need it more than me”.


Mark swallowed hard. “Has it really gotten that
bad out there?” he asked, something like awe creeping into his voice. Emily shrugged.


“No, but it will,” she said darkly. “Supplies for
the independents are going to run out sooner or later. If you’re not with
Taggert or the Mayor, pretty soon you’re going to be starving. People won’t
hesitate to stab you if they think you have food. Rob you or…” she looked at
Amber, “or eat you”. Amber scowled but said nothing.


Mark began dry-washing his hands unconsciously. “Alright,”
he said after a moment, “we have to get moving, then. Every minute we spend
here is another minute closer to Olivia giving birth”.


Emily nodded. “Now you’re catching on”. She turned
to Amber. “Apologize to Carlos for me,” she said with a wry twist to her lips.


Amber broke out in a grin. “He’ll be very upset
when he wakes up”.


Emily shrugged. “He couldn’t come along. He’d only
end up getting himself killed”.


“He’s going to come after you as soon as he wakes
up and gets his stuff together. We probably won’t be able to stop him”.


Emily shook her head. “The drug I gave him will
last about eighteen hours. It’ll probably be the longest uninterrupted sleep of
the rest of his life. I’ll probably be back before he wakes up”. She glanced at
Mark. “Shall we?”


Mark nodded, and got up, although his limbs felt
like a dragging weight.


 


Barry had scavenged a wheelchair from a doctor’s
office some weeks ago and stashed it in the basement. He brought it up, now,
and helped Mark bundle Olivia into it. Olivia had been given a sedative to keep
her pliable; this was another part of the plan that Emily had put together. She
had juggled all the necessary details with a precision that had frankly scared
Mark a bit. He was ultimately glad for her assistance, though.


Emily outlined the plan she had as they got Olivia
wrapped in a winter coat and blankets and strapped into the wheelchair. They
would take turns pushing her, taking side streets to avoid encountering people;
friendly or hostile, Emily said, didn’t matter—it was better to err on the side
of caution. They would cut diagonally across Trinity-Bellwoods Park and come
out five blocks from the hospital on Dundas Street, which they would traverse
as quickly as they could.


“The person who isn’t pushing will be carrying
their gun out openly,” Emily concluded, touching her rifle. “It might serve to
ward off people from a distance”. She seemed insistent on this point, and Mark
made sure to check the straps on his holster, letting his fingers drift over
the stock of the .357 Barry had given him.


There was little time given over to goodbyes. Barry
and Amber wished them luck, their faces drawn and worried. They invited Olivia,
Mark, and their new child to come back to live there, although there was an
awkward look shared amongst them. Emily’s prediction with regards to the food
supply seemed to hang over their heads like a pall. Above their heads, Carlos
continued to snore on, oblivious.


They left the Cadillac Lounge in the late
afternoon as the clouds were beginning to gather ominously overhead. There was
a chill to the air and Mark wondered if there might not be snow lurking in the
dark grey blanketing the sky. He prayed to any deity that might be listening
that this would not be the case. They began by walking down Queen Street, Mark
pushing the wheelchair and Emily walking through the street beside him,
brandishing her rifle professionally and keeping an eye on both the street
ahead and the rooftops. The sun was hidden and a long shadow lay upon the
street. Mark’s eyes continually flitted to some perceived movement in the
broken remains of the shops; when he turned to look, of course, there was
nothing to be seen there. Yet he still felt a sensation in his spine, an itch
between his shoulder blades. He felt eyes on him from every window, from every
decaying black hole that they passed. He thought he was being paranoid until he
realized that Emily was doing the same thing. After this realization, he slowly
became frightened. By the time they reached the train bridge that marked the
boundary between Parkdale and the proper downtown, he was close to terror.


After they passed the silent, yawning Gladstone Hotel,
Emily stopped them to consult the map. After a moment she nodded and then
stowed the map back into Mark’s knapsack. She pointed ahead, east down Queen
Street.


“We’ll have to take Northcote up,” she said, “and
I hope that there’s less people that way”.


Mark looked around skeptically, although he still
felt that crawling sensation in the middle of his back.


“I haven’t seen anybody yet,” he said boldly, and
Emily smiled coldly.


“You haven’t been paying much attention, then,”
she said grimly. “I spotted at least three people in the Gladstone alone. Now
let’s go before they get any ideas”.


That was enough to get Mark to pick up the pace. He
wheeled Olivia at a rapid clip up the street and then left on the street that
Emily indicated. For her part, Olivia seemed to have fallen asleep. Even on the
residential street Emily did not relax. She still kept point in an ultra-alert
manner, her rifle pointing to every house that they passed, covering and
peering. The houses stood watch on either side of them, watching them pass and
keeping time with slow, creeping decay. The wet autumn weather seemed to have
caused a fair amount of damage on many of the old wooden housefronts; porches
had become unstable, windows had broken, leaves choked the gutters. Mark
wondered what they would look like after a long siege by the winter season, and
the thought of winter brought his thoughts back to the food supply. He thought
about Barry, Carlos, and Amber, and wondered how long they could last at the
Lounge, even with Emily procuring supplies for them.


He was brought out of this bleak reverie by Emily,
who was indicating that they were going to make another turn. The street sign labeled
this stretch as Argyle Street, and it seemed to be another street full of
apartments—those carved out of old houses and blocky buildings specifically
made for that purpose. The feeling of being watched did not dissipate. The
grime-covered windows still seemed like sly, cunning eyes patrolling the
street, marking their positions and identities. The porches and front windows
still seemed like jumbled chaos, the kind that could be concealing anything
behind their simplistic mess. Emily brought them to a halt after two blocks. She
withdrew a water bottle from Mark’s knapsack, took a swig, and handed it to him.


“Your turn to keep watch,” she informed him as he
drank. He nodded, wiping at his mouth. As he unholstered his gun she pointed
down the way they had come with her chin.


“There’s someone following us,” she murmured, and
Mark froze. “Act naturally!” she hissed. “I don’t know how many of them there
are,” she continued at her original level of volume, “but they’re definitely
back there. They’ve been following us since we turned off of Queen, so I
suspect that they came from the Gladstone. If they’re following us then I doubt
that their intentions are good, but whether they’re independents hoping we have
food in our packs or men from Taggert I don’t know”.


Mark nodded and hefted his gun. There seemed to be
little else to say.


They continued down Argyle with Emily pushing the
wheelchair. She kept the same pace that Mark had set, and despite the frigid
wind pushing down on them they made good time. Mark kept his watch as they went
and after another pair of blocks he spotted them. He could see two, vague
shapes shadowed against the houses a fair ways back. At first he wasn’t sure if
he was seeing them, and then after a time he became certain. There were at
least two people behind them, keeping a block or so distant, and definitely
trying to hide. Mark thought about how he would not have seen them had it not
been for Emily, and shivered.


They came to what would have once been a fairly
busy street, Dovercourt Avenue, and paused outside the ruins of what a sign
proclaimed as the Luna Café. Whatever sort of eatery it had once been was
obscured now; the interior was dark and looked ransacked. Emily went around to
the front of the wheelchair to check on Olivia while Mark kept his nervous
watch.


“How far back are they?” she asked without looking
up from her task. Mark started.


“I, uh…about a block and a half, or so?” he
stammered. Emily nodded as though this were completely expected.


“There’s a school coming up in about half a block
or so. I think we should try to lose them in the schoolyard”.


Mark nodded, his lips and tongue dry. He thought
about the bottle of water in his knapsack and put it out of his mind. He didn’t
want to stay here in the open for any longer than he absolutely had to.


They came to the edge of the schoolyard, as Emily
had predicted, and skirted along the edge of it for a moment. Then, with little
warning, Emily gripped the handles of the wheelchair tightly and broke onto a
path that lead into a copse of trees. Mark stumbled slightly but followed her
at a near-run. They made their way into the little grove and kept up the pace,
letting the shadows close over them. There was a long, rustling sigh as the
wind picked up and blew through their cover. In between gusts, Mark thought he
heard a faint shout from far back.


They emerged from the trees alongside a brick wall
spotted through with windows. As they ran by Mark saw chalkboards, brightly
lettered signs, overturned desks, and a lot of paper litter. Emily swerved
suddenly and Mark nearly tripped over a corpse that was lying sprawled out
beside the building. A broken bottle lay next to it, the countless shards of
glass glittering cruelly as they passed. After they left it, Mark felt his
gorge rise, but managed to keep it under control.


They came out to a laneway and Emily took a hard
right. Mark spun and ran backward for a few yards, trying to gauge if their
followers had kept up with them. The school (Senhor Santo Cristo, the fading
sign proclaimed) kept its own silent vigil, however, and there was no sign if
they were still being tracked through the streets. Emily gave him no time for
further examination. She was nearing to a sprint by this point.


They ran a block and came to a strange sight. The
intersection here was strewn with paintings, their frames bent and the glass
that once protected them from gallery patrons smashed and thrown about the
street. Many of the actual pieces of art were torn, and mingled with the other
litter that covered the ground. As they ran through, rolling over this blanket
of glass, brass, and paper, Mark saw strange scraps and sigils from the corner
of his eye. Sailboats, napkins, a pyramid of hands, eyes facing inwards; he had
no idea what to make of it. He had no time for further contemplation, as Emily
again made a hard right turn without any prior indication, and he was forced to
spin and sprint to keep up. His breath was starting to come ragged and hot
through his lungs, and there was a dull pain itching its way into his side. He
wondered blackly if, were he to fall, Emily would stop.


They came to another short street (Bruce, this one
seemed to be called) next to the burned-out shell of what had once been a
restaurant of some kind. A sign lay broken in the street before it, although
“pho” was the only word Mark could read on it. The fire seemed to have scorched
through the entire restaurant and on into the block beyond it. Not waiting
around to find out if life remained there, Emily pushed on. Five minutes later,
however, she slowed her pace, and eventually came to a stop at the edge of a
parking lot filled with cars, all of which had broken windows and dented hoods.
It looked to Mark as though someone (or several someones, likely) had taken out
their anger problems on them. Despite the widespread damage, the lot looked
deserted. After Emily stared into it for several minutes, she seemed to relax.


“Energy,” she said, and Mark realized that she was
breathing heavily. She went into his knapsack and retrieved a couple of
chocolate bars and the bottle of water. She handed one to Mark and kept the
other. They unwrapped and ate, munching quickly and silently, keeping a
paranoid eye on their surroundings. At the end of the street was another thin
line of trees, and beyond that was what looked like another schoolyard
bordering a large school building with darkened, grimy windows. Mark stared
into that darkness nervously as he ate, but could not penetrate anything
within. He listened, but the only thing to be heard was the wind whistling
through the lot of destroyed cars.


Emily crumpled up the wrapper of her chocolate bar
and threw it to the ground carelessly. Without waiting to see if Mark was
finished she grabbed the handles of the wheelchair and continued onward. Mark
wolfed down the rest of his bar and the wrapper fluttered through the air to
join with Emily’s. As Emily entered the tree line he turned back to stare down
the street. The only movement that appeared, however, was the rippling of the
garbage at the edge of his vision.


Through the tree line was a beaten baseball
diamond followed by a long soccer pitch, offering no cover from any nearby
observers. As Emily dug in and pushed harder to get the wheelchair through the
field, Mark stole glances at the school. There were two stories, both with
blind idiot windows. About halfway across the field, Mark saw something twitch
and move in one of them. He gripped the stock of his .357 until it became
painful.


“We may have company,” he said, trying to remain
quiet but needing to reach Emily’s ears. Emily threw a quick glance back and
kept going forward. As they reached the end of the field Mark saw that there
was a low fence erected to border it.


“We’re going to have to lift it over,” Emily said
through what sounded like gritted teeth. Mark huffed and nodded, and then
realized that the gesture was wasted on the back of Emily’s head. As they
reached the low, charming picket fence, Mark heard a door slam open from
nearby, followed by an inarticulate shout. He was forcibly reminded of that cry
of utter rage that he had first heard on the day of the disappearance. He
forced himself to keep moving, and to not look back. Emily skidded the wheelchair
to a stop and leaped over the fence. Once on the other side, she turned and
gestured frantically, staring wide-eyed behind him.


Mark grabbed underneath the seat where Olivia
dozed and lifted; at the same time, Emily grabbed the arm-rests and did the
same. Mark put all of his strength into it and they managed to get the wheelchair
jerkily over the fence without dropping it. Mark jumped over the fence and
finally allowed himself a look back. He saw six people running towards them and
froze. At least two of them seemed to be carrying guns and the others were all
wielding weapons of a more intimate sort—bats, piping, irregular clubs. Emily
punched him in the bicep, with no small force.


“RUN!” she screamed, and Mark, jolted into action,
took the handles of the wheelchair and began running south without thinking. After
several strides he heard the sharp, cracking report of Emily’s rifle, breaking
the silence of the oncoming night like a fist through glass.


 


Mark took the first street he found and turned
onto it; he knew that if he went any further south he would find himself back
on Queen Street, at the mercy of not only random assailants but also any of
Paul Taggert’s agents. Mark had heard enough rumors about Taggert to build up a
healthy desire to avoid anyone who associated with him. At first he ran, as
fast as his feet and the wide wheels on Olivia’s chair would take him. Then, as
he found himself approaching another grove of trees directly ahead, he began to
slow down, and listen. There were no footsteps behind him, no cries of anger or
fear. This he deemed well, but there were also no further instances of Emily’s
rifle fire, and this was bad. The terror that gripped his heart was entrenching
itself even further, and he caught himself whispering gibberish to the
gathering darkness. He stopped and slapped himself sharply, paused, and then
did it again. His cheeks stung heavily but he felt the panic begin to recede,
an evil tide going out with the force of the moon.


“Mark?” Olivia asked sleepily, and all at once
Mark was kneeling in front of her, checking her over with an overbearing
solicitude.


“Olivia, Olivia hon,” he panted, “Are you alright?
How do you feel?”


Olivia eyed him warily in the deepening shadows.


“Why were you slapping yourself?” she asked,
confused. Mark let out a weak chuckle.


“Just, uh, clearing my head,” he replied, the
words sounding pathetic to his ears as soon as they cleared his lips. “We have
to keep moving, though. We’ll be there soon”.


“OK,” she agreed, her voice very small. Mark rose
to his feet, and then she asked “Where is Emily?”


Mark made himself situated behind the wheelchair
with the handles gripped in his sweating palms before he allowed himself to
reply.


“She’s behind us, hon,” he said quietly. “She’ll
try to catch up if she can, I’m sure”.


He began wheeling her again, passing into the
trees of what he fervently hoped was Trinity-Bellwoods Park.


“What is she doing behind us?” Olivia asked. Mark
heard an audible click as he swallowed. Tears welled up in his eyes and he
forced himself to blink them away.


“Cleaning up,” he said, and refused to say any
more.


They passed into the park and Mark breathed a
slight sigh of relief. They were on course, at least, and there was something
to be said for that. There was a small path that lead off into the interior of
the parkland and Mark took it, rationalizing that it would likely give him the
clearest path to the other side. Once he found himself in the cityscape again,
he would have to find his bearings and navigate their way to the hospital, if
he could. He put the “if” out of his mind; for now there was only the park, and
getting through it safely. At first this seemed simple. They passed silently by
a sprawling building that looked like a community center, the kind that hid
squash courts and swimming pools inside its utilitarian walls. The building
made Mark wish that he was able to push the wheelchair one-handed, to free up a
hand to carry his gun, but they went along the path uncontested. The community
center was dark and doubtlessly held mysteries, but they avoided whatever eyes
might be present in such a place.


They were presented with a choice in paths and
Mark chose the route that kept them in the trees, which in his mind made them
safe from observers. They had passed by a wading pool and another intersection
of paths before Mark realized that the crawling sensation on his spine had
returned. He picked up the pace in increments, not wanting to break into a run
and give up the game in its early stages. The sky had gone nearly completely
dark and his field of vision was shrinking by the minute. His thigh muscles
ached with being overexercised and his back was beginning to complain as well.


“Mark, I’m scared,” Olivia whispered, and Mark
nearly laughed out loud.


“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you admit that
before,” he said, trying to keep his spirits light. He could feel eyes boring
into the back of his head. Were they in the trees? Further down the path? Had
they been hiding at the tumbled-down playground near the wading pool? He
couldn’t be sure.


“Well, now seems like a pretty good time to be
scared,” she replied, her voice sharp. It sobered Mark up.


“Honey, I have to agree,” he replied, “but we’re
going to make it ok, right? We’re going to make it to the hospital, we’ll get
our baby delivered, and we’ll figure out what to do from there, ok?” He amazed
himself at how level he was able to keep his voice.


She said nothing for a moment, and Mark pushed on.
Finally, she said “I’m glad you’re here, for what it’s worth”. Mark smiled, but
couldn’t find the right words to respond with. The silence seemed loud enough.


There was a path that branched off to the right
and they took it; Mark knew from the map that they would have to travel in a
diagonal fashion across the park, and they had gone north far enough, in his
estimation. He hoped that he was right, but there was really no help for it. He
could definitely feel someone watching them now, and although he tried to tell
himself that it was just audio hallucinations when he heard sticks breaking
inside the dark confines of the trees, he knew deeply that it wasn’t. The path
exited out of the trees on the fat arc of a bend, and in the very edges of his
field of vision he could see the vague outlines of small, cramped houses.


“That’s it,” he said excitedly, and began pushing
for all he was worth towards it. He was in open observation but he had moved
past caring; let them come after him, he would be hidden amongst those far-off
houses soon enough. The wheelchair bumped and jiggered over uneven patches of
earth and Olivia looked around wildly.


“Be careful Mark!” she admonished him, and he felt
like laughing in response. He had never felt so carefree before. They crossed
over another path but kept wheeling through the grass. The houses were so close
he could almost taste them. They would just have to go around the skating rink,
dry and empty without a winter to fulfill it, and they would be homefree, or at
least close to it.


As they approached the fence ringing the rink he
saw the little hut that had been built as a changing station for it. He gave it
a once-over and then plotted exactly where to push through out of the park and
into the houses beyond, with their concealing back alleys and pathways. When he
turned his eyes back he saw that the door was open, and that the thin man with
the filthy blonde dreadlocks running towards him was holding what looked like a
samurai sword over his head. The only feature he could really make out was the
man’s mouth, his flared-back lips and his clenched teeth. Mark dug in and drew
in on whatever energy he had left; he felt that he had one good sprint in him
and the houses were close enough to taste. He looked behind himself and
realized that the man was running faster than he was, and that he had halved
the distance within seconds. He was close enough to see the yellow teeth being
clenched, protruding too far out of heavily receded gums.


All thought drained out of him. He reared back and
heaved the wheelchair forward. It went wobbling ahead at a high speed, with
Olivia yelling “Mark, fuck!” as the wheelchair hit a divot and nearly went
over. Mark was beyond it now, however; he had already turned and was trying to
draw his gun from the holster. It wouldn’t come, though. Time had narrowed to a
very thin band, whose focus was solely on bringing the .357 out of its sheath,
and it was stuck. After the first tug he felt mortality barrelling towards him,
ready to cleave deeply into his unprotected skull. Each subsequent tug
confirmed this for him. He looked up; he could at least watch as he died, the
universe owed him that. The filthy dreadlocked man screamed at the top of his
lungs, beginning his final run at his victim, and his head was suddenly blown
apart as a sharp crack shocked the stillness of the young night.


Mark wheeled, stumbled, and finally pulled the
pistol from its holster. He managed to keep himself from falling and
accidentally discharging it, and he pointed it in the direction of the gunshot.
His fingers twitched agonizingly quickly, but he saw Emily striding towards him
with her rifle pointed low and in front. She walked up to him calmly and put
one hand on the barrel of his pistol, which he could not seem to lower.


“Don’t ever let the muzzle cover anything you care
about, Mark,” she said gently, and the tension went out of his muscles. “You do
care about me, yes?”


Mark nodded, and then broke away to where the
wheelchair had settled. Olivia was struggling at her bindings and swearing
sulphurously. He knelt in front of her.


“Are you ok?” he asked, and panic finally broke
through into his voice. Olivia ceased her vile output and glared at him. She
watched his near-sobbing expression, angry at first, and then began to giggle. It
sounded good, but there was an element of hysteria to it for which Mark didn’t
care. He put his hands over her hands, and began to massage them slowly.


“We’re almost there,” he whispered. She nodded,
continuing to giggle, and then blurted “Mark, I’m so scared right now, just get
me to the hospital”. She began to laugh harder, and that hard, cold ring of
hysteria emerged further. “Get me a taxi, and get me to the hospital! It’s time
to give birth!”. Her laugh grew harsher, more cackling. Emily knelt down and
nudged Mark out of the way.


“It’s alright to be scared,” she said gently, and
her hands repeated the massaging gesture that Mark had started. “It’s alright
to be scared and I’d be worried about you if weren’t. You’re almost going to
give birth, the situation isn’t really normal, and there are people roaming
around here that would kill you just for the things you might have. We’re going
to get you to the hospital, though, and you’re going to give birth. Now,” she
pointed at the houses, the line of perceived safety that Mark had been counting
on, “once we get past there, anyone we meet will probably not try to
kill us. Alright?”


Olivia giggled once more and then stopped, nodding
to show Emily that she understood. Emily cracked a smile.


“It’s kind of funny, isn’t it?” she said,
with good humor. Olivia nodded, her smile more confident.


“What is funny about any of this?” Mark inquired,
and Emily shrugged.


“It’s an existential thing, if you don’t get it
then don’t waste time trying to figure it out”. She took the handles of Emily’s
wheelchair like the hands of an old friend and resumed pushing it. Mark stood
where he was, startled, and then ran to keep up.


 


They came to the houses and Emily pushed Olivia
down the widest of the alleys that they could find. The passage was a tight
squeeze, and the walls seemed to be coming in towards Mark. Fine time to
develop claustrophobia he thought bitterly, but then they were out into the
backyards, where they stopped for a moment. Emily got into the knapsack and
reloaded her rifle, the cartridges clicking into place louder than Mark would
have liked. She checked his holster and made a slight adjustment, and loosened
the bonds on Olivia’s hands. Olivia rubbed at her wrists and then put her hands
to her belly. Her breath was beginning to roll faster out of her lungs, and she
seemed to be in pain. Emily looked at her sharply.


“Contractions?” she asked intently, and Olivia
nodded, gasping. Emily swore under her breath and then looked to be deep in
concentration. Then she nodded, seemingly to herself.


“Come on,” she said, and grabbed the handles of
the wheelchair.


She lead them out onto a residential side street;
they headed south and then Emily lead them down the first turn on their left. They
continued in this direction for blocks, passing more interchangeable, decaying
houses, and then they came to a T-junction. Emily turned left without even
pausing, and Mark found it difficult to keep the pace. His legs were on fire,
nearly numb, and his breath was coming only with effort. There was a pounding
headache forming over his right eye, and he felt wearier than he could ever
consciously remember feeling. He began walking with his head watching his feet,
making sure he wasn’t going to stumble, and ignoring their surroundings. The
gun in his hand kept getting heavier; his fingers were beginning to slip on the
grip.


Then, seemingly ages later, they emerged onto a
wide street cut through with steel streetcar tracks.


“Dundas,” Emily proclaimed, and waved them
eastward. Her pace slowed once they turned onto the street, and Mark found it
easy to keep up. He looked at her in askance, and she grinned.


“This is the Mayor’s domain, now,” she said, and
Mark realized that there was no real humor in that grin. “His police will at
least ask you questions before they blow your head off”.


The slower pace, while nice at first, soon became
a source of even more agony. As he was able to relax, he began feeling every
sore, burning area in his legs and back. They seemed to drag him down even
further. He looked around and saw candles burning in the window of what
appeared to be a small bar. The light startled him; it had been some time since
he had seen lights from a window.


“The Press Club,” Emily remarked when she saw his
interest. “Even at the end of all things, you can find a couple of people
there. Now, it’s a pair of the Mayor’s police, but regardless. I’ve stopped in
there before, not long ago. They’ve secreted a stash of batteries for their
music, and they still keep a good stock of tea to replace the beer taps”. She
smiled wistfully, and some of that previous dreaminess seemed to be creeping
back into her manner. “They like good jazz there, and they keep an open mind to
go with their tea. I may stop in there on my way back”. She shook her head. “No
time for that now, though. How are you, Olivia?”


“I’m alright,” Olivia replied, although her voice
was faint. “Let’s just get there”.


They rolled down the sidewalk on the south side of
Dundas, past grimy, broken storefronts and the blackened apartments that
existed above them. They were unmolested until they came to the intersection of
Bathurst Street. They were passing by a grouping of computer stores, their
contents smashed into kipple and littering the street. Across the street was
the shattered remains of the coffee shop that Mark had remembered hazily when
the plan had first been brought up. A pair of men exited the coffee shop and
walked briskly across the street towards them. Mark felt himself immediately
and painfully tense up but Emily remained relaxed.


“Gentlemen,” she greeted them, and they stopped in
front of them. They were both dressed completely differently, although they
both wore an old Toronto Police badge around their necks.


“What’s your business in this area after dusk,
folks?” one of them asked. He was wearing a grey tweed overcoat and looked like
he was consciously trying to impersonate an old-style TV detective. The other,
a much larger and more sculpted man wearing a grey MMA t-shirt and filthy
jeans, piped up. “This area is off-limits to regular citizens after dark,” he
supplied firmly. Emily smiled at them both, and spread her hands warmly.


“We’re bringing a pregnant woman to the hospital,”
she said easily. “You can see that she’s going into labor. There are doctors at
the Mayor’s hospital, aren’t there?”


The policemen looked at each other awkwardly, and
then the man in the grey overcoat nodded.


“Alright, fair enough,” he allowed, but the larger
policeman glared at them sharply.


“Where are you from, anyway?” he demanded.


“We have a house closer to College Street,” Emily
lied smoothly. The TV-detective snorted.


“The roundup squads must have missed you,” he
said. “The Mayor wants everyone in the city to live in specific buildings near
to City Hall, so that it’s easier to help them until the problems with the
power are finally solved”.


“Well,” Emily replied sweetly, “I guess they’ll be
able to help us with that after we get to the hospital”.


The TV-detective smiled, although it never touched
his eyes.


“I suppose they will, Miss,” he replied. “On your
way, then”.


Emily pushed Olivia past them and cut across the
street towards the sprawling, sleeping giant that was Toronto Western Hospital.
It seemed impossibly massive from Mark’s tired perspective, although he
imagined that whoever was inside of it would stick to one area now that the
power was out. They made it across the street and Emily parked the wheelchair
in front of the hospital’s emergency admittance entrance. The doors were
chocked open and there were candles burning dimly at the triage desk. Emily
turned to Mark.


“I won’t be able to go in with you,” she said
quickly, and continued before Mark could react strongly. “If I go in with you
they’ll send me over to the Mayor’s new housing, I think, and I don’t really
want to go”.


“What about us?” Mark hissed. Emily stared at him
flatly.


“What about you?” she asked. “You don’t have much of
a choice, and I’m sure that the Mayor’s housing can’t be all bad”. She waited a
moment, looking around nervously. “I just personally object to being made to go
there. You’ll have a baby, I’m sure you’ll turn out just fine”. She smiled
briefly and spun away.


“Wait, that’s it?” Mark demanded. “I’m sure you’ll
turn out fine?”. Emily turned around once, to shrug, and then she was gone,
ducking down a side-passage and vanishing. Mark stood where he was, shaking his
head, and then he gripped the handles on Olivia’s wheelchair.


“Ready?” he asked, although he wasn’t sure if he
was. Olivia nodded vigorously.


“Yes, Jesus, Mark, this hurts! We need to
get in there now!”


Mark pushed her into the hospital, towards the
candlelit triage desk. As he entered the doorway he saw that there was a woman
sitting behind the desk, hidden in the flickering shadows. She stood up as they
approached.


“She’s giving birth,” the woman said, her voice
flat and nasal. “Jesus, she’s like, giving birth right now”.


“Get me a doctor!” Olivia screamed, and the
woman jumped.


“Hold on!” she exclaimed, and ran off into the
darkened hallway running left off of the triage area with a candle held before
her. Mark knelt in front of the wheelchair and began taking all of the binding
gear off of Olivia. He could see now that her face was very pale, her lips
shaking.


“Hey,” he whispered, “we’re going to get through
this, right?”


“Right,” Olivia replied, her voice struggling for
calm. They waited for several minutes in the warm, guttering candlelight, and
Mark felt a queer fatalism bubble up from within him. Whatever else happened,
they had made it here. It was in the hands of the random, now.


He began to hear footsteps from down the corridor;
they grew louder and the bob of the triage nurse’s candle became apparent. She
approached the mouth of the corridor and beckoned to them.


“Come along!” she insisted, her motions frantic. “You
have to come along now!”


Mark pushed the wheelchair, Olivia now gripping on
to the armrests with ferocious force. Her breath was coming in fast. The nurse
was practically running, and he felt a sense of déjà vu. He wondered if he
would ever have to stop running.


They stopped in an interior waiting room; there
was a glass-wall office in one corner with a hurricane lamp hanging inside. Mark
saw two men in green scrubs conferring within. They seemed agitated, and fond
of gesturing wildly as they spoke. After a brief, tense moment, they emerged
and headed directly for Mark and Olivia.


“This the girl?” one of the doctors asked, and
Mark felt his stomach drop. The ‘doctor’ was all of 21. The other man seemed
more likely; there was grey in his hair, strength in his capable-looking hands,
and a set to his jaw. There was also a rind of white powder around his
nostrils, and his eyes were bleary and bloodshot. After a second glance, he
noticed that this description was also apt of the much younger man. His bowels
loosened and his thighs gave out. He stumbled backward and fell into one of the
uncomfortable waiting seats.


The two doctors regarded him for the barest
instant.


“We’ve got this covered, sir,” the older one
assured him. Mark did not like the dismissive tone he was offered, but was too
exhausted to put up a defense. He grinned weakly and gave a thumbs-up.


“We’re going to need a few things, Janice,” the
older doctor said to the nurse.


“I know, I’ve already got Varada hunting them
down,” the nurse, Janice, replied smoothly. The younger doctor laughed
raucously.


“Round me up Varda for after we’re done,” he
leered, “I’ll show her how we celebrate a good birth in Ireland”. He thrust his
pelvis lasciviously several times. Janice’s face screwed up as though she had
just bitten into a lemon. The older doctor expressed his disgust in a much
simpler manner, by leaning forward and slapping the younger doctor broadly
across the face with severe force.


“Fuck off, we have work to do,” he admonished the
younger doctor. “Think about your dick afterward”.


“I’ll think about my dick anytime I want,” the
younger doctor muttered childishly, but didn’t offer up any further attitude. Janice
grabbed the wheelchair and lead the way; the two doctors followed amiably afterward.
A moment later and Mark was alone, with only the light of the hurricane lamp in
the office to keep him company.


 


He sat in the waiting room for an epoch. Time had
slowed until he could imagine it going in reverse. At first, he tried to keep a
count running in his head, but that had proved useless and impossible after
only a few minutes. He tried to distract himself mentally but it was no good;
his mind kept returning to Olivia, who was now giving birth amongst strangers—coked-up
strangers, at that. Doctors, but doctors whose judgment was probably heavily
compromised. He brooded on it until it tasted like long-soured soup on his taste
buds. He thought about trying to find her, but he had no idea where they might
have gone, and it would likely be extremely easy to become hopelessly lost. Eventually
his exhaustion got the better of him, and he passed out sitting up in the
chair, his head lolling at a painful angle.


 


As he slept he dreamed of a taxi. He was in the back
seat of it, looking out of the window with boredom. The city, which was no city
he had ever really seen before, appeared as it must have before the
disappearance. People walked on the sidewalks, going in and out of the stores
like nothing had ever happened. Cars clogged the street, and the taxi driver
took some rather interesting risks to get around them, like city cabbies the
world over. He grabbed on to the door handle to steady himself and realized
that he had no idea where he was going; the cabbie could be taking him
anywhere. He looked out the window and saw that the city vistas had changed
quite a bit. Before it had been a bustling street full of interesting-looking
shops and patrons. Now, the storefronts were boarded up, with many of them
looking as though they had been boarded up for a long time, decades perhaps. Where
there were no boards, the uncovered windows were broken mouths ringed with
jagged shards of glass. The shops were dark within, and so nothing could be
seen beyond the broken entrances. It was in front of one such shop that the
cabbie pulled over.


“Fifteen-fifty,” the cabbie said without turning
around to look. The money appeared in Mark’s hand and he left it wordlessly on
the cab’s center console. The next thing he knew he was exiting the cab and it
pulled away, leaving him alone on a deserted street.


Not quite alone—there were a few people gathered
half a block down the street, standing in front of a weather-stained storefront
that looked as though it had been prepared for a hurricane. He started off down
the street towards them, hoping in a vague, dreaming way to get some
directions. He made it a quarter of the way towards them before they turned
towards him.


He felt himself grimace and could not help it. They
were slow, shuffling mutants whose faces looked as though they had been melted
in a strong fire. Their eyes ran like jelly down their faces, their foreheads
melded into their cheeks. Their jowls drooped like a dog’s ears. Mark wanted to
scream, but his throat felt like it had been stuffed with cotton. They stumbled
towards him, their arms outstretched, their bony fingers tipped with ragged,
blackened nails. They were close enough for Mark to count their black, rotted
teeth when he felt the world shake.


 


“Sir,” he heard a voice say, and the world shook
again. He opened his eyes and found himself looking into Janice’s tired,
haggard face.


“Sir, you need to come now”. Her voice was
insistent, and Mark felt fear knot itself around his heart.


“What’s wrong?” he gulped, suddenly unnerved. She
shook her head.


“Come,” she said, “come on. You have to come”. She
extended her hand and Mark took it. Her hand was clammy and it imparted no
confidence to him. She helped him out of his seat and he stretched without
thinking, his muscles sore and cramped from sleeping in the chair. Janice
waited for him to finish, although she shifted her weight impatiently as he did
so. Janice lead him down the dark hallway and then around the corner into
another dark hallway. They walked for what seemed like hours through blackened
corridors that seemed reluctant to be lit by the bobbing candle that Janice
held. Eventually they came to a damp hallway that seemed to be walled by large,
sweating stone bricks. They stopped outside of a wide double-doorway.


“Wait here for a moment,” she said, and
disappeared within the doorway, leaving Mark in pitch black. His skin crawled
and his eyes played endless visual tricks on him, showing him images of all
kinds of gibbering, cavorting creatures that hovered just outside of his reach.
His arms broke out in goose-pimples and he felt himself shiver uncontrollably. He
was approaching the point of madness when the doorway opened and Janice emerged
from within.


“Come in,” she gestured, and Mark followed.


Inside the doorway was a large, high-ceilinged
chamber. There were candles and lamps situated on every available surface,
which made Mark cover his eyes to avoid the sudden, stabbing pain that had
invaded them. He squinted until his eyes grew used to the influx of brightness,
and his heart nearly stopped.


There was a mobile hospital bed in the center of
the room, and Olivia was laid out on it. She was nude and bisected by a blue
curtain that separated her upper and lower halves. The two doctors were
standing by her lower half, conversing quietly. They looked up after a moment
and saw that Mark had entered the room.


“Sir, please,” the older doctor motioned towards
him, “take a seat near your wife’s head, hold her hand. This could get rather
frightening”.


“Ha!” the younger doctor exclaimed, “frightening’s
a word for it. I’ve never performed a Caesarean by candlelight before!”


“You’ve never performed a Caesarean at all,” the
older doctor quipped, and then took pity at Mark’s perturbed expression.


“I’ve performed many,” he assured Mark, “and I’ve
never lost a patient or child. We’re doing it by candlelight, so I’ll just need
some more focus”. He reached into the pocket of his scrubs and withdrew a small
vial filled with white powder. He unscrewed the cap from it, and offered it to
Mark.


“Need some?” he asked. Mark shook his head, afraid
that if he replied verbally his guts would come out of his throat to land in a
steaming pile at his feet. The older doctor shrugged, tapped a little onto the
side of his index finger, and snorted it back. He handed the vial to the
younger doctor, who repeated the ritual. Mark walked to the other side of the
blue curtain. There was a chair there, beside the bed, and he took a seat in
it. Olivia lay beside him, her eyes closed. Her breathing was so peaceful that
Mark thought she might be asleep, but her eyes opened after a moment. She
turned her head to look at him, and at that moment he thought that she might be
more beautiful than she had ever seemed before.


“This is going to happen, Mark,” she said, her
voice cruising on a cloud. She smiled hazily. “They gave me something so I
wouldn’t be scared”.


Mark stole a glance over the curtain at the
doctors. He dared not ask what it was that they had given her.


“I can’t feel anything below my tits,” she said,
and giggled. “Isn’t that funny?”


He made himself smile. “Very funny,” he said. “Very
funny, very funny indeed”.


She reached her hand out tentatively and he took
it, gladly, nearly crushing her in his first heartfelt squeeze. For a moment he
thought that his heart might explode.


“Mark,” she drawled, “I love you. You know that,
right?” He nodded.


“I love you more than anything in this world,” he
replied, truthfully.


“If we get through this, we should start over,”
she mused slowly. Mark squeezed her hand instinctively.


“Absolutely,” he agreed, trying to keep the
overwhelming relief out of his voice.


“Tell me a story,” she implored. “Tell me how
we’ll end up”.


Mark paused, lost in thought. On the other side of
the curtain, he heard the two doctors going about their business. He heard the
soft snick of the scalpel, heard the older ask the younger to keep a
very close eye on her blood pressure—with what instrument Mark could not say. He
closed his eyes.


“We have our own place, far away from the city,”
he began. “We might have neighbors, but for the most part it’s just us, and our
child. Our days are always relaxing, filled with laughter and play, and our
nights are peaceful and warm. We raise our baby to enjoy the peace of silence,
and the value of life. We don’t have to worry about food, or violent thugs. We
can live in peace, just us,” he squeezed her hand. “Just us”.


“Just us,” Olivia agreed, and closed her eyes. A
smile slowly grew over her mouth, and Mark felt it’s twin appear on his face.


Uncountable moments passed, and all at once there
was the wet, nasal screaming of a birthed child. Olivia’s eyes flew open and
she looked to Mark, whose mouth fell open in a gape. A few seconds passed and a
slick, red, squalling infant appeared over the blue curtain. Mark laid eyes on
the infant and he was lost; he felt his heart leap and every cell in his body
rejoiced. He squeezed Olivia’s hand and realized that she had already started
squeezing his with amazing force. Mark drank in every square inch of his
child’s appearance and then it was whisked away, around the curtain and out
through a door that stood behind them.


“Wait!” Olivia cried out, but the doctors did not
reply. Mark heard them go about their business, closing up the unseen wound
that they had gouged in Olivia. “Please, wait!” she cried, louder this time. Janice
appeared around the curtain, her face a rictus of fear.


“What, what is it?” she stammered. “Has the anesthesia
worn off? Are you in pain? Are you going to pass out?”


“What is it?” Olivia asked, in tears, and Janice
stared at her, confused.


“Boy or girl?” Mark asked, his voice amazingly
calm, considering how he felt inside. Janice broke down into laughter.


“Oh, my,” she said, clutching at her middle. “I’m
so sorry. Girl. It’s a girl”. Still laughing, she went back around the curtain
and returned to helping the doctors stitch Olivia back up.


Olivia relaxed, and closed her eyes. She seemed
more peaceful than Mark had seen her at any time since the disappearance.


“A girl…” she breathed softly. Mark continued to
hold her hand, his thoughts racing. Around them, the candles that lit the room
guttered and swayed with minute changes in air pressure. He closed his eyes,
and let their shadows play on his eyelids. A girl.











Fifth Interlude


 


 


 


Five days after Olivia’s child was cut from her
womb, the leaden grey clouds that had dogged their journey from the Cadillac
Lounge erupted in a dizzying whirl of white snowflakes. That first snowfall, on
the fifth of November, could honestly be called beautiful by any who beheld it.
Light snow blanketed everything exposed to air. The trees of the city woke up
on the morning of the fifth crowned with delicate white lace, and the survivors
emerged from their frigid caves to look upon them with awe. They marveled at
the crisp, defined footprints that they left in the snow, and goodhearted snowball
fights broke out in more than a few places throughout the urban core. There was
an air of spontaneous revelry, a breakthrough of goodwill and drunken cheer
that had been missing during the miserable, wet autumn. Within days that
feeling would reverse itself, but for that one shining moment it felt to the
city that there was something finally worth celebrating.


Moe and Zeeshan, the firefighters of an earlier
season, watched the snow fall from their new home atop a former sushi
restaurant on Bloor Street. Before the lights went out, they had planned on
running the premier (and only) high-end Asian cuisine restaurant in the brave
new city. Now they spent much of their time running patrols in an auxiliary
fashion for the Mayor’s police, and counting their dwindling food stocks. The
“pay” they drew from their activities (partial access to the Mayor’s
sequestered groceries) kept them afloat but only barely. They watched the snow
come down, half afraid and half in awe. The snow came down so pure, so clean,
that it was difficult to really take it as seriously as they both suspected
that it demanded. It fell in deliciously gauzy gusts, floating in wide, lazy
spirals and covering the junk-littered streets with a uniform layer of white. It
seemed like a restart, but with what in mind they could not say.


 


John Trinder and Zachan Cory stood atop their
perch in Kensington Market as the snow fell, letting it gather in their hair
and taking a child-like delight in scooping it up and throwing it into the air.
They had continued to live in the same building since the summer, finding
themselves in agreement with each other on most things and desiring to build
the sort of place that they could invite others to live with them in. The power
failure had put paid to this idea and now they rattled around in the tall
building like crackers in the bottom of the box. They had so far avoided having
to treat with the Mayor for supplies, but both of them knew that it was only a
matter of time. They had managed to put together a good store but neither of
them expected it to last through the winter; they had put some research into
putting together a rooftop garden but without a steady influx of food before
then they would likely starve before it would bear fruit. At any given time one
or both of them would be on the roof, keeping watch on the Market and the parts
of the nearby neighborhoods that they could see, lost in thought and worry. There
were others living in the Market, they knew, but those others kept to
themselves in a rather extreme way. Zachan had a deep scar on his right arm
that bore mute testament to this fact. They had been investigating a European
deli when the shotgun blast had rung out of a back room and sliced the edge of
Zachan’s arm in bloody ribbons. As they had fled into the narrow streets they
had heard a grizzled voice scream “get out!” behind them. Since then they had
not gone anywhere unarmed, even within the building that they had claimed as
their own.


All that was forgotten now, as they played with
the new-fallen snow and tried to recapture some of the joy of life that seemed
to slowly have been drained over the course of the summer. The hunger that was
even then settling into them as a normality was cast aside; one scoop of snow
tossed into a friend’s face, and the laughing that occurred thereafter, was
enough to put it aside for the moment.


 


Steve St. Omes did not find the same sort of
childlike delight in the lightly falling snow. He had been constantly on the
move since shortly after the power failure. The druggy gamer-commune that he’d
found himself a part of had failed along with the electricity. Without the
current to power their lashed-together gaming rigs, the apartment block had
devolved into a tawdry, bloody affair. Once the gaming had ceased, they had
begun to amuse themselves by playing increasingly vicious pranks on each other,
which had culminated in one of them taking a razor-sharp tree ax and chopping
up their roommates. It had been Steve himself who had found him, breathing
quietly and sitting bolt upright on a blood-soaked couch that looked as though
it might have been expensive once. On the floor directly in front of him had
been the ax, soaked in the same crimson fluids that had inundated the couch and
dulled badly by its murderous work. Scattered around the apartment were the
various limbs and innards of the man’s roommates. The intestines were hanging
from various hooks around the apartment like streamers, like a festive season
in hell. The torsos, headless all, were sitting in a semi-circle in front of
the dead television, the blood leaking out of them to stain the gaming console
that sat in front of the middle one. His stomach rebelling strongly, he had
turned his head to regard a bloody arm nailed to one wall through the palm. The
entire scene, like a Hieronymous Bosch painting come to shuddering life, was
enough to drive him insane. It was the smell, however, that forced his legs
into flight. That foul smell of wet, sharp copper mixed with impacted shit that
permeated the entire apartment. That rotting-meat, rancid flesh smell. It was
more than he could bear.


So he had fled, and had been on the run ever
since. Any shelter he took he inevitably ran from; he would spend one night and
his dreams, a grisly parade of severed limbs and blood splashing every surface,
would drive him screaming into the wee hours of the morning. Now, as the snow
fell in light layers, he trudged through countless streets, his legs weary,
looking dully for another place to spend another restless night. His eyes were
heavy, and he could have happily laid down in the street; the only thing
keeping him from doing so was his knowledge that, with the temperature
dropping, to do so would mean his death. This fact was becoming less important
as the days went on, however.


He turned off of a side street and found himself
on a wide street that Steve recognized. To his left was that sprawling discount
superstore for the ages, Honest Ed’s, its garish Broadway lights finally gone
dark and silent. The place was as looted as any other, he saw. He turned to his
right and realized that this was the same street that he had wandered down all
those weeks ago, brick in hand, to loot a record store of its treasures. Those
records were gone, he realized then, left behind at the disintegrating commune
as he fled scenes of bloody horror. He felt a tear course its frigid way down
his dirty cheek, and then another. Blinking back the tears, he turned in that
direction and tottered down the street, putting staggered, drunken footprints
into the virgin snow.


Halfway down to the record store he found the
broken, darkened remnants of the exterior of the Bloor Street Cinema. The ticket-taker’s
booth was shattered, and blood had been smeared on the outside. A trail of
broken junk lead inside. Steve followed it without thinking; in truth, he was
approaching a scenario where he would be incapable of any real thought. He
would have followed anything by that point, be it a trail of junk, a trail of
blood, or a trail of shimmering rainbows. The buildup of chemicals in his brain
that resulted from his lack of real sleep had made him highly suggestible.


The inside was dark, to the point that Steve soon
found himself lost in pitch blackness. At any other time he would have panicked
and fled back out into the relative light of the street; now, however, he
pushed onward, letting his fingertips brush against the rough texture of the
walls and guiding himself along into the unknown. Several times he tripped over
things, but he never went down. Eventually he began to sense an imperceptible
change in the light. The hallway grew brighter until he found himself in a
place where he could see. There was a hurricane lamp hanging at the end of the
hallway, still giving off light. Two exits ran from here; one led into what
Steve imagined was the theatre room, the other was a set of stairs that he
surmised must lead to the projection booth. He took the lamp and considered his
options. He would have to stay the night here, he realized; it would be getting
to full darkness outside soon, and with it would likely come a drop in
temperature lethal to both the snow and himself. He mulled the options and
decided to climb the stairs to the projection booth. He thought about it on the
way up and decided that it would be easy to defend in case any other wandering
survivor came in, looking for a cheap and easy mark. He clenched his teeth and
grinned a madman’s skeletal grin. He would be ready for them.


At the top of the stairs he threw the door open
and strode inside. At first, his brain refused to process what he was looking
at, and then when it did it refused to process his reaction to it. He stared at
the scene he had uncovered with shock, his mouth going slack and his tongue
feeling loose and heavy on top the bottom row of his teeth. It was the smell that
clued him in, eventually, although the visual scene was bad enough.


It was the God Lady, he realized, that Jamaican
woman who had haunted his dreams before he truly knew what a nightmare could
really be. She still wore her red dress, although it had been hiked up past her
thighs. It reminded him forcefully of the dream that he had endured in the
basement of Sonic Boom, and he began to shake all over without even realizing. She
was dead, of this there was no doubt; there was a jagged, splintered wooden stake
sticking out of the top of her head, and her eyes were open but glazed and
rolled back. Her arms were splayed to either side of her, and a sharp-looking
fish-cleaning knife had rolled away from one slack, outstretched hand. Her
dress had been torn open in the front, although it had folded over to hide her
body in the last extremities of death. Her mouth gaped open, and it seemed to
Steve that even in death she was proselytizing like a mad, cunning angel. He
could hear the venom spewing from that deceased orifice; Hell! it
screamed. You’re going to Hell! Sinner! Fornicator! Murderer! Thief! Enjoy
the lake of fire and the legions of the damned that will rape and stab you,
minute by minute, on the fiery plains of the Devil! His mind caught up with
his eyes at about this point, and he began to back up without really thinking
about it. He went on an angle, though, and backed into the wall. As soon as his
back touched it, he screamed. The scream reverberated around the tiny
projection booth and doubled back on itself, causing him to scream harder. As
he did so, he turned the hurricane lantern slightly and revealed another corpse
that had taken up residence in there.


This one was a man who appeared to have been in
his late twenties when he died. He was slumped against another wall, his face
cast downward. He was dressed in heavy denim work clothes and his boots were
heavy and looked to have steel toes. His hair and beard were both long and
matted, encrusted with unknown filth. The fly of his jeans were open and the
jeans themselves had been pushed down slightly off of his hips. Steve pushed
off of the wall and walked closer to this second corpse in spite of himself. As
he got closer he was able to see that the man’s penis was out, a desiccated
question mark hanging limply out of his jeans. There was no sign of what might
have killed him.


Steve squatted down, fascinated. He put his index
finger under the man’s chin and lifted up. The man’s face was slack, doughy,
and there were angry, ragged scratch marks carved deeply into his cheeks and
across his eyes. One of the eyes appeared to have been gouged out roughly; the
jelly remained but it was mangled beyond recognition. The other was like that
of the God Lady, glazed and rolled back like that of a drugged cow. He let the
man’s head fall and stepped back. The man slumped down further, startling
Steve, and as he stumbled backward he tripped and fell. The male corpse began
to slide slowly to the right and Steve’s tired, battered mind conjured up an
image of the corpse sliding over onto its stomach and then slowly rising up,
like some terrible zombie in a late-night horror movie. It was enough to break
what little control he had left. He ran screaming out of the projection booth
and flew down the stairs, avoiding tripping and breaking his neck by only the
narrowest of margins. He used the lantern to light his flight out into the
street, able now to see the way he had come. His mind threw streaks of blood on
all of the walls, long smears of red that seemed to be matted with hair and
skin. He began to scream again, and he continued screaming as he ran wildly
into the street. Three steps out onto the sidewalk and he slipped in the snow. He
flew through the air and came to a rest in a crumpled heap in the left lane of
Bloor. He sat there for a long time, shivering and screaming by the wavering
light of a dying hurricane lamp.


 


Mayor Tommy John watched the snowfall with a
rapacious grin. Behind him, the light level in the council chamber flickered
and eddied by the whim of the hundreds of candles that lit it. Mayor John had
been of the strong opinion that the candles made the place look like a cheesy
gothic vampire movie, but that choice bit of Asian ass Nancy Kim had insisted
that they needed light to work by. He didn’t know what kind of work was needed
to just do what he told them to do, but he humored her nonetheless. She was
attractive in a way that he didn’t typically find Orientals (as he called her),
and he had always been one to try to coax a woman, rather than force her. Let
her have her candles, and she might relent to letting him use his own on her. He
grinned wider, rubbing himself through his cotton dress pants. He turned around
to see if she was in the chamber, ready to proposition her right now if she
was.


She was not. The only people in the room watching
the snow fall were Childs and that damned writer, that Alice Laurence bitch
with her oh-so-wise words and her calm, hateful demeanor. She would always
smile just so whenever he started ordering his lessers to carry out his orders,
and it infuriated her. He would have had her dragged out into the street and
shot long ago had it not been for Childs. The spooky old bastard had cautioned
him that there was still a lot of love for the writer left in what Mayor John
referred to expansively and generously as “his people”. If he were to execute
her, Childs had explained, it might cause what he called a “cascading effect”
that would get people to take up arms against him. Mayor John doubted that very
much, but he had followed Childs’ advice anyway. He knew that “his people”
would never rise up against him, not when he held the key to the granary, but
Childs was too smart for his own good and the Mayor was more than a little
afraid of him. This was an admission he would never make to anyone, least of
all himself, but it was true all the same.


Childs saw him turn around and approached him, a
small, secret smile chasing across his lips. Mayor John watched him come over
with his heart in his stomach. Ever since the power went out, and his police
force had been smashed apart, Childs seemed to bring nothing but a steady
cavalcade of bad news.


“Your Lordship,” the silver-haired old devil
purred, and Mayor John felt his back go up. Childs’ bad news was always
preceded by a hearty “Your Lordship”.


“Councillor Childs,” the Mayor replied formally. “What
news do you bring today?” He had long ago found that the secret to dealing with
Childs effectively was simply to be as formal as possible.


“No news but what you see in front of you, Your
Lordship,” Childs said smoothly. “The snow comes down and with it, the first
tidings of winter. Perhaps today should be declared a food holiday for the
city? Rations could be given out to all who live under your rule, regardless of
their ability to pay for them”


The mayor felt a lightning surge of anger shoot
through him.


“WHAT?” he spat, feeling his jowls flush with
blood and rage. “WHAT? You want me to just GIVE AWAY our FOOD? To anyone who
simply ASKS for it? People who would otherwise just sit on their asses and
starve because they’re too stupid and lazy to help themselves? BULLSHIT! BULLSHIT!
BULLSHIT!”


He screamed the obscenity into Childs’ face, too
angry to feel his usual crawling unease around the man. Childs’ face remained
neutral throughout the tirade, but his eyes had hardened to agates. The
writer-bitch, however, the insolent Alice Laurence, had decided to pipe up.


“Save your speeches for your sycophants, Tommy,”
she said disdainfully, and he felt his eyes twitch with uncompromising rage. She
insisted on calling him by his first name, despite the fact that he
demanded to be addressed with respect at all times. He knew that if some pansy
liberal fuck had managed to become mayor—like that asswipe Campbell who he’d
shot—then she would treat him with the utmost respect. Probably suck his
dick after every meeting, too, he thought blackly.


“This isn’t a speech,” he rumbled. “This is a
statement of the founding policy of this city. No food for parasites. No shelter
for the lazy. No help for the shiftless. Where do you think giving away food to
any jackass who wanders in fits into that plan, hmm?”


She smiled and it was as condescending as it could
be. He felt a strong urge to leap across the room and drive his meaty fist into
her face, and feel her teeth crumble beneath his assault. He controlled
himself, barely.


“Your people are getting restless, Tommy,” she
continued. You’ve taken them away from the homes they had started to make and
made them huddle together in a cramped building for warmth. We both know that’s
not why you did it, but that’s what you’ve told them. They’re hungry, tired,
scared, and clumped together. Your payouts have gotten less and less since the
power went out, and,” she leered contemptuously, “once again we both know why”.


Mayor John grimaced although he didn’t contest the
point. He knew—everyone currently in the room knew—that the food supplies that
his police force had managed to round up from the food shops and restaurants
was going to last them into the late spring and not much further, unless they
managed to convince the survivors to undergo a radical diet plan. If everyone
were to eat at their accustomed rate, the food would have been gone before
February had fairly begun, and so a choice had been made. Mayor John and his
council would continue to eat well, and the rest of the city under his control
would eat on what the mayor referred to pleasantly as the “wartime ration
plan”. This ration plan had undergone a reduction after the amount of food was
recalculated, and then a further reduction after that. The mayor had wanted to
reduce it even more—insisting that he needed to keep himself at full strength
and thus at full rations—but Childs had warned him against it. Any more, he had
said, and they would risk starving the population.


“So what?” he asked bullishly. “Let them know that
the harder they work, the more food they can get. It might not be true, but
they’ll think it is, especially if you tell it to them, Miss High and Mighty”. He
looked defiantly at Alice, who made a face like she’d bitten into a whole, ripe
lemon. It filled him with a dark sense of glee.


“I will do no such thing,” she replied firmly, her
eyes blazing. “They are under enough stress as it is. I will not add to it by lying
to them”.


“Besides which,” Childs interjected soothingly,
“that will not do anything to pacify them. They need to feel as though things
might get better, Your Lordship, and that means food. They need a holiday”.


“A holiday,” Mayor John snorted. “A day for
laziness, is more like it”. He contemplated the idea nonetheless. He ran up the
totals from the last calculation of the storage in his head, subtracted a day's
rations, and thought it over. He began to see the appeal in it. His people
would be told that Mayor John, in honor of the beginning of the first winter of
the free city, would give out a day’s rations for free, because of the hard
work that they had achieved over the summer and autumn. He would ask that The
Grasshopper and the Ants be read to the children, to cement the lesson in
their heads. He nodded slowly as he played the idea in his head. They would
cheer his name, praise him as a wise and benevolent leader. He pursed his lips.
This might be a good idea, after all. He looked up and saw that Childs had a
fox’s smile gracing his face. The old bastard knew, Mayor John realized. He had
known all along what his decision would be. He felt nervous and off-balance all
of a sudden, but shot it down with a dose of that anger that he still held in
bubbling reserve. He would show the old fuck a thing or two before this was all
over.


“Let it be known,” Mayor John proclaimed
grandiosely, throwing his arms out to the side. “On this day, the first
snowfall of a well-prepared for winter, that I, the Mayor of Toronto and
Protector of the People, declare a Food Holiday for all and sundry within her
borders, save for those fools and scofflaws that truck with the outlaw Paul
Taggert. Let they who wish to collect their day’s rations come to the city
storage and do so, and let no money change hands for such a transaction”.


“An excellent decision, Your Lordship,” Childs
murmured, his expression beatific. Childs looked to Alice Laurence, who
returned his expression with one that slowly darkened. She shook her head, and
said no more.


 


At the Gladstone Hotel, Jason peered out of one of
the top floor windows and watched the snow flutter down like tiny white
fairies. Unlike most of the city, he did not regard the weather with delight. He
hated snow, always had, and regarded anyone who took pleasure in it as a
simplistic moron. How could you enjoy snow? It was misery incarnate. It was
cold and wet. It would stick to anything you left exposed to it. It clumped
together and made it difficult to walk through. It made it uncomfortable to air
out his room. Idiots would gather it up into hard-packed balls and throw it at
him, causing him pain and humiliation. It lasted forever, lingering until well
into what liars would always call “spring”. He looked upon anyone who bothered
to play sports in it as degenerate masochists. The only good thing he had ever
found in it was that it gave him an excuse to be “forced” to be confined to his
room for an entire season.


He turned away from it, then, taking no pleasure
in watching it fall. He regarded it as a bad sign in any event. People would
get desperate once the snow started really coming down. He was working for Paul
Taggert now, so he was inured against the coming winter, but there were a lot
of people out there who had chosen to remain independent from either Taggert or
that fat, belligerent asshole who styled himself the Mayor of Toronto. They
would likely start to starve and freeze once the winter really took hold. He
had seen winters in this city, and he had no idea how anyone could choose to go
it alone in conditions like those that were likely to come. He remembered one
winter where the trees had bowed and cracked under the weight of accumulated
ice and the streets had virtually shut down after they had been choked with
drifts of packed snow. The idiot mayor of the time had demanded that the army
come in and clear them out, but despite the lunacy of this request and the
deserved, derisive laughter it had generated in the rest of the country, the
fact had remained that the winters this city could endure were terrible. They
may not have really needed the army to dig them out then (a possibility that
Jason was not even sure of—he had been a child at the time) but it was a grim
truth that there would be no army to save them this time, no matter how bad the
weather got. People would have to make do as they could, and if that meant that
the city’s lone wolves would starve or freeze to death, then that was what it
would come to.


He walked over to the bed, a king sized bed in the
most opulent room in the entire hotel. It was a former dive bar and flophouse
that had been remodeled as a hangout for Hip Young Things, so opulent was a
relative term, but it more than suited his purposes. Sarah was stretched out in
it, nude as she was born and covered with a plethora of scratches, gashes, and
scars both old and fresh. There were cigarette burns on the undersides of both
of her breasts, and an ugly-looking cut across the right half of her
collarbone. Bruises flared and faded along her arms and down her legs,
clustering especially darkly on her inner thighs. They were matched by pinprick
scars that traced her veins. Her blonde hair was filthy and stringy, and seemed
to stretch off of her head as though looking to escape with prejudice. She
smelled like an unwashed goat. He smiled and ran a loving finger over a fresh
burn that was only an inch from her perking right nipple.


“My darling,” he whispered, and she moaned in what
passed for her sleep. Earlier, he thought that he might have given her too much
of her favorite drug, and that she had drifted off into death on the wings of a
heroin-soaked sleep. It wasn’t until he had noticed her breathing shallowly
that he had allowed himself to relax. He thought of it again, his smile fading.
He couldn’t kill her. Not his sister. Not his only love.


“Not you,” he whispered, and went to sit in his favorite
spot, an overstuffed easy chair over which hung a battery-powered Coleman
lantern. The batteries, like the food, heroin, and ammunition, were supplied by
Taggert’s men. He was supposed to watch the street like a sentry in exchange,
and he did enough of that to warrant continued transactions, but his heart
really wasn’t in it. He preferred to curl up in his easy chair and read; he
would gorge himself on information until he began to get ideas, and then he
would act on them. Freedom.


He settled into the chair and chose a well-thumbed
copy of a treatise by Alistair Crowley. He found himself drawn to Crowley more
and more as the weeks dragged on. That man had known where it was at, Jason had
decided. Do What Thou Wilt Shall Be The Whole Of The Law. It sounded
just peachy to him. Crowley was quite the crazy bastard, he had discovered. He
had surrounded himself with drugged-up whores and committed unspeakable acts
with them—orgies, sex rituals, violent nastiness that drew Jason like the
proverbial moth to the flame. He read of the sex magicks that Crowley had
supposedly cast in the midst of these sex parties, lost himself in the vivid
descriptions of filthy perversion. The only time he had physically penetrated
his sister since that wild night at the Drake Hotel had been an attempt to
recreate one of Crowley’s sex-magick rituals. The result had been
unsatisfactory and had resulted in the ugly gash across her collarbone. He
hadn’t fucked her before or since; instead he had shot her up with her heroine,
waited until she nodded off, and then tortured her flesh while pleasuring
himself. Freedom.


He began to feel sleepy as he read, and eventually
nodded off himself. As he slept he dreamed, as he seemed to do more and more as
the weeks continued. He dreamed of something that had happened not even a week
ago. He had been standing in the window of his room, watching the street with
the rustic hunting rifle he’d been given. Despite the dying light he had seen a
group of three people walking down Queen Street, as bold as a burst of
fireworks. One had been a tall, skinny bitch with rough brown whore’s hair, a
bitch who had been carrying a rifle that bore a similarity to the one that
Jason had been lurking with. The other had been pushing a wheelchair that held
a slumped, tied-up woman. He couldn’t see the woman well but the man he
recognized; it was the stupid-looking monkey-man who had been on the roof of
the Drake on that fateful night. The night he had seen his angel, the woman
that would save him and bring him into the Light. He had very nearly raised the
rifle and shot that stupid, leering man right there, but something had held him
back. He had realized that the woman in the wheelchair might be his angel. That
glittering creature, that resplendent giver of Salvation, had been tied rudely
to a battered chair and was being kidnapped. In the dream, he heard the whore
say to the monkey that when they got to where they were going they would have
to build a large fire, because otherwise it would take forever to cook the
angel. That would be a shame, the barely-evolved ape had replied, because he
had heard that angel-meat was the tastiest food he knew.


In the dream as in life he had slipped out behind
them and followed them through the darkening streets. He knew that the whore
was watching for him and had spotted him several times; he was not the most
adept of hunters, but he was determined. In reality he had been accosted by
other agents of Taggert, who had come along with him as they tracked the group.
They had lost them in a schoolyard, something for which Jason had cursed the
other two slack-jawed idiots for until he was blue in the face. In the dream,
however, Jason remained alone, and silent, until he was able to get into such a
position that he was able to swiftly and mercilessly eliminate both the whore
and the ape. He untied the angel, who rose up from the chair upon her release
and spread her wings like the first rays of dawn on the horizon of the darkest
night of the year. They then made love on the flat field of the schoolyard, his
angel’s voluptuous body pressing into him, her slick wetness sliding along him
like some exotic European oil. They came together, the orgasm echoing through
them like the ringing shockwaves of an earthquake. In his sleep, Jason squirmed
and moaned, his body arching and grinding in rhythm to his fiery dream.


 


After the first snowfall, the weather-hardened
rapidly. That lacy early snow gave way to grim, steel skies that spit heavy
flakes that would gather and pack on the ground. With no plows to remove the
leaden snowfall from the streets, movement between neighborhoods slowed to a
crawl. At first, footprints dotted the building snow piles, running to and fro
the inhabited areas. Later, those footprints would be covered over as though
they never existed. New footprints that pierced the hard, icy crust of the snow
would be few and far between.


For those caught without a group or shelter, the
snows that came in mid-November were hard, and the blizzards that crested
through the city in early December were deadly. In between the areas controlled
by Mayor John and Paul Taggert, bodies froze in the unheated caves they had
crawled into to ride the snows out. Their food supplies having run out, they
fought off their sub-zero demises by tracking, killing, and eating each other. The
terrible realities of these people reached the “civilized” areas in only the
vaguest of ways, as rumors of darkness and cannibalism in the darkened, snow-choked
streets away from light, warmth, and companionship. The truth of these rumors
would only be discovered when the weather thawed in the spring, when the
tattered remnants of the city’s population wandered out, dazed, into the
streets and discovered the greying, gnawed bodies of the unlucky dead.


 


Some few days before the winter solstice, Paul
Taggert sat in his opulently appointed bedroom, leaning back in a softly
cushioned rocking chair and kicking the wall with frustration. He had believed
that he had the city in his hand back in August, when the power had gone out
fortuitously as his snipers drove back the fat bastard who called himself a
mayor’s police force. Everything had been primed to fall into place; he had
driven the police back and would advance upon them, seizing their assets and
raiding their storage. Everything had fallen apart shortly thereafter, however.
The groups of agents that he had sent out to probe the mayor’s defenses had
failed to return; eventually he had been forced to face up to the possibility
that the mayor’s police force was larger than he’d ever considered. Since then
he had withdrawn his control to a tight circle whose diameter ran from Parkdale
to the ruins of the old punk club at Queen and Bathurst, the one that they’d
wanted to turn into an Ikea or some such nonsense before the disappearance. He
paid loners to lurk in buildings and watch, paid patrols to act as his own
private police force. He’d paid them in food, but that was beginning to present
its own special problem.


His food supplies were running out. He kicked the
wall again, harder this time. It wasn’t fair. He’d one-upped that fat fuck and
gathered what seemed to be an endless vault of canned goods and other
non-perishables. At the time it had seemed like a bounty that he could wield
like a club over the people that lived in his territory, something he could
guarantee their fealty and support with.


Time had proven that this was a false assumption. He
hadn’t realized that canned goods had expiration dates; some were far off,
years really, but there was a disconcerting percentage that had expiration
dates that were going to be running up in the not-too-distant future. A lot of
the soups were going to expire before the new year was fairly begun, and the
possibility of a food shortage was weighing on his mind. In the spring they
would have to seriously invest in some sort of agriculture but they would have
to survive the winter first, and if he kept giving out food at the rate that he
was then they would all be starving by the middle of January.


There had been cases of scurvy appearing in his
territory after a while, and he had instituted a mandatory intake of Vitamin
C-enriched substances with the rations he gave out as pay. There was a lot to
choose from—a lot of drink powders had come salted with Vitamin C, and there
were tons of pill bottles containing Vitamin C tablets that smelled like dusty
doctors offices, but there wasn’t an infinite supply. It would run out
eventually, and Taggert had been trying to figure out a way to replenish the
supply. He had commissioned people to find out a way to grow lemons or oranges
within the city, maybe in greenhouses, but so far their plans were only
theoretical. He kicked the wall again, hard, and left a cracked, crumbling
crater in the drywall. He regarded it with scant satisfaction.


There was a knock at the door and the dark visage
of Michael Therin entered without waiting for a response. Taggert looked up at
him and then returned to staring at and kicking his wall. Therin watched him
calmly for several minutes as Taggert went about this. After Taggert managed to
put his foot completely through the wall, he took a seat atop the desk next to
the chair that Taggert sat in.


“We’re going to need more food, Paul,” he said, as
though this were something that Taggert might not have considered. It was too
much. Taggert exploded.


“YOU DON’T THINK I KNOW THAT?” he screamed, and
then managed to keep himself under control. “You’re very lucky that I respect
you, Michael, you truly are. If you were anyone else I’d blow your fucking head
off for that”.


Michael nodded sagely but said nothing. Eventually
Taggert leaped out of his chair in disgust.


“Well, what of it then?” he asked violently,
throwing his arms in the air. “Do you have ideas, or are you just going to sit
there like some kind of stupid child while you tell me the obvious?”


Michael smiled indulgently. “I have someone you
may want to meet,” he said mysteriously. Taggert’s face flushed menacingly.


“Say what you mean, Michael, or get out. I don’t
have the time or patience for this”.


“He says that his name is Terence Jones,” Michael
murmured, “and that he has news of doctors”. Taggert froze. He leaped forward
and grabbed Michael’s ragged collar with both hands. He felt delirious.


“Terence Jones?” he whispered. Michael nodded. He
gripped the man’s collar even tighter. “Listen to me closely, you fucking
nigger,” he hissed, “if this is some kind of joke…”


Michael’s face hardened, the racial slur making
his eyes narrow with barely concealed anger.


“No joke,” he growled. “I’ve got him in the
manager’s office downstairs ready to talk to you”. Paul let go of Michael’s
collar and smoothed his hands on his rough blue jeans.


“Well, that’s a different kettle of fish, isn’t
it?” he asked, sounding suddenly very pleased with himself. Michael nodded
sourly, not looking him in the eye. Paul thought about apologizing for his
language and then dismissed it. If Michael couldn’t fucking well take a joke,
then what concern was it of his?


“Wants to talk, does he?” he asked, half to
himself. “I’ll bet he does. Probably isn’t too happy under that walking
greaseburger that thinks he’s mayor. I’ll bet he has just the thing for me”. He
looked at Michael. “Fucking snap out of it already,” he spat, and Michael looked
at him finally. There was a hurt in his eyes that made Taggert want to curl a
fist and put them out. He flapped his hand at the man instead.


“Ah, whatever,” he dismissed. “You can’t take a
joke, I’m not going to stand around while you cry. Let’s go talk to this
Terence Jones fellow, find out what sort of things he can tell us. This might
be a very interesting conversation”. He chuckled, and this developed quickly
into a full-bodied laugh. He left the room, still laughing. Michael Therin
followed momentarily, his hands clenching in and out of fists. There’ll be a
reckoning, he thought, Paul, there’ll be a reckoning and you’d best
believe that you’ll be caught in the storm if you stick your neck out. Even you
can catch it in the end, king of the shit-heap or not. You’d best believe.











Six


 


 


 


Mark dozed in silent contentment and it was
wonderful. His hands rested atop the warm, curved back of his newborn daughter.
She was lying on her stomach atop his chest, a snoozy little heat-box that
seemed to radiate love and good cheer. Olivia nestled beside him, her face
burrowed into the side of his ribcage, his right arm curled around the hollow
of her soft neck. It was as domestic a scene as Mark could have ever imagined. He
found himself going in and out of a very light sleep, existing more on waves of
feeling than on any conscious sense.


They named her Victoria so that the sun would
never set on her and Elizabeth to give her the steel to fight against the day
that it would try. They loved her from the moment they laid eyes on her and
both agreed that they would do anything to ensure that no harm would befall
her. As Mark lay in a sort of dozy wonderland, he wondered how he had ever
gotten along without her. There was a peace to his being that had never really
existed before. He had always been the restless sort, never really settled on
any one thing and always questioning that validity and worth of what he had in
life. It was what had led him through a series of sales jobs and put him
towards cheating on Olivia. Now however, he seemed to have found the missing
key in the briefcase, and he found himself settling into his role. He held her,
changed her, soothed her, loved her. Olivia would feed her, that tiny mouth
clutched around her nipple and working it for all it was worth. Olivia’s hand
would pet that head of fine hair, reveling in the moment. Mark would take her afterward
and burp her; after, he would pace back and forth with her until she nodded off
to sleep, her little head nestling against his shoulder, her breathing deep and
even. He would continue to walk her for long stretches after she fell asleep,
unwilling to move her enough to possibly wake her up. They would take turns
going to her when she did wake up in the night, soothing her, rocking her, and
pacing her back to sleep. They were both tired quite a bit of the time, but
neither of them would have traded it for anything that had ever come before.


From down the hallway he heard the sound of a
heavy fist knocking on doors. The pounding gradually made it’s way closer, and
Mark began to drift out of sleep. His turn would be coming up soon, and he
would have to move quickly. Groaning, he nudged Olivia awake.


“Hon,” he whispered, “they’re calling for duty. I’m
going have to get up”.


“No,” she complained sleepily. He smiled warmly.


“Sorry hon,” he apologized, and she turned over
onto her back.


“Fine,” she conceded, not upset in the slightest. “Give
our evil disgusting daughter over and I guess I’ll somehow have to find
a way to live with snuggles and warmth”.


Mark laughed and wiggled Victoria off of his chest
and onto Olivia’s. He very slowly slipped out of bed and began finding his
clothing. He pulled on a pair of boxers that seemed less dirty than others and
then his battered but unbroken blue jeans went on overtop. He threw a white
undershirt on and then put a heavy cotton blue uniform shirt on it. He went to
the storage closet by the door and put on his Kevlar vest and strapped on his
.357 Magnum, that old friend of what seemed like a long-gone time. He stopped
once more, to pick up the lethal-looking McMillan Tac-50 rifle up from the
corner next to the chemical-scented bathroom; then, he was out the door, trying
to open and egress as quietly as he possibly could.


He came out of the room just as Conley was coming
to knock on his door. Conley was a beefy, stout man with a luxuriantly long,
curled chin beard and hard, laughing eyes. He was the man who more or less
acted as the sergeant for the guard duties; he was the one who would pull you
out of your room and throw you on your naked ass if you weren’t ready shortly
after he pounded on your door. It had happened to Mark once and since then he
had developed a habit of trying to be out of his door before Conley had a
chance to knock. This time, as Mark stood at rough attention in front of his
door, Conley grinned widely.


“A man on time, I like that a lot, Mr. Taylor,” he
said. “That reflects well on you”.


“Thank you, sir,” he replied, and actually felt a
swelling of pride about it. He stifled a smile, remarking to himself about how
quickly one's goals could change. It was more than that, though. He liked
Conley; he was the sort of man who, had by his own admission, never really been
more than a trusted lead hand in his job before the disappearance. He had known
how to build a top-notch, elegant sort of cabinet but had never been given the
opportunity to lead. Now the situation demanded it and he stepped up with
aplomb. He was earthy and could be quite garrulous at the right times, always
choosing the right time to open up on a personal level to his men and women.


“You’re on the Bathurst roof post tonight,” Conley
told him and Mark nodded reluctantly. The temperature had really dropped over
the last few weeks and the outdoors postings were always the worst of the
bunch. It was a rotating schedule, though, so there was no favoritism, and
there was no one to really get angry with. He hefted his rifle.


“I’ll have to stop by the nurses’ station and pick
up a coat on the way,” he cautioned. Conley nodded impatiently and motioned him
onward.


He stopped to get his thick, goose-down winter
coat and made his way through the dimly lit corridors to the roof access. When
the got the heavy steel hatch open and lifted his head through the hole the
stinging winter wind hit him across the face like the icy slap of a jealous
lover. He winced and scrambled out of the hatch. He shielded his face with his
hand and peered into the moonlit darkness. He made out a tall figure in a bulky
coat near the edge of the roof, lying down on his stomach and aiming his long,
scoped rifle off of the edge on a downward angle. He walked toward the area,
pushing his shoulder into the wind to buffer against the gusts that blew
through this high up. He hunkered down beside the other man and took up the
same position.


The man was Albert Northdancer and he turned to
silently regard Mark as he leveled his rifle and aimed out into the opposite
arc to Northdancer’s own. He then turned back to his own spectrum of territory
without saying anything. Mark snorted in response to this but did not push the
issue. He was used to this sort of thing by now. Mark got along with most of
the guards that had been more or less pressed into service by the Mayor and his
so-called Emergency Duty Act, but Northdancer was a tough nut to crack. They
had exchanged a few words in the weeks that they’d known each other but had
never had an actual conversation. In a way, Mark was glad. He’d heard
Northdancer talk to others, and he’d always been willing to display a sarcastic
mouth and a penchant for not-so-gentle mockery.


Mark ignored him and looked out over the edge of
the hospital onto Bathurst Street. It was, as it usually was, deserted. The
thick layer of packing snow that blanketed it was untouched by human or animal
feet. The sprawling corporate coffee shop that lay in it’s own snowy shroud
across the street was also barren. It was that building that Mark would usually
keep the closest eye on; its dark interior could potentially hide any number of
creeping individuals and Mark would twitch and focus on any sudden movements
that could be perceived there, regardless of how minor they would turn out to
be. There was nothing moving there tonight, though, and Mark settled himself in
for several hours of miserable boredom. There was no fear of falling asleep on
duty, even though that crime bore the punishment of a lingering death; the cold
blasts would serve as a wake-up call before sleep could ever manage to take
hold. It would be six hours of watch and shiver instead. He thought back to the
warmth and serenity of his family and steeled himself. There would be time for
rest and love soon enough.


“Quiet night,” Northdancer said, and Mark was too
shocked to say anything for a moment.


“Sure is,” he replied finally. “Let me guess,
still nothing moving across the street”.


He heard a soft chuckle float over from
Northdancer.


“Not a goddamn thing. Thought I might have
actually seen a squirrel, but it turned out to be a ripped-up plastic bag”.


“I can’t remember the last time I even saw
a squirrel”.


“Long time for me. I think the independents have
eaten up all the wildlife out there that was left”.


“Better than starving”.


“True enough”.


There was a moment of silence during which Mark
was amazed at the conversation that had just taken place. He thought about it
and realized that it might be the longest exchange they had ever had. As he was
mulling this over, the normally reticent Northdancer began speaking again.


“So, are you and your young lady married? I mean,
were you married before everyone up and vanished?”


Mark hesitated. “No, we were…that is to say, we
didn’t expect to get pregnant”.


Northdancer laughed. “No one ever does, even
people who’ve been married for a long time. You stayed by her, though, and
that’s the main thing”.


Mark chuckled. “Not exactly,” he admitted
ruefully. “We had a, uh, complication a few months after we found out she was
pregnant. We broke up for quite some time, actually”.


“Sorry to hear that,” Northdancer replied. Then,
“Do you see that, near the corner of the building?”


Mark peered through his scope. “Just some trash,”
he confirmed after a moment. Northdancer nodded, just barely moving his head. A
cold blast of Arctic air blew over the roof, causing them both to shiver. After
the wind gust subsided, Mark thought he saw shadows moving in the windows but
after staring into them with deep concentration for some time he decided that
it was just an optical illusion.


“You’re lucky that you both survived whatever
happened,” Northdancer murmured several minutes later. “Lord knows I came home
to find my wife had disappeared”. He paused a moment, and then; “not
that I’m complaining, mind you”.


Mark smiled in the darkness. “To each their own, I
suppose”. Northdancer laughed.


“Did you know that Conley’s wife survived as
well?”


Mark thought about this for a moment.


“No,” he replied, “I didn’t. I know that there
were enough surviving pairs that it wasn’t a one-in-a-million shot, but it was
still damn rare. Almost random, in a way”.


“Totally random,” Northdancer replied. “No rhyme
or reason at all. It’s like we all drew a lottery and the winners stayed
alive”.


“The winners, eh?” Mark asked sardonically. Northdancer
snorted.


“What are you complaining about?” he asked, a
trace of bitterness in his voice. “You’ve got the equivalent of a wife and kid
in there. You’re on top of the world”.


Mark nodded slowly, huddling down from another
gust of wind. “Yeah, I am lucky,” he said defiantly. He didn’t feel as though
he had to be apologetic about it. There was another moment of silence.


“Don’t ask him about it, though. Ok?” His voice
was strict here. This was an honest warning.


“How come?”


“She didn’t make it too long after, is all. She
had a health problem, bad reaction to her medication or something. It’s the
kind of thing that would normally be pretty easy to treat if you can get to the
hospital quick enough, but it killed her. So, just don’t ask him, alright?”


“Alright”.


 


The rest of their lonely guard shift on the roof
was spent in watchful silence. The cold wind chilled them through the scavenged
winter coats but six hours later, in the deepest part of the night, their
relief came and Mark shortly found himself warm and together with his sleeping
family. His sleep was profoundly deep and dreamless. It went like this in cycles
for weeks. The winter howled and clutched at the city like a miser to his clothes,
but Mark found himself adapting well to the groove that his life had fit into. He
was a soldier for the city, now, answerable ultimately to the Mayor himself. Whatever
his private opinions of the man, Mark put himself in the chain of command and
accepted it.


It was not as if it were wholly objectionable. Guard
duty was boring, but so far it had proven itself boringly safe. Hallway watch
duty was mostly a good opportunity to catch up on rumor, bullshit each other
about random trivia that they’d known from before the disappearance, and play a
lot of cards. Cards were the preferred form of entertainment; mostly they would
play Asshole, but there were often games of euchre, poker, and caravan. For
Mark it felt as though he were back in high school again, playing cards in a
garage lit by lamps, the air thick with smoke and chatter. Outdoor watch duty
was worse but bearable, since it was often shorter and there was never any
action. The ground boys down the street at the Press Club took care of any
problems with straggling transients, and the criminal Paul Taggert had not made
a move in two months. Taggert’s men hadn’t been seen within blocks in quite a
while, and the streets had been eerily quiet since early November. There were rumors
that Taggert’s people had run out of food, that they hadn’t sequestered nearly
as much as had been originally thought and they were even now starving in
silence in the wilds past Bathurst. Someone said that they would all be dead
soon and they were going to march west and claim all of the city for the Mayor;
some cautioned that there would be probably be fighting involved with the last
of the starving remnants, and that starving people would fight like rabid rats.
The survival instinct was strong, especially in the last extremes.


Conley would join them in their card games but
never in their gossip. He was a jovial player and gave as good as he got. They
played using old currency for markers, putting together a pool of gathered
money and divvying it up equally. It was bizarre at first, casually throwing
around the equivalent of a year’s wages on a bet, but after a while it had just
become a way of keeping structure to an otherwise pointless exercise. Northdancer
was often fond of pointing this particular observation out; when the card table
started, he would sourly as the others if they hadn’t gotten enough of playing
cards when they were teenagers. He would inevitably join in, however, throwing
money around and cursing over it as much as the others. It passed the time,
after all.


New Year’s came and went with little fanfare; a
few days after Mark and Olivia were relaxing in the room when the two nurses,
Janice and Varada, came walking in without warning. Olivia sat up, suddenly
awake from a light doze, and nudged Mark. Mark came awake and started. Janice
smiled impatiently, crinkling her aging face. Varada, a tall, plump Indian
woman with crow’s feet and a lightbulb smile put her hands together.


“Mr. Taylor,” she said, “Miss Dalhousie. We have
been instructed to come and relieve you of your daughter for the night.


Mark looked at Olivia, confused. Olivia paid no
attention to him, and stared at the two nurses.


“You’re taking Victoria?” she quavered.


“Just for the night, Olivia,” Varada shushed her. “She’ll
be back tomorrow morning—the late morning, mind you. You two need to get
some rest”.


“Now I don’t know…” Mark began sternly but Olivia
hushed him.


“Take good care of her,” she said. Janice laughed
and walked to the crib beside their bed. She took sleeping Victoria Elizabeth
and gently cradled her. They then walked out of the room and just like that
Mark and Olivia were alone. Mark looked at her shyly.


“So, what do you want to do?” he asked
diffidently.


“First, we’re going to sleep,” she replied,
yawning, and crawled into the bed. Mark followed her, tired beyond reckoning. They
both fell asleep within moments of getting into a comfortable sleeping
position.


Some unknown time later Mark awoke. The candles in
their room had burned down quite far, but that was meaningless in terms of real
measurement of time. He turned his head and found that Olivia was awake, and
watching him.


“Hello,” he murmured, and she stretched slightly.


“Hello yourself,” she replied. “how do you feel?” Mark
smiled slightly.


“I feel just fine,” he sighed, “I think they were
right, we both really could use some rest”.


She turned over partially onto her side, facing
him more. She leaned her lips in close to a place on his neck just below his
ear.


“I could really use something else,” she
whispered, and her hand found his. She guided his hand down her cotton t-shirt.
Where it ended he found bare skin and only bare skin; she kept him going until
he found wetness, and warmth. She ground her hips against his questing fingers
and exhaled sharply and sinuously into his ear. He was instantly ready, and
they made a very intense, very nuclear love, with embedded fingernails and
tense muscles. They parted for twenty minutes, panting and slowly stripping
each other of the remainder of their clothes. After came a much slower, more
sensuous lovemaking, exploring every inch of each other and rejoicing in touch.
They both achieved a much deeper climax and slept, contentedly, for nine hours
uninterrupted.


 


Four nights later, Mark was on window patrol. This
meant that he was posted in one of the unoccupied rooms, his rifle balanced out
of the window, watching the deserted streets at a more intimate level. He had
no partner; the size of the room made it so that there was little point to
stationing two people inside. He was staring out of the window into the
darkened street, bored, when suddenly a poisonous-green flare arced into the
sky to the west. It was blinding for a brief instant; long enough, at any rate,
to cloud his vision so that when the rattle of rapid gunfire began he had no
idea of where it was coming from. He immediately ducked down, pulling his rifle
in after him. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear his vision as the stylized
brick wall around the window chipped off in a hail of automatic discharge. He
swore, and his hands shook as he flipped the rifle around and readied himself
to return to his window post. His heart was pounding in his ears, though, and
he wanted nothing more than to crawl away and find Olivia and Victoria.


The gunfire from the street ceased and was
immediately followed up by cracks from the sniper team on the roof. After a
minute they stopped and there was a shocking silence. After an endless moment
Mark gathered up the courage to crawl up to the window and peek out. He
immediately saw no movement from anywhere on the ground level. He grabbed the
heavy Tac rifle and leveled it back into the window. Through the scope he saw
no movement for a long time, but then from the top corner of his sight range he
saw a flash of movement in the coffee shop. It was just a stray bit of
moonlight glinting off of an unfortunately exposed metal something; Mark fired
without thinking, squeezing the trigger like Conley had taught him. There was a
far-off tinkle of shattering glass and smoke obscured the rest; he ducked down
below the window again, hanging onto the rifle by his right hand. He counted
out ten breaths and popped back up, his shaking hands trying to hold it as
steady as possible. He saw everything moving; the scope was oscillating in his
traitorous grip. A heartbeat later and he couldn’t take it; he dropped from the
window and pulled the rifle with him.


He listened intently but silence had settled back
down over the world like a blanket that has been thrown into the air. Then, he
heard the clack of bootheels in the hall outside. They were coming closer at a
rapid pace, and he knew that they were coming for him. He tried to get to his
feet, tried to put himself back in his proper position, but he found that he
couldn’t. His conviction had failed him and at any moment the door would be
thrown open and he would be discovered amidst the most shameful type of
pusillanimity. He closed his eyes and listened to his heartbeat pound in direct
time with the fall of the heels.


The door squeaked open and he forced his eyes
open. The light of the lamp in the man’s hands was blinding at first, and Mark
covered his eyes with sudden pain.


“Who’s there?” he cried out. The light went out,
and Mark heard the man approach him and kneel down.


“Mark, are you alright?”. It was Conley, his voice
concerned. Mark stiffened.


“Sir, I’m fine,” he brayed automatically, and he
felt Conley’s hand fall upon his shoulder.


“Relax, Mark, it’s over. Come with me, I’m relieving
you of duty”.


Mark gripped at his arm. “Sir, no, Olivia, my
daughter, I,”


Conley grabbed his wrist. “Come on, Mark,” he said
firmly, and helped him to his feet. Mark bent over to retrieve his scoped
rifle, which felt like a heavy armload of lead. He wanted to sit back down, to
just collapse like jelly, but something kept him moving, following Conley out
of the guard post. His knees shook but he kept walking. He wondered how his two
loves would take the news: their partner and father being shot for being a
coward. He stared at his feet for the journey that Conley took him on. Eventually
he realized that they were heading towards the living area, and then Conley was
leading him into the nurses’ station down the hall from his room.


There were others in the station but Conley
motioned them to leave. They did so, casting pitying looks at Mark. He took
them all in without expression, dully watching them exit. After they were gone,
Conley motioned for Mark to take a seat in one of the leather manager’s chairs.
Once he did so, Conley took a seat beside him. There was silence for a moment.


“Never killed anyone before, huh?” Conley asked
compassionately, and Mark said nothing. He kept himself very still, very calm. He
was amazed at it, actually. What was it that Conley was saying? He thought back
to the one round he’d managed to squeeze off, how it had flown through the air,
a .50 caliber bullet whistling across the street to smash in the glass. Had he
killed someone there? He honestly had no idea. He hadn’t been able to properly
view the situation after the fact.


“No,” he said, after he began to fear that he had
hesitated too long. “I’ve never had to kill anyone before”.


Conley nodded sagely. “Didn’t think so. You don’t
really seem like the type to have ever killed someone. Do you want to talk
about it?”


“Not particularly,” Mark admitted. He had no
desire to do anything except to leave the station, make his way down the
hallway, and join Olivia in blessed sleep. Conley looked at him closely.


“When you do, let me know. I don’t need you
cracking up because you want to be a tough guy. We have to keep ourselves
healthy,” he pointed to his forehead, “up here”.


“I’ll let you know, I’m just…” he paused,
struggling for the appropriate word. “Disoriented,” he settled on. Conley
nodded again.


“Alright,” he said, letting it go. “You did great
work, tonight. The two snipers on the roof, Charoli and Northdancer, confirm
that you took out whatever presence was in the coffee shop. Get some rest”.


He stumbled out of there, and he would never be
able to remember anything that happened for the rest of that night. He woke up
with his family the next morning, and for this he was profoundly grateful. An
idea had begun to form in his mind. A terribly urgent idea.


 


Jason watched two of Taggert’s gunmen enter the
busted old computer shop that he had claimed as his position. His eyes were
suspicious, calculating. He sized them up and felt at the warm, worn grip of
his Beretta. He stretched his mouth in a hideous approximation of a welcoming
smile at them. Neither of them returned the attempt at good cheer and bonhomie.
They stared him down, instead, focusing on him with a disinterested dislike. He
found the feeling mutual, and so he dropped the pretense and smiling.


“Can I help you gentlemen?” he leered. They both
coughed nervously.


“I hear you’ve got a woman in there,” one of them
asked, an Irish accent in the trace corners of his voice. “A rentable
woman”.


“Might be,” Jason replied diffidently. “Depends on
who you are and how much you’re bringing”.


“We’re Taggert’s men,” the other one said,
defiantly proud. He sounded like he was from Niagara, his voice that slow rural
rumble shot through with an American twang. It set Jason’s ears on edge and he
felt it in his teeth.


“Good for you,” he replied tiredly, “who else
would you be, around here? You’ve obviously been eating and you are flashing
badges around, so there’s really only one choice left, isn’t there?” The
Niagara man bristled and made as though he were going to lunge at him. He
brought the Beretta up and aimed it at the man’s round, freckled face. He
received a grim satisfaction at the sight of the man’s shocked, frightened
expression. Probably just shit his pants, Jason thought nastily, and
chuckled.


“Just so we’re clear,” he said mockingly, and
lowered the Beretta to the table he thought of as his desk. The Irish man
rubbed at his lips and then stepped forward.


“We’ve got some canned peaches, pretty rare,” he
offered nervously. Jason scoffed loudly.


“Wow, canned peaches. Sure, you can get your dick
wet in exchange for some canned peaches. I’m so hard up that I’ll let you fuck
my sister for some shitty bland fruit”.


The Irish man flushed, but the Niagara man laughed
at this.


“I told you she was expensive,” he said lightly. He
turned to Jason. “What about a battery-powered water heater?”


Jason considered this for a moment. “That it?” he
asked, eventually. The Niagara man chuckled again, ruefully this time.


“We’ve also got a bunch of tea we were going to
trade off to someone else, I guess, but…” he licked his lips. “Taggert keeps
the girls pretty off-limits to guys like us, and I haven’t gotten any in
months. I’ll give you the tea, too, if I can do whatever I want to her”.


“Woah,” Jason balked. “What do you mean by
‘whatever you want’?”


The Niagara man shuffled his feet. “You know, grab
her hair, mouth fuck her, pull her hair while I fuck her, that kind of thing”.


“No burning or cutting her,” he said firmly. “No
roughing her up so badly she’s permanently hurt”.


“Let him try,” a gravelly voice called from the
back doorway. All three sets of eyes turned to look at Sarah, who was leaning
against one side of the door frame lazily and wearing a silk robe that was
parted down the middle to reveal hints of her gaunt curves. Her eyes were
ringed in black shadow and her thinning lips were parted around a long
cigarette, the kind she usually called a “bitch stick”. She took the cigarette
out and blew smoke.


“Cigarettes or heroin,” she said, “I’ll let you
tie me up and slap me around—lightly—and I’ll let you cum on my face”


“Deal,” the Niagara man replied quickly, and
snapped his fingers at the Irish man. The Irish man recovered two packs of
cigarettes from his knapsack and tossed them onto the floor between himself and
Sarah. Jason hesitated a moment and then lunged for the packs, bringing them
back to his desk like a squirrel avoiding prey with a nut in its mouth. He
scowled at the dusty cigarette packs but said nothing.


“You first, boyo,” Sarah said mockingly to the
Irish man, and beckoned him forward. The Irish man bounded forward with a
disgustingly excited look on his face. They both disappeared into the back room
and the door was closed shut. The Niagara man took a seat in one of the torn-up
chairs that littered the front half of the store.


“So, what’s the story here?” he asked casually,
and Jason shot him a stony glare.


“I don’t talk to the johns,” he said disdainfully,
and the Niagara man did not make any further attempt at conversation. After an
hour or so the door opened and the Irish man came out, breathing heavily and
red in the face. Sarah walked out after him, stark naked. There were red marks
on her cheeks like handprints.


“You’re next, country boy,” she said tiredly and
the Niagara man joined her in the back room. The Irish man leaned back and
dozed off in another of those semi-broken office chairs. Jason fiddled with his
gun and tried to read an old mystery paperback by low lamplight. He was halfway
through when he realized that he knew exactly how it was going to end. He put
it down, disheartened, and the door opened again. The Niagara man strutted out,
doing up the zipper on his jeans with some difficulty. Sarah came out limping
slightly, her eyes clouded. The Niagara man shot a contemptuous glance at Sarah
and then nudged his companion awake. They both took a final, bored look around
the store and left. Sarah, still as naked as the day she was born, took a seat
in the chair that the Irish man had just vacated. She snapped her fingers
impatiently at Jason, who bit back a sharp word and threw one of the packs of
cigarettes at her. She tore it open and put one in her mouth. Jason threw a
plastic lighter at her pre-emptively, feeling some satisfaction in watching her
frantically try to catch it before it hit her face with semi-painful force. She
lit the cigarette and drew back with heavy force.


“So, are you going to lick it out, then?” she
asked derisively, looking up at the ceiling. Jason pounded his fists on his
desk but couldn’t find a reply that he wanted to make. She snorted and this
triggered a domino cough, harsh and thick with stale smoke.


“You should have let me have the water heater,” he
complained bitterly. She laughed nastily.


“We don’t need tea, Jason, but I need cigarettes. I
could use some fucking heroin, I’m starting to get dope-sick like a
motherfucker, but I’ll settle for the cigarettes”. She leaned forward to stare
evilly at him. “I’m the one letting these idiots put it in me, I’m the one
deciding what I get for it. I’m not sure why I keep you around at all,
anymore”.


“Security,” he replied pathetically, his voice
wavering.


“Oh yes, you’re so very good at that, flashing
your little gun at them. I could hire one of these idiots to do that just as
easily as you”. She power-dragged her way to the cotton filter and stubbed the
thing out on the arm of her chair. “After I came to my senses and figured out
what you’d been doing, I fucking well should have put you out on the street. Maybe
I should have killed you. I certainly would have been doing someone a favor”.


“Who?” he asked, disinterested. He gripped at his
Beretta, wanting very badly to shoot someone. He wanted especially to point it
right into Sarah’s once-fresh-and-pretty face, but he knew that he would wimp
out of that in short order, and then she would take the nearest object at hand
and use it to beat the everloving snot out of him.


“Whoever you end up torturing and raping after I
finally turn you out of here,” she spat. He leaped up and screamed, waving his
hands in the air.


“YOU CAN’T TURN ME OUT, I’M YOUR FUCKING
BROTHER!”. He felt as though he were blacking out from rage. Sarah regarded him
coolly.


“Some brother. Drugs me, cuts me up, then fucks me
god knows how many times. I’d be better off with you as a corpse”.


“Please don’t,” he blubbered, holding his arms
out. It was entirely predictable; he would scream his head off and then be
reduced to tears in a manner of minutes. She had him tuned like a violin, and
could produce notes upon command. He hated her, violently hated her, and wanted
nothing more than to see her head mounted on the wall, maggots crawling busily
out of her eyes. He held onto this vision like a cherished friend for a moment,
and then surrendered himself into crying. It was the quickest way to finding
some peace and quiet. Sarah rolled her sunken eyes and lit up another
cigarette.


“Whatever, I’m not going to put you out on the
street,” she said, sounding bored with the entire situation. “Stop wailing like
a little baby and have a smoke. Be a man, for fuck’s sake, and maybe people
will respect you more”.


He snuffled, hating himself just as much in that
instant. He found himself hoping that the rumors were true, that Taggert would
be opening a major offensive against the Mayor’s territory shortly. There had
already been gunbattles—skirmishes, really—already, and it was said that soon
everyone under Taggert’s command would be marching east. If there was a large
influx of people soon, he might be able to kill Sarah safely in all of the
confusion. It would be easy, he told himself. Maybe while she’s whoring
herself out he sneered, and then dismissed the thought. It would be too
dangerous. He would just end up getting himself exiled or killed. He stewed
miserably, his mind going (as it always did in stressful situations) to
memories of his angel. He could feel her, somewhere nearby. She was close, and
he would find her, somehow. He clutched at this idea much as a small child
would clutch at a treasured stuffed animal, hoping to glean warmth and security
in the darkest, most terror-ridden parts of the night.


 


Mark got dressed slowly in the corner. He could
feel Olivia’s eyes boring into the back of his head, her face set in anger as
she nursed Victoria. He took his time with his clothes, trying to delay having
to say goodbye to her. He was going to have to, very soon, and there was the
everpresent possibility that it would be their last. It was a possibility that
was growing larger with every day that passed. He buttoned his blue dress
shirt, put on his Kevlar armor. He laced his black boots and ran a hand through
his hair. He could feel it thinning, along with everything else. Swallowing
hard, he turned around.


Olivia’s eyes were large, dark, and rimmed with
tears. Her face had thinned recently, and her cheekbones were starting to show
an uncomfortable amount. Victoria was sleeping on her shoulder; Mark wondered
how much she was really getting to eat these days. He had only been eating half
of his rations, giving the other half to Olivia to supplement her own meager
allowance. He didn’t think it was enough, regardless of how they split it, but
it was all that they had. It would be even less, soon enough.


He opened his mouth, and then looked down at his
feet. The words didn’t want to come. He fought himself wildly.


“I love you, goodbye,” was what he meant to say;
“we need to leave this place,” is what actually came out. He cringed from the
words as soon as they left his mouth, but they were out there, alive and ready
to breed. Olivia’s sudden feral hope hurt him deeply, and he pushed his brain
rapidly. There had to be a way to follow that up. There was a way out of this,
somewhere. He shook his head.


“I have to go now,” he said quickly, and he darted
out of the room to escape the sudden crushing collapse of her expression, and
the tears that were sure to follow. Coward he cursed himself sullenly. Can’t
even face your own wife and child. He reeled and fell into the cold wall,
unable to stop the wracking sorrow that washed through him. He wept like the
damned, and through his sobs he heard people passing him by, going to and from
various strategic positions on the floor. None of them stopped to see to him,
nor did he expect them to. Finally his weeping tapered off into a dark silence.
It was then that he felt a hand at his shoulder. He got to his feet and saw
Northdancer’s grim, gaunt face regarding him gravely.


“Come on, Mark,” he said simply, and held out his
wiry hand. Mark took it, gripping it tightly. A smile crossed Northdancer’s
face like a spring breeze, and then it was gone.


They approached the gun nest that was directly
down the hall from Mark and Olivia’s living quarters. It was the nest that kept
them up at night, rattling fire throughout the darkest hours. It was quiet this
morning, but that situation was likely to change at any moment. Taggert’s men
were of the habit of being unpredictable; the police and their associates were
constantly on edge, even in their skittish sleep. They stopped to grab
riot-gear helmets from the rack set up beside the entrance to the nest, a
former private-occupant room whose exterior wall had been partially knocked out
to provide a wider area of fire coverage. A solid steel table was rammed
against that knocked-out hole, largely to provide cover for those unlucky
enough to find themselves on duty there. There were a pair of men in there,
crouched down below the table.


Mark and Northdancer crawled in and relieved them
of duty. They watched the two now-off-duty men crawl away and then checked
their rifles to ensure readiness. They played rock-paper-scissors to see who
would go first, and Mark lost. Slamming the visor down on his helmet, he leapt
up and aimed his rifle down into the street. There was no movement anywhere
that he could see. He counted to twenty, making himself go slow and sure. He
realized around eleven that he was holding his breath, and by the time he
collapsed back below the turned-over table his heart was ready to erupt. Northdancer
went next, sweeping the street with a sure, confident gesture, but he came down
without firing a shot.


“Seems pretty quiet,” he said. Mark nodded
wordlessly. They spent the entire morning in this fashion, taking turns eyeing
the street while spending a great deal of time in cover behind the table. Once
or twice they heard gunfire from another part of the hospital, but their
vicinity was silent. After a while Northdancer produced a wine-tipped cigar
that he had stashed away somewhere. He lit it and they passed it back and forth
in silence, enjoying it despite the harsh staleness of it. He coughed a couple
of times but Northdancer did not make mention of it. Mark worried briefly about
the smoke giving their position away but the streets remained quiet.


Eventually Northdancer stubbed the cigar out and
they descended into quiet waiting once again. They listened to the winter wind
blow cold and cruel outside of the window, shivering as it cut through their
all-too-thin protection. Sporadic gunfire echoed from far-off. Mark made
himself breathe evenly and told himself that it was no problem, that he would
easily make it through another day and see Olivia and Victoria at the end of
it. He lost himself in a daydream of walking back in as though the day had been
no big deal. He imagined himself talking to Olivia in an off-hand fashion about
his day, as though he had just come home from the rush-hour commute after
another boring day at the store. It was a good daydream, a warm daydream, and
just as he was winding up to the really good part (where Victoria slept and he
and Olivia started getting intimate) when a bullet whined off of the brickwork
next to their position. Both he and Northdancer came instantly awake.


They turned over and crouched down, ready to pop
up and unleash rifle fire into the street. Northdancer went first, and this
time his gun rattled off several shots. He came down cursing, however.


“Didn’t get a single fucking one of them,” he
swore. “They’re in the coffee shop and there’s at least a dozen of them in the
street. They’ve gotten the drop on us”. Mark stared at him wide-eyed, unable to
comprehend the situation. He swallowed hard and popped up above the table, his
rifle clutched in white-knuckled hands that shook slightly.


He saw what Northdancer was talking about
instantly. Several of the windows flashed muzzle-fire as soon as he went over
the table, although none of the rounds expended made their way to him. The
street had over a dozen people in it, all of them brandishing weapons. Several
looked up at him and began firing. He made it below the table only milliseconds
before bullets flew through the window and punched into the ceiling above their
heads. He looked to Northdancer, his breath panting in and out.


“What do we do?” he asked, nearing panic. There
seemed to be no way out except to abandon their post, and he knew the penalty
for that. He also knew that if he were to go back into firing position he would
be shot four times before he could even get off a round. He thought of Olivia’s
thin, despairing face and held it to himself like a fond wish. I’m sorry
he found himself telling that face. We should have gotten out a long time
ago, and now it’s too late.Several more bullets punched into the ceiling,
as if to underscore this thought. He closed his eyes and started counting,
trying to get his thoughts under control. The mosquito-whine sound of gunfire
chipping off the brickwork continued on the other side of the wall. He saw with
unease that Northdancer was gripping and then loosening his grip on his rifle
stock. His eyes were staring off a thousand miles into the distance.


“Albert?” Mark asked, feeling shock settle down
over him. Nothing was right here, and for the usually calm and collected man to
his left to be reacting like this was just icing on a very rotten cake. “Albert,”
he hissed, nudging him with some force. Northdancer blinked rapidly.


“I used to work for the Toronto Sun,” he said
dreamily. “Did I ever mention that?”


“No, can’t say that you ever did,” Mark replied, a
nervous, overly giddy laugh coming out as he did so. He felt reality begin to
slip.


“Well, I did,” he continued. “Advertising sales. I
took orders from all over the province”. He smiled bitterly, his eyes still
worlds away from their current situation. “And here I am. Never thought I would
end up like this, you know?” That sour smile never wavered.


“I guess,” Mark replied. It was the only thing
that he could think of to say. Northdancer did not seem to notice that he had
said anything.


“We used to make fun of the gun control nuts, you
know?” he continued, more to himself than to Mark. “They’d see the police
getting more guns, or people fighting to get the right to buy and keep guns,
and they’d freak out. We called them all sorts of names, nasty things, but they
seemed like lunatics at the time. Now, though…” He laughed, and the laugh
sounded as bleak and chilled as the wind howling outside. “Now, I kind of wish
they’d gotten their way. It’s funny how things can change, just like that. One
minute, you’re fighting for people’s rights and the next minute you’re getting
shot at. It figures”.


He laughed some more, until Mark wanted to cover
his ears to block it out. It sounded hideous. Outside, the sound of gunfire
seemed very loud; the hospital’s defenders were beginning to fire back. He
realized that one of them was going to have to join in the defense if either of
them was to live through the night. He looked at Northdancer and knew that
there was no way that the man was going to get up and return fire any time
soon. For now, Albert Northdancer was lost to the world. He gripped his rifle,
fought back his tears, and went up over the table once more.


 


The door to the building that Jason thought of as
his “shop” opened and a walking legend came in. Paul Taggert himself, looking
oddly normal for all of the stories that surrounded him, came walking in and
stopped just inside the entrance. He looked around, and the expression on his
mongrel face was definitely unimpressed. A taller, broader black man walked in
after him and immediately wrinkled his nose. Jason wanted nothing more than to
punch the second man directly in the face—Implying that anywhere else in
this forsaken city smells any better he seethed—but he forced himself to
plaster a smile on his resentful facial muscles. It was the Boss walking in,
after all.


“Welcome to my place of business,” he greeted them
smoothly, rising from the seat he occupied behind his desk. “May I offer you
some refreshments, or…”


“Stow it,” Taggert cut him off brusquely, and
Jason was stung. He felt a swipe of the old, comfortable hate rise up in him
and quelled it forcefully. Now was not the time for an outburst, deserved or
not. He simply stood with his hands at his side, that shit-eating grin slapped
across his face from ear to ear. It was painful, but it was all that he could
think of to do. Taggert looked around the interior some more. There was little
to look at, and Jason thought that it looked more as though he were wasting
time than anything else.


“It smells like rancid feet in here,” the black
man remarked, his voice disdainful.


“Yes, and rotted milk,” Taggert opined.


“I’ll never understand how they can come in here”


“They say she’s pretty good at what she does,”
Taggert replied jovially, “and that it beats me taking it out of their pay”. Taggert
focused his blazing, dark eyes upon Jason. “Instead, friend, they’re paying
you. Now how do you suppose that makes me feel?”


Jason swallowed and heard an audible click. His
smile slipped ever so slightly.


“Well, ah, you see sir, the thing about that is…”
he paused. The thing about that is what? he thought wildly. You’re
not the only game in town? I deserve a profit too, despite being sworn to work
for you? Is there an answer that I can give here that doesn’t result in my
having a hole in my head? In a way, he hoped that the answer to his last question
was no. He was no longer so enamored with life that he was willing to fight and
scrap to keep it. He realized that his mouth was hanging open, and that Taggert
was staring at him expectantly. When he saw that Jason didn’t have an answer,
he nodded as though he had expected this all along.


“Well then,” he muttered. He turned to the black
man. “What do you think, Michael, should we make the whore an offer?”


“It’s what we came for,” Michael said, his tone
bored. Taggert grimaced.


“You have the soul of an accountant,” Taggert
griped. Michael shrugged.


“I was an accountant, so I guess I come by
it naturally”.


A grin broke across Taggert’s face. “Whore!” he
yelled, and Jason fell into his seat, the pleasant customer-service smile
vanished from his face. The only thing that was left in its wake was an
expression of fear and doubt.


“Whore!” Taggert yelled again, and the door to the
back of the shop opened with a slow, agonizing metal scrape. Sarah came out,
fully covered in her silk bathrobe, her face neutral but obviously nervous.


“Can I help you?” she asked briskly, all business.
Jason tried to catch her eye but she refused to look at him. He gave up and
slumped in his chair.


“That you can,” Taggert replied, rubbing his hands
together and continuing to grin. “It seems that my men have been eschewing my
own services in favor of yours. To put it bluntly, girl, you’re taking the
bread out of my mouth. Now what do you suppose we should do about that?”


Sarah stood in the doorway languidly, her face
unchanging.


“You want a tumble?” she asked finally, her voice
diffident. Taggert laughed as if this were the funniest thing that he’d ever
heard.


“Lord no, girl,” he replied, wiping at his eyes. “Why
would I want some skinny junkie when I have a bevy of meatier girls I can have
at any time? No, darling, a roll in the sack with a two-bit whore is not why
I’m here”.


“Why are you here, then?” she asked casually,
ducking into the back room to retrieve and light a cigarette. The smoke curled
around her shadowed face, obscuring her features.


“I’m here to offer you employment, you dense
skank,” Taggert shouted. “Work for me and I’ll see that you get a bit more meat
back on your bones. Don’t, and I’ll see that you don’t live out the week”.


Sarah inhaled, seeming to think this proposition
over. She flicked ash off of the burning end of the cigarette.


“Way I’ve heard it is you don’t even have enough
food to keep your own men fed,” she replied easily, as though she were passing
simple gossip to friends. Jason goggled at her, however, sure that Taggert
would respond by simply pulling out a revolver and blowing her acidic little
head off. Instead, however, he chuckled ruefully.


“Aye, girl, I suppose as things stand it would be
difficult for me to continue to feed everyone”. He gestured with his hand
towards the east, towards the hospital. Jason had heard continuous gunfire from
that direction for the past three days, until it had become a din that faded
into the background.


“However, once we take that goddamned hospital,
everything changes,” he continued. “That fucking sorry excuse for a walk-in
clinic is all that stands between us and the Mayor’s own food vaults. After we
take it, it’ll be an easy walk from here to Nathan Philips Square, and then
everyone eats from here on out”.


Sarah nodded slowly. “Well, I’d rather live than
die,” he noted, almost to herself. She ran a finger down the front of her silk
robe and it parted, showing off her blemished skin, the skin that still bore
the mute scars of Jason’s time as keeper and drug-administrator of her. “Are
you sure we can’t work out some other deal?” she cooed seductively.


Taggert pulled out a massive-looking handgun in
one quick sweep and pointed it directly at Sarah’s face. Sarah went white and
put her hands up, her robe falling completely open as she did so. Jason screwed
his eyes shut and waited for the room-filling explosion to fill his ears, and
for the ragged stump of Sarah’s neck to begin spraying high-pressure blood over
everything around her. Instead, he heard the sound of Taggert laughing once
again. He opened his eyes and Taggert was reholstering the pistol. The black
man, Michael, still looked bored. Jason realized that the whole thing had been
an act.


“You’re a likely lass, aren’t you?” Taggert leered
at her, his eyes running over her exposed, deflated breasts and down the inward
curve of her sunken stomach to the still-ripe mound of her vulva. “A little
meat on there and you’d be one of my best girls, I’ve no doubt”. He turned his
eyes to Michael. “How about some nigger dick in you, eh? Have you ever felt a
black man up, I wonder?” Michael looked at him blankly, but Jason thought that
he detected a barely-concealed rage there. So. Not everyone thought that
Taggert was a king on high, it seemed.


Sarah shook her head slowly. “No, sir, I haven’t. Should
I start?” She batted her eyes modestly and looked down to her feet. This caused
Taggert to burst into a raucous, braying spew of laughter.


“Yes, girl, yes. Take him into the back room, if
you want. Oh, you’ll make a fine addition to my stable, you will! See if you
don’t!”


“I’m not going to sleep with your newest whore,”
Michael objected, his tone disgusted. “I don’t sleep with any of your whores”.


“I know, I know,” Taggert replied, his voice
rumbling and troubled. “You have no idea how much of a problem it is for me. Is
my second a faggot as well as a nigger, I wonder?” Now the burning hatred on
Michael’s face was not hidden, and Jason quailed away from it. How can
Taggert not see it? he wondered, but Taggert kept grinning and laughing as
though it were the funniest thing he’d ever heard. Michael stared at him,
incensed, and then threw his hands up in the air.


“Whatever,” he exclaimed, and walked towards
Sarah, who had taken the time to hide herself behind her robe again. Sarah took
his hand nervously and led him into the back room, shutting the door behind
them. There was a moment of silence in the shop as Taggert looked around, his
nose wrinkling once more.


“How the hell can you live and work and fuck in a
place like this?” he wondered aloud, and then turned his horrible dark eyes
upon Jason.


“You,” he bellowed. “You’d best learn to fire a
gun quickly, since your pimping days are through. I ought to throw you to the
men, so they can have some sport, but I need all the able bodies I can get
these days”. Jason shook, his head lolling limply back and forth. Taggert eyed
him contemptuously.


“Like I said, lad, learn to shoot, or learn to
starve. It doesn’t mean a fucking thing to me which”. Jason laid his head down
on the table, his mind racing. He thought of the hospital, and the constant
gunfire that echoed from it, and began to weep silently.


 


Olivia finished bandaging up Mark’s torn shoulder
and then slapped him fully across the face in a broadside stroke. He reeled
back from the blow but did not explode in anger, like he might once have. He
didn’t have the energy to fight it, and he knew that ultimately it didn’t
matter. She was bone-frightened and weary of it, and Mark was close behind her.
The hospital had been under siege for two weeks, and things were rapidly
approaching the breaking point. The food had nearly run out, it had been said
officially. Conley had stopped by every room to inform the people within that
rations would be cut off within a few days. Taggert’s men had the hospital
surrounded, and the Mayor had decided to concentrate his remaining forces at
City Hall, to keep the invaders from the food storage. The Mayor had asked that
the hospital’s defenders keep Taggert’s men from advancing, and Conley passed
this message along, but he was also a man with a strong aversion to bullshit. He’d
let everyone know that such a request was foolish, since there was no way that
they would be able to survive an indefinite siege. They had been abandoned, no
more and no less.


“I’m sorry,” he muttered, and Olivia broke down
into weeping. Victoria cried from within her crib, but neither of them went to
comfort her.


We have to talk about Victoria, he had
whispered in the dark some few nights ago.


What about Victoria? Olivia had whispered
back bitterly, but her voice plainly said that she knew what it was about. The
same thoughts had been plaguing her, obviously.


We need to talk about what’s going to happen
with Victoria he had continued, and even in his memory he hated the
eagerness he thought he had found in his voice. Do we want her to have to
suffer through starvation?


You bastard she had hissed with
recrimination. Next you’ll want to talk about killing me too. Yet the
knowledge had been there, sure as the light of day. They had both wept endlessly
that night.


Now, in the full light of day, he saw that sure
knowledge again in her eyes. He knew that it would have to come down to the
fact, soon. The days were not getting any longer, and they were both already
wracked with hunger pangs. Mark looked towards the crib.


“Don’t you dare!” Olivia screamed, and lunged at
him. He managed to sidestep her and she went tumbling to the floor, wailing and
then weeping. He knelt down to help her up.


“Get away, you murdering bastard, I don’t want you
smothering me”.


“Olivia!” he exclaimed. “I haven’t done anything,
yet.”


“Yet,” she sobbed, her voice hysterical.


“Yet,” Mark confirmed, his fists clenching and
unclenching. “Maybe I won’t have to”.


“Maybe,” she said sourly. “Maybe you won’t have to
kill our child”.


“IT WOULD BE A MERCY!” he shouted at the top of
his lungs, regretting the way his thin voice echoed plainly off of the
lacquered brick interior walls. Her face dissolved into tears and she pulled
her face away. Mark, enraged, grabbed at her chin and pulled her face back
until he was staring into her wide eyes.


“DO YOU WANT HER TO SUFFER? TO STARVE TO DEATH AND
SIT IN HER OWN MESS WHILE WE DO THE SAME? DO YOU?” he was screamingly madly
right now, but he was beyond caring. Each word numbed him more until he felt that
he might be able to go on. Olivia ceased weeping and stared at him, shocked.


“No, not that,” she whispered, her voice cracking.
“Not that, never that”. Mark let go of her chin. “Not that, no, I would never
want that,” she continued, her eyes unspooling. Mark ran a hand down the side
of her face and she focused on him.


“I would never want that, Mark,” she whispered,
pleading. Mark nodded gravely.


“I know,” he said, and there was nothing more to
say. He left her, took up his rifle, and left.


He was scheduled to be on the roof that afternoon,
although there was nothing so hard-and-fast as a schedule to their postings
anymore. Time had nearly run out for them, and their sense of order was
beginning to wind down, like a clock whose gears had given out. Any of their
positions would come under heavy fire regardless of how well-oiled a machine
they were, and so most had stopped bothering. They would hunker down in rooms,
clutching their weapons, and wait for the inevitable break-in. He heard men
wander the halls at night, weeping and laughing. On the rare occasions that he
had been able to sleep, he was always awoken by gunshots that split the night. In
the morning, they would count the ones who had taken their own life, hauling
them out and throwing them down into the basement. They would not bother to
clean the blood and brains sprayed upon the wall from such incidents. There was
little point.


As he walked through the hallway and up the stairs
his mind chanted a litany to him in time with his footfalls. Have to get out
of here, have to get out of here, have to get out of here. It was
nauseating. There was no way out. Several of the men had discussed the
possibility; there had to be a way to funnel people out. Wouldn’t that be a
treat one of them had said, Taggert busts in and all he finds is an
empty hospital. They had had a good, honest laugh at this but it had
ultimately been empty. There was no secret way out. This wasn’t a movie, and
they were all likely going to die one of the most horrible deaths imaginable.


He climbed until he was out of breath, and then
collapsed upon the stairs, struggling to catch up. The lack of food was taking
a definite toll on his stamina, and he wondered how long he would even be able
to hold his gun. Won’t be that long from now, really he thought, and the
grin on his face was positively skeletal. After a respite he got back up and
hauled himself up the rest of the stairs, and up the ladder that led through
the roof-access hatch.


The winter sun was warm but the chill wind took
away whatever life-giving heat it imparted. He shivered and adjusted the
faceplate down on his helmet. At first he didn’t see anyone else on the roof,
and he spun around, confused. Then he saw Northdancer, leaning up against the
roof-access hut, smoking a cigar and staring off into the distance.


“Glad to see you made it up here,” he said, his
voice vague. Mark looked around, listening. There was gunfire to the south, a
lot of it. The main entrance lay in that direction. He wondered if the assault
had finally begun.


“Almost didn’t make it,” he replied casually, and
took up a leaning position next to the tall, gaunt man. Northdancer nodded, his
stretched, lined face splitting open in a ghoul’s smile.


“Yeah, might have been better for you if you
hadn’t. Have a feeling that we all might die today, after all”.


“It’d be better than starving to death”.


“Yup, very true. For you and I, anyway. Your
pretty wife and baby, what do you think is likely to happen to them”.


Mark did not say anything for a long time, and
Northdancer did not follow up his ominous question. They both stared off,
facing west, listening to the commotion from the south grow louder. Northdancer
sucked contemplatively on his cigar, nodding slightly.


“Think that Taggert’s men’ll probably kill your
baby,” he said after some time. “Not your wife, though. They’ll probably find
some, uh, other purpose for her”.


Mark clenched his fists, ready to strike at the
man. Then he loosened them. He knew that there was no point to hitting Northdancer.
The man was only telling the bald truth. It was distasteful, but it was there. He
simply nodded.


“Yup, that’s probably exactly what they’ll do,” he
agreed. Northdancer chuckled weakly, and tossed the cigar away. It landed in
the snow and hissed it’s way to the surface of the roof before it went out. A
cold blast of wind blew past them, taking Northdancer’s last exhale of smoke
and whipping it away.


“Well,” he said easily, as though it were time to
get some fishing done, “they won’t take me like that, the bastards”. Mark
looked at him. His face was set grimly, the sun shining on his eyes and making
them look fierce. It was a caricature he would always remember.


“Take care of them,” he said. “Get them out, if
you can”. He then took off running with lightning speed. His boots churned
through the snow, sending clods flying out behind him. He reached the end of
the ceiling, threw his arms to either side like wings, and leaped off.


“FUCK YOU BASTARDS!” he screamed as he disappeared
below the edge of the roof. There was a sharp rattle of gunfire, and then,
after an eternal moment, a dull thud from far below. There were some
faint exclamations, carried up on the back of an icy gust, and then there was
silence. Mark stared at the path he’d carved through the snow for a moment,
unable to put his suddenly racing thoughts in order. Then he grabbed up his
rifle.


“Fuck this,” he spat, and made his way back down
through the roof-access hatch.


 


Jason was in the street, crouching by the corner
of the coffee shop that was now bedecked with broken windows and chipped-off
brickwork. He was shaking, unable to control himself, partially freezing and
partially too scared to believe. His fingers numbly clutched an ancient AK-47
that had to have been made when the Soviet Union was still a going concern. His
face was a death-mask, an evil rictus. His crotch was the only warm part of
him, and that was only because he’d urinated in his pants when the defenders in
the hospital’s windows had started firing at them.


He had watched the man to his left take a bullet
above his right eye. His head had exploded like a rotted watermelon and his
brains and blood were now soaking Jason. The man to his right had watched this
in awe and then had begun vomiting. When he finally stopped doing this he
keeled over and fell into the snow, his pile of vomit steaming beside him. Jason
had found himself unable to move. He had never been a fan of the first-person
shooting games, finding them to be contemptibly lacking in necessary skills. He
had extended that contempt to men in combat; how much skill does it take to
stand there and shoot people? he’d slathered across a dozen internet
message forums. Seems like the thing to do for high-school dropouts and
people who go to school on sports scholarships. Now that he was in the
situation, though, the truth of the matter had fallen rather heavily on him. He
lacked the necessary skill to do this. He had been found wanting. To be
specific, he had found himself unable to take being shot at without becoming
paralyzed and wetting his pants. He closed his eyes, praying to whatever deity
might be listening for a quick, innocent death. A bullet whined nearby and
struck the pavement, ricocheting past him. He began to whimper softly.


“Are you sure that they’re in there?” he heard a
faintly familiar voice ask. He opened his eyes and saw no one around him. Ahead,
there were men crouched in the streets and exchanging fire with the hospital. Beside
him, the vomiting man lay in the fetal position, out cold. The snow was already
beginning to drift in around him.


“I saw him not three days ago, on the roof. He had
one of those riot-gear helmets on, but I could tell it was him”.


Jason slowly got out of his crouch and pressed
himself flat against the wall. The voices were coming from inside the coffee
shop, and they were tantalizingly familiar.


“How could you tell?”


Jason edged around the wall. He moved slowly,
trying to ensure that no one would see him getting away. The penalty for that
was to be torn apart by his fellow ‘soldiers’.


“Same height, same build. He was talking to
whomever else was up there and he used all the same gestures he usually uses
when he’s talking to someone. It’s him. Trust me”.


He made it to the window that faced out onto
Dundas and crouched below the bottom of the pane.


“We’ll have to get underway, then. Is everything
in place?”


He peered through the window and felt a wave of
sharp recognition wash over him. He’d known all along, he felt. Whore’s hair
he thought. The bitch with the whore’s hair. That hawk cunt from the party.


“Yeah, we’re ready. This is one hell of a crazy
plan, you know that?”


Whore’s hair!


“Only plan we have, really. We could leave
them behind…”


He remembered that night that he had tracked the
woman with the whore’s hair. She had been pushing a wheelchair. His angel had
been in the wheelchair. He peeled away from the wall and looked towards the
hospital. My angel he thought dreamily. My angel is in there, she’s
been in there all along. This has all been on purpose.


“No, we can’t. They’re friends, and we can’t leave
friends behind. Barry would never have done it, either”.


“You’re exactly right. I just wanted to make sure
you were on board”.


“Of course”.


My angel my angel my angel he chanted
deliriously in his head. My angel is there and I’ll follow her jailers to
her. I’ll set her free and we can be together forever. Forever! He began to
shiver, from the Arctic wind and from the influx of ecstasy.


 


Mark climbed down through the roof access and made
his way quickly down the stairs. Going down took far less effort than going up,
and he didn’t need to stop to catch his breath this time around. He stopped on
his floor and threw the door open, not bothering to check. He strode through
and realized that his floor was in chaos.


Men strode through the hallways clutching assault
rifles and assorted other small arms, their faces grim and hopeless. They were
heading towards the stairs, their eyes vacant. He pushed his way through them
and they didn’t bother to stop him. At the end of the column of armed men was
the young doctor, the brash, rude one who had helped to deliver Victoria. His
face was flushed and twisted now, his eyes bloodshot. A long, ugly scratch ran
from his right temple down through his chin. He was gesturing wildly and
driving the men on with inarticulate shouts. When he saw Mark he latched onto
him viciously.


“You!” he screamed hoarsely. “Where the fuck do
you think YOU’RE going? The fight’s that way, downstairs! You cowardly fuck,
turn around and get moving! After we finish getting shot full of holes, the
rest of us will eat well!”


Mark stopped and regarded him levelly. He stood
his McMillan sniper rifle on its stock and leaned against it.


“Oh?” he asked mildly.


“Yeah!” the young doctor shouted. “We’re going to
eat your fucking kid! Gonna eat her all up! Baby meat’s gonna be tender and
tasty! We’re gonna eat like kings tonight, and then maybe we’ll tie down your
little slut and fuck her until she can’t feel it anymore! If you survive, maybe
you’ll even get to watch!”


Mark decided not to waste any further time on the
man. He had very obviously gone rabid, and there was only one solution to a man
or animal who had gone rabid. He let the sniper rifle drop to the floor with a
loud clatter and pulled out his well-worn .357 with a flourish. The doctor had
just enough time to mouth what the f- before his head disappeared in a
hazy red mist. The body dropped to the floor with a dull, meaty thud and Mark
walked on, having already put it out of his mind. A little further down the
corridor he noticed the older doctor leaning against the wall. As he got closer
he noticed that there was blood and vomit on his face and scrubs. He was
holding a hand to his lower abdomen, and there was a deep red soaking out from
beneath it. He looked up and regarded Mark gravely as he approached.


“He certainly deserved that,” the doctor remarked
quietly. Mark nodded. “And I certainly deserve this,” he continued, pointing
with his free hand to the bleeding wound he was vainly attempting to staunch
with his other. “This whole thing has gotten cocked-up, hasn’t it?” Mark nodded
again and the doctor laughed, the sound of it weak and liquid, as though he
were laughing around globbets of blood in his throat. For all Mark knew, he
probably was.


“I killed the nurses, you know,” the doctor went
on, as though he were simply passing the time of day. “Janice and Varada. That
young bastard you just shot had given them to the men, to do with as they
wished. Said we had no further need of them, so they could sacrifice themselves
for the City and feel honored”. He began to weep, softly. “I saw their eyes,
and I saw the men’s eyes. They were going to rape those poor women, and both of
them knew it. They were going to rape them until they bled from every orifice
and then they were going to be eaten. I could see that too. Saw the hunger in
their eyes, those bastards. Holding their guns and their dicks, they were
drooling. Drooling…” he drifted off and began to slide down the wall. Mark made
no effort to stop him.


“I killed them though,” he continued, confused. “Did
I mention that? Slit their throats and before I did it they thanked me. Thanked
me!” He began to sob harder, the sound mixing up with a wet ripping that was
coming from inside of him. “They thanked me as I killed them, as I damned
myself, and they smiled as I slit their throats. Smiled…” He settled onto
the floor with his head resting back against the wall. He exhaled slowly,
wetly. A smile grew on his lips, and his eyes grew wide. Then, so quickly that
Mark did not realize at first that it had happened, the light of life left
those eyes and the man was dead. He regarded the corpse for a moment, not
feeling anything, and then walked on.


He reached the room that he shared with his wife
and child and threw it open, not bothering with anything as useless as
knocking. These were their last moments together on earth. There was no sense
wasting time.


At first he didn’t see them, but then he realized
that they were huddling in the bathroom; he saw Olivia’s shadow peeking out
through the doorway.


“Get away!” she screamed suddenly. “I have a knife
and I will cut your balls off if you try anything!”


“I would prefer you didn’t,” he said mildly, and
there was a harsh gasp. He gently pushed the door open and looked down upon
Olivia, huddled beside the worthless toilet with their daughter snuggled
against her. Her face was shocked and deathly pale. Her eyes were watery and
quivering.


“Mark?” she quavered, and broke down into wracking
sobs. Mark knelt and held them in his arms for a long time. As her sobs lessened,
he pulled away to look into her eyes.


“Now is the time for leaving,” he said, amazed at
the confidence and command in his voice. She looked at him, dumbfounded.


“Now?” she whispered incredulously. “You want to
leave now, with all the fighting going on?”


“Best time to do it,” he said, trying to sound
off-hand about it. “We’ll slip out in all the confusion”.


“We’ll die, is what we’ll do,” she replied, but
there was no recrimination in her voice. She seemed resigned to it. He shook
his head.


“We’ll die if we stay here,” he countered. From
several floors below there was what sounded like a large explosion, followed by
a heavy exchange of small-arms fire. It underscored his point rather well.


“Alright,” she whispered, staring into his eyes. “Give
me a second to get some things together”. He pursed his lips impatiently, but
found the grace to nod.


“Quickly,” he admonished, and she handed Victoria
to him. His weak, malnourished daughter woke up briefly, cried pathetically,
and settled into against her father’s chest.


He held her while Olivia scrounged their lives out
of the room. There was not much to take, but what there was could be said to be
very important. They would need their thick winter coats, and Mark’s knapsack. Victoria
would need heaps of swaddling to keep her warm as they went. They had no food,
and this was bad, but there was always the possibility of finding some, further
out of the city. Mark had a vague plan of going north until they were in the
suburbs, and then turning west, until they were in the rural parts of Ontario. There,
he thought, they would be safe. He didn’t try to plan anything more concrete
than this; in truth he didn’t expect them to leave the hospital alive.


Victoria brought their coats and the packed
knapsack over. They put their coats on, switching Victoria off as they did so. Mark
put the heavy knapsack on his back and felt it drag him down. He was running
short on energy, and he thought that the knapsack might be the death of him, in
the end. He wore it, though, to placate Olivia. He would keep her hopeful until
the very last moment, if he could. Olivia strapped a sling harness to herself
and settled Victoria into it, wrapping her in thick receiving blankets and
looking her over.


“Do you think she’ll be warm enough?” she asked,
concerned. Mark shrugged.


“Probably,” he said noncommittally. “It’s the best
we can do”. There was another louder explosion, closer this time. After the
answering clatter of guns, there was a brief silence.


“Let’s get out of here,” Mark said, and then
immediately put up a hand to hush her. He listened intently for a moment.


“There are footsteps out there,” he whispered,
barely audible. Olivia’s eyes became huge, and her lips quivered.


“Mark,” she pleaded, but he shook his head.


“I have to find out,” he said, and tore himself
out of her grasp. They would need a clear hallway to escape, at the very least.
He gripped his .357 tightly, his index finger hovering around the trigger. He
was very careful to avoid touching it at all.


He pushed the door open with molasses-like
slowness, keeping the sound of it down to a minimum. He made himself move
nearly imperceptibly, and peeked his head out around the door. There was only
one person in the hallway that he could see, aside from the corpse of the older
doctor. It was a short man with long black hair, tied back in a ponytail with a
rough swatch of leather. He was wearing a thick-looking black winter coat. He
aimed the gun quietly at the back of the man’s head, and then lowered the
muzzle. It almost looked like –


He wavered, the lack of food catching up with him,
and the barrel of the gun struck the door and sounded out a resounding metallic
chord. The man in the hallway turned around and Mark was suddenly extremely
glad that he hadn’t followed his first instinct and fired.


“Carlos?” he exclaimed, his voice seeming to fail
him. The man in the hallway—it was Carlos, he could see now—nodded and
walked quickly towards him. He was holding a finger to his mouth in an effort
to keep Mark from talking.


Mark watched him walk, unable to comprehend what
was happening. The .357 felt like a ragged chunk of lead in his weakening hand.
Carlos dropped the finger from his lips when he made it to the doorway. A grin
broke out on his dusky, weathered face, and he put a steady, soothing hand on
Mark’s arm.


“Hey man,” he drawled, “you look like you’ve got a
hunger that I wouldn’t believe. You want something to eat?”











Sixth Interlude


 


 


 


Taggert strode into what had once been Toronto
Western Hospital (A Part of the University Health Network!) and was now a
smoking ruin. His men were busy throughout, taking flashlights into windowless
areas and ensuring that the defenders were thoroughly pacified. Sporadic
gunfire could be heard here and there in far-off areas of the complex, and a
strong smell of burning plastic wafted through the corridors. He was briefly
concerned about that but discounted it after a moment’s thought. It would be
some time before he could really consolidate power and start to do even simple
things like turn the lights back on. Let his descendants figure out those
machines, he could live well on what he had today.


Michael Therin and Sarah Cumberland followed
behind him, their eyes taking in the hive-like activity going on around them with
somewhat stunned expressions. Michael heard quick pops from some of the rooms
that they passed; he looked apologetically at Sarah but she seemed lost in her
own thoughts. Her eyes would glance every now and again at the darkened areas
they passed but it would only be for the barest of instants. She seemed to be
watching her feet more than anything else.


They had to climb to get anywhere, of course,
since the elevators were out. That was one thing that Taggert was meaning to
fix, and first if possible. Even if it meant rigging up some generators, it
would mean not feeling winded halfway up the endless flight of auxiliary
stairs. That was not the only problem with the stairs, of course. As the
stairwells were the only means of ingress and egress to the various floors,
they were often the scenes of the heaviest fighting. As a consequence, they
were littered with bodies and stank abominably. Taggert stepped over these
bloody, sometimes-twitching corpses with equanimity, but Michael felt as though
he were going to throw up after two floors. By the time they crested the
landing of the fifth, he could no longer help himself. He leaned over and
vomited, splattering the wall with orange-colored bile. He stumbled backward
and hit the opposite wall, where he stopped and wiped at his mouth frantically
with the back of his hand. Taggert stared at him, waiting for him to finish.


“Come on,” he panted, “just a few more to go”.


Sarah looked at Michael with something in her eyes—pity
or contempt, he couldn’t tell which—and shook her head slightly. Her eyes were
hard, and the corners of her mouth were angling downward sharply. They both
followed Taggert further up the stairwell.


They came to the fifth floor and followed him into
the hallways there, which were much more richly appointed than some of the
others that they had glanced through the landing doors. They followed him
through various hallways, passed any number of conference rooms and executive
offices, to a heavy mahogany door. The door had a scraped patch on it where the
nameplate had once been. Taggert pounded on the door and then opened it a
moment later.


Inside there was a harassed, weedy man shuffling
through expensive-looking papers. He saw who it was that had just barged
through the door and straightened, his face suddenly shocked.


“Uh, sir!” he gulped. Taggert flapped his hand at
him.


“Shut up,” he demanded. “Tell me what’s going on
here. Where are the doctors that the pig-fucking Mayor had stationed here?”


The weedy man wavered visibly and put a hand to
his mouth.


“Ah, they are, ah, dead, sir,” he stammered,
obviously expecting to be lunged at. Taggert’s face reddened.


“Dead?” he asked, his voice deadly quiet. “What do
you mean?”


“The, uh, the men found them, ah, dead on the
floor below, sir. One of them had been stabbed and the other, uh, well, the
other one had his head shot off”.


“FUCK!” Taggert screamed, and rammed his fist into
the wall. It crumpled through and Taggert found himself stuck. When he managed
to pull it out he was cradling it, as though he might have sprained something. He
shot the weedy man a glance that could have withered him to dust; the man fled
past them into the corridor, a brief sob issuing from him as he ran. Michael
looked at Taggert’s hand with interest.


“That looks painful, Paul. You’re going to need
someone to look at that”.


Taggert grimaced and tried to flex the hand. A
twist of pain shot up through his face, and he snarled at Michael.


“Fuck off and get out of my way,” he grunted, and
Michael complied mildly. He looked at Sarah, who tipped him a wink and walked
past him.


 


Steve St.Omes wandered. It was what it was. It was
his career, his calling, his raison d’etre. He bundled himself in coats and
blankets and trudged through the snow piles between the buildings. His path was
slow but sure. He would pick a path, walk in that direction, and find a place
to sleep for the night. The next day he would rustle himself awake and begin
again. That he could finally find sleep was, in itself, the main reason that he
continued to wander.


Any person who had known him before his wandering
began would no longer recognize him. He had long ago ceased shaving; his face
was swathed in a thick coat of filthy, coarse hair that bushed out from his
chin and tangled its way down to his chest. His eyes were wild, madman’s eyes,
and on the rare occasions that he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror he
was forcibly reminded of the cover of Aqualung. He would nod as he
thought this, satisfied with it. It seemed to sum up, in a rather perfect way,
his feelings on how his life had turned out.


He would wander through the twists and turns of
the core, following any side street he came across, no matter how small or
obscure. He would climb through the snow and watch where it collected atop the
buildings, observing the patterns it made, the mushy-tongued symbols that
glared from every surface with an unknowable internal language. He would stare
at the small houses, once carved into numerous apartments and now squatting
with collapsed roofs. They looked like squalid skulls with their tops caved in,
the snow collecting in the shattered crevices like graveyard dirt. He would
give each of these attention before moving on; his trips down these streets
were quite lengthy and the sun would often set on him before he even realized.


When the sun went down he would hide. His memory
of the weeks before his wandering began were becoming faded, like printed
photographs on cheap paper that had been left in the back window of a car. Despite
that, he remembered vividly the fate of the God Lady, left to rot in the
projection room of the Bloor Street Cinema with a stake through her skull. Sometimes
when he stared at the houses with their cavernous tops he would think of her,
and his memory of her dashed-in head and loose, slackened face would interlay
itself atop them. He knew that the streets that he wandered were not safe, and
that they became even less so after the sun turned its face from them. He knew
that murderers and worse stalked the streets around him; he would see their
marks, where they had drug themselves through the snow, and turn down another
street to avoid them. The night would hide them, though, and so he hid himself
to counteract that.


So it went. He would wander, hide, and then wander
again. As he went, he would whisper to himself. Sometimes he would whisper
utter nonsense, garbled garbage-language that rarely made even the slightest
bit of sense. Mostly he would whisper songs to himself, singing them in a voice
that he could barely hear. The number of songs that he remembered from before
the disappearance was amazing. He sang three-quarters of the Beatles
discography as he trudged through Liberty Village, watching the tall,
featureless buildings with a wary eye and singing the medley from the end of Abbey
Road in the middle of a flat field of snow that had once been a soccer
pitch. He crossed through the sprawling Exhibition Place with most of Oh,
Inverted World on his lips, although he avoided the dark, imposing soccer
stadium with a superstitious fear racing through him. He nearly met his end
crossing over the GO Train tracks, falling into the rail lines without warning
thanks to the treacherous buildup of snow. He managed to scramble through and
crawl out on the other side, nearly collapsing with exhaustion and singing “A
Spoonful Weighs A Ton” in victory. That night he slept in a collapsing old
flophouse on the edge of Parkdale, running through the verses from Illmatic
that he remembered. He got through Nas’ observation of sleep being the cousin
of death and fell into it, welcoming either.


As Toronto Western Hospital fell to its besiegers
he was trudging through Adelaide Street, past once-opulent buildings of sooty
brick and glittering glass that now lay buried in white, pure snow. Where there
had once been nightclubs, ridiculously expensive condos, and consulates, there
was now only dead shells, holding nothing but those queer, fading memories. Steve
walked by them without interest or observation; they were mostly intact, and
thus held no character that he could discern. The entire area was like this,
and he was beginning to find himself bored of it. The crisp winter air crackled
with far-off fireworks sounds, but this had been happening for weeks and Steve
had grown bored of this as well. The first few nights he had hidden with more
terror than was usual, unsure as to what was causing the noise and unwilling to
meet its source. That terror had worn off after repeated exposure and he had
simply added it onto his list of things to avoid, much like the other
indicators of the existence of other humans.


He came to the wide, white stretch that had been
University Avenue. On a whim he took it north; normally he did not take the
main avenues but in this case he did. There was no more thought put into this
than there was put into his decisions to take random laneways. The days of
conscious decision-making were rapidly passing him by. He vaguely remembered
that City Hall was somewhere in this direction. He shrugged and whisper-sang a
collection of Rolling Stones songs as he went. It was as good a path to take as
any.


 


Adjacent to City Hall, there was a rather
plain-looking hotel, the Chestnut. Although the ballroom had played host to any
number of events, before the disappearance most of the rooms had been taken
over as part of an emergency annexation by the University, desperate for
available space to house incoming freshmen students (and, at one point, Preston
Manning). Under Mayor John, the Chestnut had once again been pressed into
service, as part of the City’s Emergency Winter Relocation Act. Under the Act,
the police had forcibly herded anyone living within their reach to the
Chestnut, where they were given bedding and some supplies and told to ride out
the winter.


The situation was understandably chaotic. There
had been no attempt at a census, or even an organized room-occupation plan. Fights
had broken out over room assignment almost immediately. Physical altercations
had broken out all over, both amongst the survivors and between the survivors
and the police. It was only through the use of frank and brutal force that any
sort of order had been imposed at all. There had been several deaths, and many
of the rest bore the mute marks of the truncheons deadly caress. The Mayor had
finally authorized the police to assign rooms arbitrarily; the system was
heavily abused and more beatings occurred. Finally, the new occupants of the
hotel/student residence settled down into a grudging, muttering existence. Supplies
and food remained meager and spotty.


Jon Trinder and Zachan Cory lived on the eighth
floor of this arrangement, their room sparsely appointed but heavily blanketed.
A heavy duvet was draped in front of the window, and the room was lit by
candles. They were both eating half-heartedly from cans of baked beans and
staring into space. Both of them felt as though they needed to talk, but
neither of them felt as though the other wanted to. Both of them had heard the rumors,
that the hospital had fallen and that Taggert was pushing east towards Nathan
Phillips Square. They could be there within hours, within the day at the
outside most. They had heard whispers of atrocities, although both of them
discounted such talk. They were of the private opinion that, as they had once
been Canadians, such things could never happen. The world could fall apart,
strange situations could occur, but they would never perform evil actions en
masse against fellow countrymen.


Albert Johnson was of no such opinion, and it was
with this in mind that he barged into the midst of their cold and cheerless
meal. He came through the door with no knock or warning, dragging a pair of
miserable-looking, disheveled young men behind him. Johnson stopped three feet
inside of the tiny twin hotel room, through his arms wide, and bellowed.


“Gentlemen,” he intoned, his Jamaican burr thick
and resonating. “We need to talk, you and I. Things are not right, and they
must be put to rights”.


Zachan and Jon stared at the tall, imposing man
that had burst into their room, and then at the bedraggled pair that had snuck in
after him. Jon eventually shrugged.


“Alright,” he agreed. “Let’s talk”.


 


Mayor Tommy John sat in Council, his head resting
on the palm of his hand. To his left sat Mr. Childs, whose hands lay entwined
in front of him. To his right sat Nancy Kim, whose face was sunken and her eyes
closed. A man was standing directly in front of him, talking agitatedly about
Paul Fucking Taggert, the mick bastard who was busy making his way through the
thick snow to City Hall. The mick bastard who would stop only to kick the
crusted snow off of his engineering boots before he put a bullet through his
head. He switched his head to the other hand. He found himself staring at
Childs.


“What are we even supposed to do?” he mouthed at
the bony, grey-haired former CBC executive. Childs shrugged, and drummed his
fingers on his desk. Mayor John rolled his eyes and went back to ignoring the
man who was speaking. After a moment of this, his mind rebelled at the
situation and he brought a meaty fist down onto his own desk.


“ENOUGH!” he bellowed. Nancy Kim’s eyes flew open
and the presenter stopped speaking in mid-sentence, his expression shocked. Childs’
fingers stopped drumming but he was otherwise outwardly bored.


“Gather every police officer you can and move into
the street to meet the son of a bitch!”. His mind raced with the possibilities.
He thought that he might have enough people left to turn the prick back to his
half of the city. From there, he could starve and die. Tommy began to nod
vigorously as he considered the idea. “Get them all! Get moving!”


The presenter hesitated, unsure. Tommy rose out of
his seat and made as though he were about to lunge down and throttle the man.


“Get going!” the mayor screamed.


“You want me to gather every officer and
bring them to meet Taggert’s men?” the presenter asked slowly, his voice
disbelieving. The mayor slammed his palms down upon the desk, and the thick
thud was very loud in the council chambers. The men and women who occupied the councilors
seats were silent, their faces frightened.


“YES!” Tommy screamed, his voice becoming hoarse. His
face was beet-red now, and the vein on his right temple was throbbing and
larger-than-life. The presenter nodded his head quickly and fled, his
luxuriantly long, curled chin beard whipping around with him. The mayor fell
back into his chair with a creaking crash. He looked over at Childs for a sign
of approval, but the bony old man was rubbing his eyes, theatrically irritated.
He heard Nancy Kim laughing, or weeping, he couldn’t tell. He slammed his fists
down into the desk again, frustration erasing any coherent speech he might have
made.


 


Alice Laurence was not in attendance at the
meeting, but she was sitting in the corridor that leads out of the council
chambers. She had a cup of cold tea and was trying to enjoy it, although truth
be told it was not an easy task. She reflected uneasily that the transition
from pre-disappearance to post-disappearance would have been much easier if she
had been younger when it had occurred. Getting old was difficult enough in a
world of ease and comfort; the trying times of deprivation were not made for
the elderly. She felt the cold leach into her bones constantly and thought that
her life might be measured in months, at most.


Into this morbid rumination on mortality came the
sound of the council doors slamming open and heavy footsteps hurrying away from
the chamber and moved to intercept whomever it was that had left the meeting. She
distrusted the mayor much more than she distrusted her own aging body. It was
the mayor who was more likely to shorten her life, in the end.


Down the corridor came a stout, blustering man
with red cheeks, hard eyes, and a flowing, curled beard. He was mouthing
obscenities, and the further he went from the council chamber doors the louder
his swearing became. She stepped into the middle of the hallway and held up a
hand, so that there was no way that he could avoid her. He stopped in front of
her, letting off a few choice swears before falling silent and staring at her
expectantly.


“What has the Mayor decided upon?” she asked
intently. He threw his hands into the air.


“His fat Majesty has decreed –“ he paused, biting
off his words. “That is to say, his Porcine Lordship has no interest in my
advice. After all, who am I? Just a man who managed to survive the siege of
that bloody fucking hospital and funnel a few men out with me while I was at
it. Now I’m just someone whom his Pigness dismisses”. He stared down Alice
until she felt distinctly uncomfortable. There was something in this man’s eyes
that she had never encountered in person before, although she had read it in
countless war stories of varying quality. It was a dash of shell-shock mixed
with a pinch of esprit de corps, baked into a hard shell of grief and baked
with anger. It was the look of a man who had lost his way and looked forward
only to wrestling another dawn. She wanted to shrink away from it, but she
forced herself to continue firmly.


“Son, what did the mayor decide upon?” she
repeated, her voice louder this time. He spat to his side.


“I’m to get the rest of the men and women who’d
signed up for this madman’s idea and lead them out into the snow to die. Then
Taggert will just roll through and declare himself king, I suppose. I just wish
I could live long enough to see the bastard put the mayor’s head up on the
flagpole. I could die happy if that were my last sight, truly I could”.


Alice had stopped listening after the first
sentence. Her eyes had gone very wide. She put a hand on the man’s shoulders,
and he seemed to visibly relax.


“Remember your history,” she said, and moved
authoritatively past him. He stared at her, incredulous, and then continued his
profanity-laden march to find what was left of the police forces. She paid him
no attention, letting his curses fade into the background of her racing,
grinding thoughts.


 


“We must do the Lord’s work, today,” Albert
Johnson finished saying. Jon and Zachan looked at each other, unable to put
into words the deep distress that Johnson’s words had instilled into them. The
other two, whom Johnson had identified as merely Moe and Zeeshan, were silent,
their faces tired and miserable. Johnson saw their hesitation and pressed on.


“My sons,” he pleaded with them, “my sons. Consider.
The bumbaclot mayor has put us all here as though we were prisoners, bad men. We
are good men, men who just wanted to live freely, as God promises in Zion. Babylon
wishes to keep us penned in. Are we to sit here and let him starve us? Or do we
break out, break through, and let the Lord’s Bounty be ours, for real?” He
spread his hands in askance. “I ask you, what will it be?”


Jon opened his lips as if to answer, but what it
was that he would have answered was never known. At that moment, another
person, a woman with wild, emaciated features and eyes that burned with a
vicious hate, burst into the room.


“They’re gone!” she exclaimed. “The mayor’s pigs
are gone!”


Johnson turned in place and roared at her.


“What do you mean, girl?” he cried. “What do you
mean they are gone?”


“They’re gone, man!” she exclaimed, her voice
screeching with glee. “There’s just one guy, standing outside the front
entrance. The rest of them left, I don’t know where!”


“Then it is settled!” Johnson exclaimed. “Let us
leave this prison! Let us go and tell the Mayor that we will not stand for this
anymore!” The crazed, starved woman threw her fist in the air and screamed
wordlessly.


Johnson and the crazed woman left the room,
shouting and parading down the hall. They began to go from room to room,
rousing the inhabitants and haranguing them into joining on this
spur-of-the-moment crusade. The four left in the room glanced at each other
awkwardly, their eyes shifting and flickering.


“You know,” Zeeshan said slowly, “Moe and I kept
this whole city from burning down, you know?” He seemed bitter, even though he
smiled as he spoke. His eyes remained glued to the filthy, damp carpet floor. “We
ran around and put out all the fires that were starting, got a whole bunch of
people to go along with us and help. Whole core could have gone up in flames,
wasn’t for us”.


Jon stared at him incredulously. “That was you
guys?” he exclaimed, unable to hide the awe in his voice. Zeeshan nodded.


“Yeah, that was us. We even tried to start up a
volunteer fire service, after. That Mayor, though, he didn’t want anyone doing
anything that he didn’t think up and control. So here we are”.


Moe nodded emphatically. “Fuck yeah,” he said
rapidly, his eyes twitching from place to place randomly. “We did all sorts of
shit for this city and what do we get? We get stuck in here and told to starve
all winter. Fuck that. That Jamaican dude is right. Let’s go get what’s owed to
us. They can’t starve us. They can’t force us to jump through hoops just to
eat. Let’s go”.


Jon and Zachan finally felt the embers of rage
that had been glowing inside of them burst into life. The utter unfairness of
it was the worst injustice of all. They ran out into the hallway, shouting
after Johnson. By the time they caught up to him, he had amassed nearly
everyone on that floor of the Chestnut Hotel. By the time they made it to the
ground floor, the amount of people that they had gathered was massive. Many of
the rooms had been doubled-up on occupancy in order to fit everyone into one
building. Just over a thousand people ended up flowing out into the street,
with Johnson and company at their head. They rolled over the one unlucky police
officer who had been left behind to attempt a desultory guard of the Chestnut. The
man died mercifully briefly, torn apart by a crowd not hungry enough to
cannibalize him but too hungry to be rational. As they marched through the snow
towards the towering twin curves of the City Hall, Johnson chanted the 23rd
Psalm, and the crowd of a thousand picked up the chant and rang it into the
still, frigid January air.


 


Conley walked grimly ahead of the sixty or so men
he’d been able to gather who had remained at their posts and were still armed
and primed to fight. It was a pitiful force, he knew, but it was the only force
that he had. His teeth were clenched and grinding as he marched, his breath
steaming out from between them in hot little spurts. He fingered the grip and
trigger guard of his hefty Desert Eagle, a gun he’d owned forever and had
secreted away in a special place before the disappearance. This would be the
final time he would draw it, he knew, and now he loathed to be parted from it. Last
time would pay for all, though, or so he told himself. He had been a simple
police grunt the last time they had marched against Taggert; he had watched
several of his friends cut down that night and had no real stomach to watch it
again. There was no help for it, though. If he failed to make this incredibly
useless gesture, he and the sixty people left under his command would be killed
anyway, either by a vengeful Taggert or by a crazed, blustering Mayor.


He marched, then, and they marched, to their
deaths. They knew it as well as he, but they continued to march anyway. They
had no other choice, and as such they did it cheerfully. There were
high-spirited catcalls, taunts, and boasts of prowess from the men behind him,
as though they were children on their way to day camp. He smiled in spite of
himself. He felt the cold air flow in through his nose in a particularly
invigorating manner, and it added a buoyancy to his mood. He felt as though he
could box the world, even though he would be dead before the sun finished
setting on the empty city. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. He laughed,
throwing his hands in the sky, and the men and women behind him cheered.


Paul Taggert pushed his own soldiers through the
thick carpet of snow, swearing and badgering them on. There was a crust of
white around his nostrils that matched the color of what covered the ground, if
not the consistency. His eyes raved and his tongue was hot and loose. The snow
tripped several of the men as they marched; if they took too long to get up,
Taggert simply shot them.


Michael and Sarah trudged behind him, struggling
to keep up with Taggert’s powder-fuelled pace. They leaned into the wind,
trying to cut it by turning slightly and failing. They looked at each other
continuously, each of them wondering how long the other would go before they
simply broke. Neither of them was willing to do so before a time came where
they could safely do it. With Taggert around, they would likely end up dead
moments after.


The men cursed and huffed, trying to keep up the
demanding schedule that Taggert had insisted upon. Ever since he had learned of
the doctor’s deaths at the hospital and the lack of supplies to be found
within, he had been riding on a wave of adulterated anger. They all knew that
if they fell behind the Boss would have them shot, and so they grimly marched
on. At the intersection of Dundas and University they turned south, towards the
City Hall, and the eventual goal.


“We’re almost there!” Taggert shouted, his voice
echoing off of the stone shells that lined the wide white avenue. “Keep
marching, you bastards! Once we take City Hall we eat like kings! Like goddamn
kings!”


Michael heard each word and grew more despairing. He
eyed Sarah and realized that she was already looking at him. Her eyes were
narrow and speculative, and he felt uncomfortable under her gaze. What are
you staring at? he mouthed. How long is this going to continue? she
mouthed back. Michael was taken aback, and he didn’t know how to answer her at
first. He shrugged uneasily, his back complaining with the gesture. His legs
were going to give out any moment, he was sure.


 


Conley led his men down Armoury Street, away from
the City Hall and the Chestnut Hotel. They passed the broken and decayed
remains of a Staples on their right and turned. Conley had a hunch, a rather
obvious one, that Taggert would be leading his men straight down Dundas. It
would be the easiest path to take, being straight down from the hospital, and
in this dense snow it would be the easiest paths that would be taken. This was
not the time nor the place for fancy, sneaking tactics. He had certainly not
thought of any. He would lead his men to meet the enemy in a time-honored
fashion that had precedence stretching back to the ancient days of cave raids. They
would find a good place to stand, and they would fight. Nothing else was
needed; at any rate, nothing else would be considered. It seemed to be a
general consensus: if they were going to die, they were going to die standing
and facing their death.


He lead them up University and then saw them, a
black mass in the distance, coming at them slowly and directly. He marched his
officers a small distance further and then halted them. He turned to look them
over, to seal in his mind one last time the men and women who were to take this
last stand with him. They faced him proudly; not one of them seemed frightened,
or likely to bolt. He felt an immense feeling boil up from deep within him, and
he found it necessary to wipe up tears that had begun to spill from his eyes.


“Men,” he began, and then stopped. It wasn’t just
that there were women in the crowd as well; it seemed too formal, too distant.


“My friends,” he continued, and it sounded better,
although not perfect. “We’re here to do one thing, and to do it well. At any
other time, I would give you a stirring speech about how we would crush the
enemy and dine on their stores tonight, flush and wealthy. We both know that’s
not the case, though”. He looked into each of their faces. “We’ve come a long
way, I suppose. I’ll lay all the money in the city down to bet that none of you
ever thought that this would be how you would die. Here we are, though”. He
chuckled, and it seemed fitting. “I guess that now there’s nothing left to do
but take up our position, level our rifles, and get ready to fire. There’s
little else we can really do, is there?” He did not see one dissenting
expression on their faces. “So let’s prepare, then. Let’s get ready to die, and
die well”. The men and women gathered to die with him let a moment pass, and
then they exploded into applause that threatened to rival thunder in the sky.


 


Taggert heard the thunderous cheer from down
University Avenue and it threw him even further into an abyss of rage. He
shouted at the sky and beat at the air with his fists. His men looked to him,
worried, but continued to march onwards. Sarah looked to Michael and mouthed how
about now? Michael grinned, for lack of anything else to do. It was
blackly funny, how it had all turned out. He thought about the brief toss he’d
had with the girl beside him, thought about his gentle, thick-fingered hands
over her scarred, pinpricked flesh. He shook his head in amazement.


They marched inexorably towards the position that
Conley had taken up, and as they neared the line Taggert shouted a command. His
soldiers took the hodgepodge of pistols, rifles, and shotguns that they had
scavenged months ago and flipped them into their hands. Safeties were
disengaged, cartridges put into place. As they marched closer they raised their
weaponry into a ready position, aiming at the line of police. Time and distance
revealed that the police were also aiming back at them. Taggert’s soldiers,
exhausted, frightened, and hungry, found this concept to an unwelcome one. They
looked at each other in askance, wondering if they were really going to
go through with this.


 


Conley watched them approach with a jaded,
uncaring eye. He was prepared to die. He had been prepared to die in the
hospital, ready to expire firing into the soldiers that had been swarming in to
take what they could find. He hadn’t, but he had come to realize that he had
been spared simply to die in a more honorable fashion here, where lawyers and
paralegals had flocked to make photocopies with agitated demands and harass
long-suffering clerks. It was ludicrous, but it was his life, and he was
willing to pay it off here. He remembered the writer, Alice Laurence, telling
him to “remember his history”, briefly and vividly, and then it was gone. It
was no matter. He raised his Desert Eagle into the sky, waiting for just the
right distance to give his signal.


Taggert’s men came within fifty feet of them and
Conley squeezed the trigger, the blast ripping through the winter skies and
bringing everything to a halt.


“NOW!” he screamed, and the men behind him began
to open fire.


 


Several things happened at once, all of them
stemming from the moment that Conley fired his huge, ungainly pistol into the
air. Conley’s sixty officers fired and made their targets on perhaps nine or
ten men at the front of Taggert’s crowd. Taggert screamed hoarsely and his men
returned fire. This return fire was ragged and unwieldy, however, dispersing
gunshots into the air that came nowhere near their targets. Both sides looked
at each other, stunned by this first exchange. Then, after a moment, the
remainder of Taggert’s men simply turned and ran.


Conley watched approximately a second and a half
of the enemy bolting away from them up University Avenue, and then he began
shouting orders. They were retreat orders; upon watching the mass of Taggert’s
men turning around, a wild hope had risen up in him. From the alacrity that his
people carried out their orders, he suspected that the same thought had been
present in their own minds. With Taggert’s men abandoning battle, there was no
sense in staying around. They marched quickly back the way they came, aided by
the paths that they had dug themselves. As they made their way back down
Armoury Street, Conley thought quickly.


“North!” he shouted into the crisp air, his breath
steaming in clouds. “North, rally point north!”


They turned in their paths as they heard the
command and began trudging new paths through the encumbering snow. Rally point
north was, in reality, the once-stately grounds of Queens Park. They might lose
some stragglers along the way, but he would wait at Queens Park until he could
be reasonably sure that everyone who was going to arrive had arrived. Then,
they would keep pushing north. Conley had undergone an adjustment in his
worldview upon seeing the backs of the fleeing enemy, and it could be summed up
in one simple word: survival. Let the Mayor and Taggert finish beating each
other into unrecognizable scraps. There were whole suburbs to the north, full
of grocery stores and restaurants, convenience stores and office vending
machines. Places that neither of the belligerent assholes that had ruined the
downtown core had been able to get their grubby fingers on. He grinned as he
pushed through the snow, and if anyone had happened to see him as he went they
might have thought the devil himself had possessed him. It was just hope,
though. A terrible, beautiful hope. He thought of the prospect of entire cities
full of food, ready to be plundered and lived upon.


If we make it north, he thought, we just
might live forever.


 


Alice Laurence slammed her way into the council
chambers, her face a thunderstorm on the verge of bursting. The chamber was
buzzing with conversation, all of it from the assorted pale councilors who
filled the seats, jabbering to each other with twitching, frightened
expressions. She ignored them in favor of the three figures at the front of the
chamber. Childs she sneered at, and he returned it with a leering wink. Nancy
Kim’s eyes were closed, and her lips were trembling. She felt pity, but pushed
it firmly out of her mind. There would time to help her later, or so she hoped.
It was the red-faced, sullen man who styled himself Mayor that she focused on. She
pointed a long, wrinkling finger at him and it was a wonder that sparks did not
begin flying off of the tip.


“What have you done?” she raged, her voice filling
the entire chamber. She had done enough readings in her life to be able to
easily fill this room with the hectoring sound of her voice. Mayor John
regarded her as one would regard a trash bag that had ripped open and leaked
garbage water all over the rug.


“Get out,” he commanded, his voice indignant. She favored
him with a contemptuous smile and shook her head.


“No, Tommy, I won’t get out”. She rose her voice
and spoke to the assorted men and women who filled the seats. “You should know
that he has sent your only defense out to die in the snow. To be cannon fodder
for Taggert’s bandits. There is no one left to…”


She might have continued in this vein for another
minute or two, but at that moment a steady, ominous chanting could be heard in
the distance. All conversation in the room stopped, and many heads turned to
try to catch the noise. After a moment, it became perfectly clear what it was. It
was unmistakably the sound of a gigantic crowd, marching closer every minute,
chanting the 23rd Psalm at the top of their lungs.


As I walk through the Valley of the Shadow of
Death, I will fear no evil…


Alice turned back to Mayor John after a moment, a
strange, terrible smile creasing her lips.


“Your people are coming to attend court, Tommy. They
sound terribly hungry,”


After this, all decorum in the chamber ended. The
sitting councilors rose and began fleeing for every exit that they could find. Mayor
John rose from his seat with his face flushed, screaming at the mass exodus of
men and women in extremely expensive business attire.


“Cowards! Fucking cowards!” he screamed, but his
exhortations had no effect on stemming the tide. They ran, and within minutes
there were four people left in the council chambers. The sound of hurried
footfalls from every exit mixed into the sound of the chanting, vengeful mob
making their way through the snow from the Chestnut Hotel. Mayor John slammed
himself back into his seat and put his hands palms-down on the desk in front of
him. His mouth opened and closed rapidly, as though he were trying to formulate
a perfect profanity to spew at this moment but ultimately had nothing to use. He
looked around the room incredulously. Nancy Kim, her eyes still closed, began
to sob quietly.


“I just wanted to help people,” she whispered, the
tears trailing down her face. “That’s all I ever got into politics for. Now
look at me. God, look at me”.


“Shut up, just shut UP!” Mayor John exploded. “No
one cares about you, you goddamn useless cunt!” He turned to Childs. “Douglas,
what do we do? We need a plan!”


Childs pretended to mull this over, and then rose
from his seat.


“Here’s a plan, Tommy. I’m getting out of here,
and you’re staying behind to go down with the ship. When the mob gets here, do
give them my regards”. He smiled with a long-time actor’s grace and spoke to
Nancy. “Ms. Kim, shall we be leaving?”


Nancy’s eyes flew open and she regarded him with
suspicion. There was nothing in Childs’ face but open impatience. She rose
warily from her seat, and Childs made a twirling move it along gesture.


“Ms. Kim, the time, it is a-wastin’,” he told her,
humor mixing with agitation. “Shall we move along before we are forced to greet
the mob with our florid friend here?”


Nancy began moving quicker. She got out from
behind her desk and joined Childs. Tommy stared at them both with an indignant,
strangely child-like expression on his face. Neither Nancy Kim nor Douglas
Childs turned to have one last look at him. They fled together through the exit
that lead out into the rest of the City Hall complex without a second thought
or regard. The Mayor watched them go, his mouth hanging open. The chanting from
outside was becoming uproarious.


Alice Laurence stirred from her standing position.
She had watched the mass exodus, and then Childs’ and Kim’s departure, with an
expression verging on awe. Now she was alone in the round, glassed-in chamber
with the Mayor, whom she turned to.


“Tommy, I suggest we leave, now. That mob will not
treat you kindly when they get here”.


“The food,” Tommy muttered sullenly. Alice stared
at him, flabbergasted.


“Tommy, who cares about the food?” her voice rose
into an incredulous panic. “Who gives a fuck about the food? We need to
get out of here before they tear us apart! There’s food elsewhere, probably
lots of it!”


“It’s the principle,” he continued, his voice like
a ten-year-old boy being hauled in front authority and hating every moment of
it.


“The principle?” she asked, hating the aged quaver
that ran through her voice. Tommy looked at her, his face tired, his eyes dead.


“It’s my city,” he said, with no trace of anything
in his voice. “It’s my city, and I’ll see it out until the end”.


Alice looked him up and down, unsure of what to
think. She shook her head slowly.


“Maybe I was wrong about you,” she said, her voice
shot through with wonder. Mayor John shrugged imperceptibly, the life seeming
to drain out of him by the second.


“Maybe you were. Who’s to say? Who will ever know?
Get out, while you still can,” he said, the words mushing together from lips
that could no longer form an effort.


She did so, the heels of her comfortable loafers
flapping as though a pack of hellhounds was sniffing out her trail. She ran out
of the council chamber, leaving the Mayor alone.


Mayor Tommy John, the last mayor of Toronto, sat
in the mayor’s seat and watched as the crowd approached the glass wall of the
chamber. It seemed enormous, although once upon a time it would have been a
small crowd for such a sweeping, architecturally triumphant public square. He
watched them approach the glass and spread out, all around the ring, so that
every glass panel had a crowd of people staring in. Their eyes were burning,
their faces thin, their clothes filthy. Many of them began slamming their palms
onto the panes of glass, shouting things. Obscene things. Things that would
never have crossed their mind to say, before the disappearance. Mayor John
closed his eyes, and began moving his lips.


I will say to the Lord, “My refuge and my
fortress, my God, in whom I trust”


The crowd slapped the glass panels, chanting and
screaming, their words blending together.


For he will deliver you from the snare of the
fowler and from the deadly pestilence.


A large black man in a bulky winter coat pushed
his way to the front of the crowd and rattled his fists upon the glass. He
screamed something incoherent.


He will cover you with his pinions, and under
his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness is a shield and buckler


All at once there was a deafening shatter of glass
from around the chamber. Jagged chunks of cinderblock and brick came flying
through, accompanied by countless shattered shards. Mayor John opened his eyes
and watched the mob pour through the rude openings. They cut themselves on jagged
glass but did not seem to notice; their blood made a trail through the council
chamber towards him. They were all shouting terrible, incoherent things. The
black man was at their forefront, his eyes like liquid fire, his mouth chanting
a medley of apocalyptic bible verses. Behind him, he noticed the two young men
who had been instrumental in saving the downtown from becoming charred cinders.
It seemed like it had been many lifetimes ago. Mayor John managed a smile as
they approached. It was funny where life would take you.


“You will not fear the terror of the night,” he
told them mildly, “nor the arrow that flies by day”. Then they reached his seat
and tore into him.


 


Taggert watched in breathless rage as his army
turned and ran, making very good time as they followed their own tracks back
through the punishing snow. He screamed a stream of unconnected profanities,
piercing it every so often to cry out “COWARDS!” or to curse their mothers. His
store of obscenities seemed endless; it was not until his former men had made
it two blocks west that he finally ran out, his tongue stuttering. He stood panting
for a moment, the breath steaming out of him to disperse into the painfully
fresh winter air. He turned and saw that Conley and his former police force had
also turned and retreated. He watched them go, his mouth agape.


After several minutes of disbelieving silence, he
turned back to stare at Michael and Sarah. Both of them looked back at him with
neutral, guarded expressions. He sneered, and then spat into the thick blanket
of snow.


“Both of them,” he said, his tone amazed. “Both of
them just turned and ran. How do you like that?” He took a step in the
direction that Conley and company had left in, and then seemed to reconsider
it. He threw his hands up in the air.


“Both of them!” he screamed, disgusted at the very
idea of it. “They just fired off their guns and then ran away! Both of them! Two
fucking pissant choirboy coward cunt-fuck armies! How do you like that? How?”


He looked at Michael, obviously expecting an
opinion, but Michael had none to give. He was as surprised as Taggert was. He
waited for Michael to say something, and when he didn’t he flapped his hands at
him.


“Gah!” he screamed. “Who ever heard of this? This
must be the first spontaneous mutual retreat in history! It defies
description!”


“Actually, it’s the second,” Sarah piped up. Taggert
whirled on her, his eyes bulging and dangerous.


“What?” he shouted, his voice echoing. Sarah
blinked.


“The second spontaneous mutual retreat in history.
Although, to be fair, the first took place pretty close to here”.


Taggert glared at her, his lips quivering and his
face twitching. Michael recognized the signs and steeled himself for the
inevitable violent explosion. Sarah seemed calm and unimpressed.


“What the fuck are you talking about?” he
screamed. His voice was getting quite ragged now, and Michael imagined the
inside of his trachea beginning to bleed. He felt a vicious glee over this
mental image. Sarah looked at Michael and winked.


“Someone has obviously never read Civil Elegies,”
she said condescendingly, and Michael could not help himself. He began laughing
heartily, and the sound was so completely foreign to the happenings of the day
that he had to laugh harder. His laughter infected Sarah and she began to laugh
as well, her mirth filling the air like rich silver bells.


“NO ONE LAUGHS AT ME!” Taggert howled, and Michael
began to feel tears roll down his cheeks, warmer than could have ever been
believed.


“STOP LAUGHING AT ME!” he bellowed and Sarah fell
to her knees, her laughter pushing her weak frame down. Taggert began to dance
with frustration that bordered on insanity. He reached into his coat to pull
out his pistol, meaning to turn it on Sarah and blow her head off in the name
of catharsis. As he brought it out he fumbled it; he was using the hand that he
had busted through the wall of the hospital, forgetting in the excitement of
the day that it was utterly incapable of performing normal tasks. The gun
stuttered out of his grasp and fell into the snow, where its weight punched a
large, pistol-shaped hole. He kicked snow at it in pure rage, and shook his
fists to the sky.


“FUCK!” he screamed, and with that final
valediction he began stomping away through the tracks that his former army had
made.


Michael ceased laughing. He sprinted forward and
dug through the snow, retrieving the pistol. His hands were cold and wet,
stinging with the numbness that the snow brought, but his aim was steady enough
for the range. He swiveled the sight to bear on the back of Taggert’s head,
inhaled and exhaled with exaggerated calm, and squeezed the trigger gently. The
report was shockingly loud, ringing through the air like an air-raid siren. There
was a steamy puff of gunsmoke and Taggert fell forward into the snow, his
weight driving him down until he disappeared beneath the deep layer that lay
upon the street. He trudged forward until he found where Taggert’s corpse lay,
and looked at him for a long while. The snow around him was stained red. There
was a shattered hole in the back of his skull, filled with what looked like
raw, bloody hamburger meat. His left arm was stretched out in front of him;
presumably he had fallen upon his other arm. He seemed sadly pathetic in death.


“That’s for calling me a nigger, you useless
fuck,” he said quietly, and turned back towards Sarah. She had walked up
silently to join him, although he hadn’t known it. She looked down at Taggert
and spat. Her face was fraught with contempt.


“In a hundred years no one will know his name,”
she said, and that said all that there seemed need to say. Michael nodded
contentedly and looked around. The deserted city seemed even emptier somehow. Where
they weren’t encrusted by snow, the windows seemed to stare at them with
malevolent disinterest.


“I think we should get out of here,” Michael
suggested, looking around and licking his lips. Sarah shrugged.


“You’re probably right, but where?”


Michael considered this for a moment, while the
wind picked up around them, cruel and hawkish.


“Anywhere,” he concluded, “that’s not this city. This
city is dead, and anyone who stays in it will end up that way sooner rather
than later”. There was silence, and the wind stung at their ears.


“That’s fine,” Sarah agreed, “but where else
would you like to go?”


Michael shrugged, and pointed in a completely
random direction.


“That way,” he said. He didn’t bother looking in
the direction he was pointing. He was too busy looking at Sarah. There was a
smile creeping onto her face, a smile that seemed to speak of warmth, light,
and love. He smiled to join her.


“Sounds good to me,” she said, and they left in
the direction that Michael had pointed in. After a moment, Michael held out his
hand tenuously. Sarah took it, her fingers entwining into his, thin upon thick.
They walked to the horizon, and disappeared into it. Hours later, the
strengthening wind covered their tracks with granular snow, and they fell out
of history.


 


Steve St.Omes approached the edge of Nathan
Phillips Square, his leg muscles nearly expiring from the effort that his
journey that day had taken. The sun had set long ago, and normally he would
have found somewhere to hide, but an urge had taken him. He would sleep that
night in City Hall, amongst the ghosts of the rich and powerful of the old
order that had existed ephemerally in the most faded of his memories. He sang
no song as he made this final leg; the howling of the wind seemed counterpoint
enough to the tough industrial beat of his footsteps.


He had hid earlier, while the sun was still up; he
had heard a massive-sounding crowd in the distance, towards his destination,
chanting, shouting, and screaming. He had no wish to meet this group, as they
sounded feral and hostile. Now, however, silence seemed to have descended upon
the city again, and Steve felt safe in resuming his journey. It was strange to
be out by the light of the moon, especially a moonlight that was wavering in
and out behind a thickening layer of clouds. The wind had picked up and he knew
that another blanketing of snow was not far off. The thought made him redouble
his efforts. Across the churned-up field of dirty white was his goal, reaching
twisted and imposing into the black night.


He crossed the field and saw that the churning was
fresh; the wind was filtering snow across it to fill in the footsteps, but it
had not had enough time to even start in on the job. There had been a very large
crowd here not long ago, but they had obviously dispersed by now. Or had they? Steve
stared across the square but could discern no movement from the shadowy
buildings. He stopped, concerned, but in the end decided to press on anyway. He
had come this far, after all, and there was little point in turning around and
going somewhere else.


The stomped-down snow made his walking easier, and
he was able to make it through the flat square without issue. At once point he
stepped down and found his foot going through a thin scrim of ice; thankfully
he was able to rescue himself before he went completely in the hidden pools. He
straightened up after that and tried to carefully think about what direction to
take. He tried to remember what the layout of Nathan Phillips Square had been,
but that belonged to the sun-destroyed photographs that served as his long-term
memory. He simply strode towards the round council chamber that anchored the
two curving towers that were City Hall and hoped for the best.


He was able to make it the rest of the way without
incident, although he was breathing heavily by the time he made it. As he got
closer he saw that the glass walls that ringed the council chamber were
shattered, creating dozens of gaping, jagged-edged maws. He felt a deep shiver
of unease flutter through his stomach, but he pressed on. He needed to be
inside anyway, and he felt as though he might go mad if he didn’t get there. His
mind conjured up swelled monsters growing bloated in the darkness contained
within those screaming glass orifices.


He stopped at the edge of the ring of broken
glass. The interior was immediately opaque. He reached into his coat and pulled
out his flare. He lit it and threw it into the council chamber, immediately
regretting the expenditure. In the sudden, shocking green glare he saw that the
interior of the chamber had been torn up. Chairs lay strewn together, jumbled
amongst tipped-over desks. Glass glittered everywhere in an inward arc, giving
off a brilliant and eerie Halloween glare. He climbed through a likely-looking
opening as carefully as he could, tripping a little on a treacherous chunk of
glass but managing to right himself on the other side. He looked around the
interior with the careful eye of a paranoid man. There was no one inside,
although there was a great deal of blood smeared over many of the surfaces near
the center of the room. As he approached the focal point of the chamber, he
thought he saw hair, and what might have been part of an arm. He shivered, and
the bloated, toxic monsters seemed to flit about just outside what the corners
of his eyes could discern. He would lose the light soon, though, and he had not
seen any artificial form of light. Whoever had torn apart the chamber (and each
other, seemingly) had obviously taken whatever they could from the place. He
found his way to the mayor’s seat and checked it over. There were no little
gremlins hiding beneath the desk, waiting to bite and gnaw his ankles in the
dark. He sat in the chair, tentatively at first, and then with greater relish
as he discovered how comfortable the mayor’s chair really was. It seemed
ridiculously luxurious as he melted into it. His coats seemed to act like the
softest blankets as he settled in, and he suddenly felt every inch of the
journey that he had made. Every muscle in his body seemed to jostle for
replenishment at once, and he grimaced at the ache. His beard itched and
crawled, and he scratched it contentedly.


He felt more relaxed than he had in a long time. Visions
of brown-hued monsters vanished from his mind, and in the next instant the
flare died. He found himself staring into blindness, and although he told
himself that there were no monsters he felt a bit of the nervousness return to
tickle his solar plexus with loving, horrid fingers. He pursed his lips and
began to whistle, and a moment later he began to sing.


If my parents are crying he sang, then
I’ll dig a tunnel from my window to yours. You climb out the chimney and meet
me in the middle, the middle of the town. The melody drifted off into the
sunless city, echoing out and dispersing into nothing. The clamoring wind
obliterated all else.











Seven


 


 


 


Carlos fled down the rattling hallway and Mark
followed after. Very closely behind Mark, Olivia was running for dear life,
their daughter clutched to her in her sling. Behind and ahead of them came the
sharp report of gunfire, and the screams that came as an aftermath. Carlos was
leading them towards the access stairway at the west end of the floor, and Mark
clenched his .357 with a set jaw. When they tore through the door and started
down the wide industrial stairwell he expected that they would have to fight
through.


There was another group on the stairway, but they
were headed down. They stopped and turned to look at Carlos and leveled their
weapons. Mark saw that one of them was Conley, his eyes hard and ready to deal
death without discrimination. When he saw Mark, Conley started and lowered his
weapon.


“Mark?” he asked, surprised. “Where’s Northdancer?”


“He threw himself off the side of the roof,” Mark
replied awkwardly. “I’ve decided there’s very little point in sticking around”.


“Have you now?” Conley murmured contemplatively. He
seemed to focus on Carlos for the first time, and his eyes narrowed.


“Who’s this?” he asked aggressively, raising his
automatic rifle. Mark held out a hand, wanting to plead with his friend but
forcing himself to remain firm.


“He’s a friend, he’s helping us get out of here”


“Is he now?” Conley’s expression became sly. “So,
you have a plan to get out, then?”


Carlos nodded. “We’re meeting some others in the
basement, and then we’re going to be on our way out. I guess you can try to
stop us, but this place is going to be hazardous to my friends and their baby”.
Conley waved his hand impatiently.


“I couldn’t care less, buddy,” he said. “You’re absolutely,
one hundred percent correct. It’s time to exit stage left and try to regroup
later. We should fall back to City Hall and start digging in”.


Carlos and Mark shared a brief, unspoken
conversation. Mark nodded.


“Yeah, that’s exactly what we should do,” he
agreed. He felt a small pang of regret for lying to someone that he respected
as much as Conley.


“There’s a couple of people waiting for us in the
basement, and hopefully by now they’ve stolen the explosives you were keeping
in cafeteria kitchen,” Carlos explained, and smiled apologetically at Conley. “Some
of your people really talk a lot, eh? Especially when their dick takes over their
thinking”.


Conley did not look impressed, but he led them
down the stairway quickly. As they passed the third-floor landing the sound of
battle became very loud. Conley changed the group’s direction with sharp,
decisive commands and they were suddenly dashing through the third floor. They
ran through a large, picked-over waiting room near the major operating
theatres, and hooked around to the left. Silent banks of elevators greeted
them, and beyond them was another, smaller stairwell. Conley led them down here
and they had to go down two abroad. Mark fell beside Olivia.


“Are you alright?” he asked and she glared at him.


“I’m perfectly alright,” she scolded him. “We’re
getting out of here and we’re getting out of this goddamn city and we’re
leaving for good. I’m as great as I’ve ever been in my entire life”. Mark
grinned and then they were below the sounds of fighting. There was no entrance
to either the second or first floors; before long they were exiting the
stairwell through an access door. Several of Conley’s men threw open
flashlights and they were soon making their way through a seemingly Byzantine
series of dark hallways. Carlos began taking over navigation, grabbing a
flashlight and directing the group rapidly. Eventually he brought them into a
frigid, featureless room that stretched out emptily. From one corner a pair of
flashlights flipped on and both parties found themselves temporarily blinded. Then
their eyes became used to the situation and it was Emily and Amber that stepped
forward. Their hands were held out to shield their eyes and they were
squinting. They saw the police grunts and immediately hardened. Amber quickly
withdrew a compact submachine gun and Emily’s fingers danced around a
light-looking .22. The police raised their weapons without hesitation and Mark
had to throw himself between the two before they would agree to lower them
again. There was some angry muttering on both sides but the intensifying sound
of gunfire and the greater frequency of coughing thumps resulting in
bass-throbbing explosions from above drove them to adopt a speedy resolution. Emily
immediately lead them back down the passage they had emerged from, trailing
something in her hand. Conley began to pointedly ask what the point of it was
and Emily distractedly hushed him.


“One second,” she hissed, and appeared to be
straining to listen to the growing sounds of the battle that was raging above
them. There was another of those coughing, wobbling explosions from upstairs
and she closed her hand into a fist. A deafening explosion blew through the
room that they had met up in; the sonic recoil from it seemed to rattle the
brains inside their skulls. The air turned blue with profanity, with Conley
leading the charge.


“What in the blue fuck do you think you’re doing?”
he shouted, striving to hear himself. Emily waved them onward, towards the
explosion.


“The fastest route between two points is a
straight line,” she shouted. “Fuck the Gordian Knot, if you’re in a hurry you
just gotta cut through it”.


There was a gaping, brick-toothed hole in the wall
now, and beyond it was pure blackness. Once the flashlights pored into this new
opening, Mark saw that there was a number of cars in the space beyond.


“Into the parking garage and turn left!” Emily
shouted, and ran through without waiting for the others. Mark stayed beside
Olivia as they proceeded through, his heart racing. They felt their way along,
their fingers tracing over freezing steel. The narrow paths of the flashlights
made the biggest obstacles obvious, but there seemed to be a thousand smaller
obstacles in the unseen to trip them up. From up ahead, Emily’s voice grew
excited.


“It’s just up here! Amber, bring the backpack!”


They reached a wall and stopped. Amber and Emily
were shining their lights against what appeared to be a corrugated-steel wide
garage door and conferring. Amber affixed something to that steel door and then
waved them back frantically. Mark grabbed Olivia without thinking and stumbled
her along into the darkness. Olivia swore at him and pulled away before she
tumbled down. Mark had no such luck; after losing his grip on Olivia he fell
face-first into cold, harshly textured cement. A second later another deafening
explosion occurred and daylight flooded inward. They picked themselves up and
ran out through the hole punched in the garage door, their arms shielding their
eyes.


 


Jason shivered near the crumbling façade of an old
pharmacy, his startled heart taking a long time to calm down from the latest
shock. He had been standing there, minding his own business. He had finally
crawled away from the firefight on his belly, like a dog, and had been trying
to hide and consider his next move. The explosion that had suddenly burped out
of the back of the hospital had made him immediately crouch and cower; a small
squirt of urine had gone into his already-soaked pants. He had watched with
superstitious fear as a group of people had exited the hole that the explosion
had made, and then had undergone what could be best described as a religious
transformation. He was close enough to seem them in some detail, and he saw
very clearly that one of them was her. His angel.


He had been skulking about, trying to find a way
into the hospital that didn’t involve getting into shooting matches with the
people inside. This had been coupled with a grunting urge to put his gun to his
head and put a chunk of lead through his brain. The concept of putting his
lights out had gained a lot of traction since Taggert had walked into his shop.
He had felt blessed when he had overheard the conversation and realized that
She was somewhere inside the hospital. He had been crushed once he realized
that there was no easy way to gain access that didn’t involve a battle. In
truth, he had stopped by the pharmacy to see if there was any use in trying to
talk himself out of finishing what he had tried to start all those months ago. He
had been trying to remember what his last words were supposed to be when the
explosion had occurred.


All thoughts of suicide left him. His purpose was
there in front of him, tantalizingly real and close enough to shout at. He
forced himself to remain hidden; She was surrounded by those filthy beasts, as
well as the killer with the whore’s hair, and they were also accompanied by
some of the Mayor’s police. They would shoot him on sight, anyone would shoot
him on sight. Neither side would hesitate to put a clip full of rounds into
him, he was sure. He had to be careful. He had to be sly. His angel was
close enough to touch, and his aching fingers longed to touch. His suddenly
stiffened penis was clamoring for attention as well.


He followed them at a distance, pacing them like
Gollum. Certainly She was Precious enough for him, but he despised the analogy.
Gollum had been a weak, pathetic thing. Now that he would soon be reunited with
the only Love of his short, misbegotten life, he felt a raw, lusty strength
filling his limbs. He would not fail. She would be his. They walked down a
street of dead cafes and devastated boutique shops and he followed, keeping to
the shadows of the ruined buildings and making sure to keep his movements to a
minimum. The streets quickly narrowed and the buildings grew closer together. Jason
had only been to Kensington Market once and had found it a disgusting,
unappealing visit. It had smelled like foreign food and been full of tourists,
Asians, and hippies; it was like the LD50 of what Jason claimed to hate about
the city. His second visit was doing nothing to improve his opinion.


The houses that had once been host to a riot of
fashion boutiques and OCAD students had fallen together; their crumbling frames
were covered in thickly packed snow. There were mannequins in the street,
standing haphazardly, snow furring on them. The group that he was stalking did
not stop to acknowledge them but Jason had to stop and stare. They were
faceless and strange in the setting January sun, and Jason thought that they
might haunt whatever dreams might come his way that night. He was transfixed by
them, and if he had not forcibly torn himself away he might have watched them
until he collapsed from exhaustion. The group had moved on but he followed
their tracks in the snow. This task was quite easy, as their tracks were the
only major set of tracks in the snow.


They had followed the path of the market through
winding, narrow streets and then had made a sharp right turn. They passed the
silent, crumbling remains of what had once been a happening coffee shop and
then emerged out into Spadina Avenue. The street was deserted, although their
tracks were very apparent. Jason walked through them carefully, wondering if he
might be walking through the footsteps of his angel and gained a sense of
well-being from the idea. As the collapsing ruins of old Asian restaurants
flanked him and closed in on him he shrank into himself and tried to focus on
the task at hand. He tried to gauge how long he had stood in the Market and
looked into the blank faces of the mannequins. With a deepening sense of
disquiet, he realized that he had no idea how long he had stood there. Time had
grown very elastic.


After a few blocks the tracks turned again, back
onto Dundas. They stretched along two blocks of silence and Jason forced
himself to hurry along. If he lost his angel now he would collapse and die,
alone amongst the dead buildings. The snow would drift across and cover him
until he was a part of nothing at all. His legs ached but he pushed at them,
forcing them to work through the complaints. He followed them until they
reached the sweeping, strange, glass-and-steel design of the Art Gallery of
Ontario, and then threw himself into despair, thinking that the tracks had
disappeared. After a moment’s investigation, however, he discovered that they
had not disappeared, but turned inward, into the AGO. He stood and pondered the
doorway for a time, trying to figure out his next move. His face grew very hot
despite the frigid wind that blew at it; he felt as though the doors would fly
open at any moment and the things that had kidnapped his angel would emerge
with knife-smiles and gouging hands.


He ran without thinking across the street,
stumbling through the deep parts of the snow. There were a number of old cafes
and smaller art galleries and he chose one at random, diving through the gaping
window and collapsing into a heap on the other side. He lay there shivering for
a long moment and then made himself get up into a position where he could look
out the window. He would watch, then, and wait. They would emerge eventually,
they had to, and then Jason could begin his pursuit again.


 


“So there’s no way to convince you to come with me
to City Hall, then?” Conley asked Mark. They were sitting in the cafeteria of
the AGO, eating listlessly from cans and staring around dully. On any other
late afternoon or early evening the cafeteria would have been abuzz with
activity; school field trips would have been getting a bite before they left, late-coming
stragglers and artists would be grabbing a coffee before they toured the
exhibits. Now it was silent, except for the wind howling against the glass
outside and the private consternation of those who huddled within.


Mark shook his head. “This city is finished,
Conley, and you know it. We’re getting out of the whole thing. We’re going to
walk until we can’t see skyscrapers anymore, and then find a farm to ride out
the rest of winter on”.


Conley seemed to consider this, and then hung his
head.


“Mark, son, are you sure that’s the best plan? How
long do you think it’ll take you to go that far? A week? Two weeks? More? How
much food do you have? How cold will it get? Will there be another blizzard? Will
your baby be able to survive that? Plus, even if you do make it out there, what
guarantee do you have that there will be any food out there? Or that those
farms won’t be occupied by people? People with guns?”


Mark held up his hand and Conley’s litany ceased. The
man’s abundantly bearded face fell, and after a moment he nodded ruefully.


“All right, son, all right,” he conceded. “I get
it. You and your friends are getting out of here, come hell or high water. Well,
there’s nothing I can say to stop it, so I’ll stop trying. Just consider my
offer, Mark. I think you’ll be a lot safer if you do”.


Mark smiled. “I doubt that you think that at all,”
he replied fondly. Conley let out a roaring laugh.


“True,” he replied, wiping at his eyes, “I’m
pretty sure we’re all going to end up dead in one way or another”.


Emily appeared into the cafeteria without warning
and Mark realized that he had been sure that she had been there the entire
time. He blinked and shook his head, amazed at how stealthy she could be when
she wanted. She joined Mark and Conley at their table. Amber and Olivia sat at
another table; Olivia was feeding Victoria while Amber chatted a steady stream
of soothing nothing. Mark turned away from watching them reluctantly, a burning
question on his lips.


“So, what happened to Barry?” he asked quietly. It
had been obvious for some time that they weren’t going to be meeting him along
the way; the obscure pain that he saw in Amber’s eyes from time to time alone
cemented this. He hadn’t wanted to rip off psychological scabs, so he simply he
hadn’t asked. There also hadn’t been time, before, in the middle of blasting
their way out of the hospital and fleeing for their lives through the haunted
remains of Kensington Market.


Emily’s expression darkened. “He was shot,” she
said, and for a long time Mark thought that this was all that was going to say
on the matter. He was about to prompt her for more information when she finally
volunteered it herself.


“We were hiding in that coffee shop across the
hospital, on the other side of Bathurst. We stayed there for three weeks or so,
scouting the place out and trying to figure out how to get in and get you out. Barry
was spying on the roof guard post one night and he must have made too much
movement, because one of the guards posted in the windows managed to pick him
off”.


Mark went white and rational thought seemed to
abandon him. He remembered the night that he had been in a panic about being
shot for cowardice. The night that he had loosed off one round and then hidden
behind the table, Olivia’s face burning in his mind and weakening his
treacherous knees. He leaned back, trying to appear casual and gather his
scattered thoughts. A heavy fist made of guilt seemed to be battering at his
abdomen, and he very suddenly needed to answer the call of nature. He saw
Conley looking at him speculatively, and he felt a sudden need to move. He
got out of his chair and stared around the room.


“I have to unload,” he said, to no one in
particular. “I’ll be back in a minute”. He walked out of the room without
waiting to see if anyone was going to remark. His face was burning, although he
felt deathly cold.


His flashlight bobbed and weaved as he made his
way through a random assortment of hallways, casting disinterested eyes on the
entrances to various galleries. He picked one haphazardly and ducked inside. He
hiked down his pants in the corner of the room only seconds before his bowels
exploded. After he was done, he cleaned up and peered around the room, feeling
a dull sort of curiosity. There were a number of strange, misshapen sculptures
on pedestals; each had a small, neat plaque with the name and a brief
description. He wondered idly how long it would be before another person came
back into this room. His mind shrank back from the possibilities and he left
quickly.


He continued to wander through the art gallery,
peeking into rooms and casting desultory glances at the contents found therein.
His mind still reeled from the news that he’d been given concerning Barry. He
tried to consider it coldly as he went but found himself unable to string
together a coherent mental paragraph. Sentences were coming hard enough. He
lost track of time and immersed himself in the collections. He saw cultural
artifacts from millennia before the disappearance, each as inscrutable as the last.
Eventually he found himself in the middle of a series of undulating, smooth
sculptures that seemed like suggestions of the female form forged from the
bones of the world. He sat against one, a vague sketch of a reclining nude, and
wept like a child. Heavy sobs wracked his body and then faded into a series of
hitching breaths. After a while he shut off his flashlight and was left staring
blankly into the darkness.


After what seemed like hours passed he saw the
skittering illumination of a flashlight beam turn the corner from the hallway
and shine into the room. He held up a hand, his eyes stinging from the sudden
intrusion. The light went down to the floor and Carlos stepped in.


“Hey, man, been looking everywhere for you. You
ok? Emily wants to go over the plan for tomorrow”.


Mark wiped at his eyes.


“Yeah. No. I don’t know. Carlos, I think it might
have been me that shot Barry”.


Carlos’ expression didn’t change.


“Well, I wouldn’t go telling Amber that,” he said,
“but how would you have known? A figure moving across the street is just a
figure moving across the street. It’s not like you saw him in the window and
said “hey, it’s Barry, I should shoot him”. Right?”


Mark nodded ruefully. “I suppose. It doesn’t
really make me feel any better though”.


Carlos shrugged. “You gotta live however you can,”
he said easily. “Now you gotta come. If we don’t get back soon, everyone’s
gonna come looking for us”.


 


They came back into the cafeteria just as the
others were getting up to search the museum. Amber greeted Mark with a warm
survivor’s hug; Mark returned it, although he felt like the world’s biggest cad
in doing so. He kept silent as they seated themselves around the biggest table
in the cafeteria. Emily unzipped her knapsack and brought out her well-worn map
of the downtown core. She spread it out on the table before them and began
making marks with a pencil stub. She tapped one circle that she had made.


“We are here,” she said, and pointed to another
mark, far to the north, near the edge of the map. “This is the closest on-ramp
to the 401. Once we can get here, we can get onto the highway and it should be
a straight walk from there to wherever we end up”.


“There’s no cover at all,” Conley pointed out, his
voice agitated. “You would be sitting ducks for whatever spotted you”.


“We’re not looking for cover,” Emily admonished
him, “we’re looking for speed. I seriously doubt that there’s going to be
anyone on the highway, being as cars are not a high priority these days. We can
get on there and just walk, and there won’t be anyone to interrupt or molest
us”.


“I don’t know about that,” Conley said doubtfully.
“What if there’s a blizzard? You’ll be caught out in the open with nothing to
protect you. In the city, at least, there’s shelter”.


Emily smiled, but it was apparent from her eyes
that she was growing impatient with him.


“We can use the smashed-up cars to cut the wind,
if that happens, and if the worst comes we can crawl inside of them to ride the
storm out. The city may have shelter but it also has people, people who may or
may not have been driven crazy. On the highway, it will just be us, which is
the point”.


Conley’s expression spoke volumes but he didn’t
pursue the matter any further. Emily waited for a moment and then continued.


“We’ll have to double back to Bathurst; from there
we can walk straight up to our destination. We’ll keep our guns out and make
the best time we can. It may take us a couple of days to really make it up
there but it shouldn’t be any longer than that. After we make it to the highway
we should be out of the city in a week, if we’re lucky”.


They all seemed to consider this, and eventually
Conley broke away from the table.


“Well,” he said, “if I can’t convince you to seek
safety then I’ll have to be off. I have to let the Mayor know exactly what
happened before it’s too late”.


Mark rose up and offered his hand. Conley shook it
without hesitation.


“If you change your mind, you know where I’ll be,”
the bearded soldier said. Mark nodded amiably, but his face nixed the idea
wholeheartedly. “I’m leaving the supplies here, with you,” Conley continued. “We
can get more at City Hall and you’ll need everything that you can get if you’re
going to make this trip”. He frowned, looking at each one of them. “Although I
still don’t know if it will be enough”. He seemed to consider this last
statement for a moment and then he left the cafeteria without any further
discussion. His few remaining police officers rose silently and walked out
after him.


Emily looked at Olivia, her face troubled.


“Last chance to speak up,” she said. “You’re the
one with the infant daughter. If you have any concerns, let me hear them”.


Olivia laughed. “Concerns? Oh yes, I’ve got a lot
of them. None of them matter, though, because we have to get out of the city. Everything
else is kind of beside the point. We won’t really be safe until we’re long gone
from here”.


“Exactly,” Amber murmured, and they all looked at
her, each of them realizing that it had been a while since she had spoken. She
shrugged nervously and seemed to blush.


“Are you going to be alright?” Emily asked
her pointedly. “If you want to back out, now is the time. You can always find
yourself a position in the police. You have more than enough skill and nerve
for it”.


Amber frowned. “Why the hell would I want to do
that? If the police and their pig mayor hadn’t decided to try to starve out
everyone who didn’t agree with them, Barry would still be alive. Fuck them. I’m
with Olivia—we won’t be safe until we put this city at our backs”.


Emily nodded, her eyes shining.


“All too true, unfortunately,” she agreed. “I
think we should get some sleep, in that case. We have a string of very long
days ahead of us, and by the time we finally finish we’ll all likely be unsure
of what real, restful sleep is. So let’s get it now”. There was no argument to
be had. None of them had enough energy to fight against it. Despite this, Mark
found that finding sleep was much more difficult than it sounded. He lay awake
for hours, staring into the blind darkness and playing B-grade horror scenarios
on the endless cinema reel in his head.


 


The next morning dawned cold and cruel, with a
blistering wind blowing down from the north. They gathered up their supplies
and laced on their knapsacks as quickly as they could, listening to the wind
batter against the glass-and-steel frame of the AGO and dreading exposure to
it. Eventually they could no longer put it off. They gathered at the wide,
cavernous entrance lobby to the gallery, watching the wind blow the top layer
of snow around in a drifting white haze. Emily looked around at their dejected
faces and shrugged.


“No time like the present, my friends,” she said,
and pushed the heavy gallery doors open.


They made it past the first street on their left
when they heard the sounds of a large group huffing their way through the snow
drifts ahead. A block later and it grew louder; shouts and recriminations were
carried on the wind and Emily called them to a halt, stopping them against the
wall of a looted junk shop. She listened for a moment and then swore sulphurously.


“Taggert’s heading west already,” she spat, and
her eyes narrowed. “He’s not even stopping to rest his men, I can’t believe he
thinks that they’re going to be able to fight effectively”. She swore again,
biting the words off like tough steak.


“Let’s turn up a side street, they won’t follow
us,” Carlos suggested. Emily shook her head.


“Those streets will slow us down completely. Getting
through there would be a nightmare. I wouldn’t put it past Taggert to send
small patrols up the streets as well, to make sure that the police aren’t
trying to flank him. We’ll have to go back and try going up University Ave
instead. It’s not ideal, but it’s what we have right now”.


“There is another way,” Amber murmured, but Emily
cut her off with a slash of her hand.


“No. I want to avoid that if at all possible. There
are too many things that can go wrong if we do that”.


Amber nodded and looked at her feet. Emily
listened for another moment and then motioned back the way they came.


“This way!” she hissed, and they followed her back
through the tracks they had carved out of the snow.


They made it back to the AGO and began to push
their way further west. They went as fast as they dared to make themselves but
the sound of Taggert’s men gained on them as they went. For every block they
moved, the army behind them seemed to gain a block and a half. Their efforts
seemed worthless for the amount of work they were putting in. As they passed a
side street just before University they heard a couple of shots ring out into
the cold, blustering air. Emily winced, although neither shot came close.


“This is going to be too close!” she shouted, and
pressed onwards.


As they turned onto University they could see
Taggert’s army, trudging madly through the snow behind them. They were still
too far away to see the hopeless expressions on the men’s faces and so their
march seemed inexorable and deadly. Then, from ahead, they heard more shouts
and chanting. Emily stopped them with a curse and peered into the blowing
distance.


“More people, could be from the Mayor,” she
judged. “He wouldn’t have…goddamn,” she exhaled. “We’ll be caught in the
crossfire, even if we get into the buildings”. She looked up to the frozen,
slate-grey sky and closed her eyes”.


“St. Patrick is right over there,” Amber urged,
pointing back to the corner. Mark followed her finger and saw the green subway
entrance to St. Patrick Station, partially buried in heaps of snow. The wind
blew through him, driving like icicles with the loose top-snow.


“The subway?” he yelled, his words being whipped
away. “We can get to the subway! That’ll take us north and they’ll be too busy
killing each other to bother with us! Let’s go!”


He started churning through the snow, grabbing at
Olivia’s hand to bring her along. Olivia shook his hand off and used both of
hers to pump herself along, her breath puffing out of her reddening face. Olivia
tried to get their attention, but it was lost in the din that seemed to be
descending upon them. Carlos and Amber took off after Mark and Olivia and Emily
was left to curse once more before she followed them.


Mark went down the stairs first and slid
immediately. A great deal of snow had piled up in the entrance and after two
steps he slipped down the rest of the way as though it were a slide. Olivia
used the path he’d smoothed to slide down, keeping her hands protectively
cradled over Victoria. When she came to the bottom Victoria began to cry, a
looping wail that echoed loudly into the darkness.


They both lay there, stunned, and a moment later
the other three came hurtling down, eclipsing the light from above that
illuminated such a small area. They crunched into the snowy floor. Emily was
the first one to get up, and she motioned frantically for the rest to follow
her. She retrieved her flashlight and switched in on, leading the way into the
interior. They came to a set of turnstiles and hopped over; Olivia unstrapped
Victoria from her sling and handed her across the fence to Mark before crossing
over herself. When she made it to the other side Emily looked at her.


“Does she need to eat?” she asked Olivia.


“Yes, absolutely,” Olivia panted. “It’s been
hours”.


Emily nodded impatiently and led them onward. Their
lights soon shone upon the round-bored, green-tiled walls that marked the
actual tunnel and they stopped. Olivia fumbled her coat and sweaters off and
threw a blanket over herself. She took Victoria and brought the squalling
infant to her breast; a moment later Victoria was contentedly feeding, and
silence settled back into the station like harassed layers of dust. Mark
brought out his flashlight and peered around the station. There was nothing
really remarkable about it, just green, round walls and a dusty cold platform. There
were faded advertisements on the walls, still intact after months, and Mark was
fascinated by a glimpse into the world that, until recently, he had taken
completely for granted. There was an ad for a multi-blade razor system and he
unconsciously scratched at his own stubble. He would have to raid a pharmacy
when they got out of the core, if they hadn’t been completely looted in
whatever part of the city they came out in. The ads for movies brought a
deeper, more obscure twinge in his soul. He was willing to bet that it would be
a long time before anyone made a movie again. He thought of Victoria, feeding
with an audible suck, and wondered how he would ever explain any of it to her. It
would be as foreign to her experience as life on the moon.


Olivia and Victoria finished, and Emily got them
moving. They moved down to the edge of the platform and Emily shone a light
down into the darkness of the tunnel. There was no movement, and after a moment
Emily leaped down onto the tracks. It was on Mark’s lips to cry out after her,
but a split second later her flashlight beam came out and Carlos and Mark
affixed on her. Mark whispered a non-denominational prayer and leaped into the
abyss after her. Carlos came next, grunting as he hit the ground but standing
up afterward without problem. Amber came down and put her arms out to take
Victoria. Olivia nervously knelt down and carefully passed her daughter to
Amber, and then stood up and held her arms at her side.


“I don’t know if I can do this,” she admitted.


“Just make sure you kneel down when you hit the
ground,” Amber cautioned her. “You’ll absorb the shock better and you probably
won’t break anything”.


“Probably,” Olivia repeated, and chuckled tensely.
“You know, you spend your whole life afraid that someone was going to push you
down there and it makes it difficult when you actually have to”. She hooted
laughter and then bit it off, disturbed by how loudly it echoed down the
lightless tunnel. She knelt, rubbed her hands together, and made a couple of
false jumps.


“We have to get moving,” Emily scolded her, and at
that Olivia jumped, her arms flailing as she went. She hit the ground and bent
at the knees, but pitched forward too far and went into the rails. Mark was
beside her instantly, trying to get a clear vision of her with his skittering
flashlight. She rose to her feet with a grimace; by the dispassionate electric
light they saw that her palms looked red and shredded. Mark cooed over them and
opened his coat. He tore some strips off of the top layer of his sweaters, a
cheap thing he’d dug out of a bodega around the corner from where Olivia had
once lived. Olivia protested, but he waved her demurrals away and wrapped the
strips around her palms.


“Give me the baby,” he said after he was finished,
and Amber gave Victoria over to him. Olivia unsnapped the sling from her
shoulder and handed it over to him as well. He fumbled with the straps and
Carlos helped him to buckle it on securely. After he adjusted Victoria into it
she nestled into his chest and fell asleep nearly immediately, a hodgepodge of
blankets around her to keep her warm.


Moments later they were walking along the subway
tracks, their flashlights trained apprehensively forward. The tunnel seemed
darker than anything that any of them had ever seen before. Their flashlights
would only penetrate a scant few feet ahead; beyond that, the tunnel seemed to
eat the light. There was air movement through the tunnel but the sound of the
wind that battered at the city above them was only a faint rumor. Their path
stretched ahead into sheer nothingness.


 


Jason followed them into the blackness of St.
Patrick station but he had no light with which to guide himself. He felt his
way along in inches at first, and then made himself take greater and greater
risks as he began to fear that he would fall too far behind to ever catch up to
them. His mind rebelled from this possibility and so he forced himself to rush
blindly headlong into the dark, relying only upon their distant footsteps to
gauge his direction and their distance.


As he walked through the primeval darkness he
wept, silently, so as not to alert his presence to them. He wept for himself as
he used to be, wept for all the opportunities that had been taken away from
him. He was a special boy; his mother had told him this constantly and he had
taken the lesson to heart. For a special person such as himself to have ended
up tracking his only love through a lightless purgatory beneath the earth was
nothing short of injustice of the most spectacular sort. He cursed every god he
could think of, and added a few that he was fairly certain were fictional for
good measure. He imagined himself catching up to the group ahead and tearing
into them, a Grecian hero come to battle the gods themselves. He would kill
that braying bastard of a donkey first; he would slit the stupid thing’s throat
and bathe himself in the warm, salty blood that would pour out. His head would
make an excellent wall decoration for the den in the mansion that he would
build after he rescued his Lady Love. The badger would go after, and maybe he’d
stuff the filthy thing’s head into the dirt of the subway tunnel in a fit of
poetry. Next would come the hawk, and he would use her feathers to stuff the
mattress that he would lay upon his Angel with and do unspeakable, sanctified
things. Lastly would come the whore with her coarse hair. He would let her
linger for a long time, so that he and his Beautiful One could tie her down and
torture her in a thousand ways before granting her death. He thought angrily of
her hair and decided that he would cut it off of her and use it to strangle her
at the end. Then he would use the noose of hair to make a scarf, a wondrous,
symbolic scarf that would keep his Seraphim warm from the coldest of winter’s
icy breaths. He grinned and laughed and wept as he went, thinking of all of
these things and adding tiny, bloody details as he went.


They came to another station and continued on
without stopping. Jason followed them in an ecstatic plod, his legs unsure of
how to act now that they did not have three feet of snow impeding their
progress. His muscles ached but it was nothing that he concerned himself with. There
would be time to rest his body when the kidnappers were ripped to pieces and
scattered along the tunnel. It would be the most glorious rest of his life,
alongside the woman that he considered to be half-god already. Their footsteps
remained steadily ahead, and every once in a while their carefully controlled
voices would slip out and float back to where he stalked them. He would hear
his Angel’s voice from time to time; it was friendly towards her kidnappers,
but Jason knew that such friendliness was just a front. She knows that I’m
back here, he rejoiced silently, and so she’s letting me know that she’s
okay. The thought put a definite bounce into his step, despite his
exhaustion.


After an indeterminate time the tunnel seemed to
widen ahead. …ink its Museum…floated to him from ahead. He grimaced and
slowed down slightly. He had to hide while they passed through the stations; he
had a suspicion that it might be easier to see him if he followed them too
closely in there. It would hurt to catch up, afterward, but it was his only
choice. If he was going to take down all of Her kidnappers, maintaining the
element of surprise was a key factor. As the group ahead made their way through
the mouth of the tunnel and on into Museum Station, he stopped near the last
maintenance hatch and waited for the lights of their flashlights to fade into
the distance. He held as still as possible while he did this; he did not trust
any of Her captors and would not discount any evil, supernatural power that
they might have. They could see like feral alley cats in the dark, for all he
knew.


As he waited in the dark he began to hear
something shuffling from far off down the tunnel, back the way they had come. He
froze and strained his ears, closing his eyes out of habit. There was nothing
for a time, and then he heard the shuffling again, still far off but
imperceptibly closer. He felt a writhing rope of panic tie itself up in his
stomach. There’s someone back there he thought, his heart beginning to
pound so loudly that he winced, thinking that the group ahead would hear it. He
checked the flashlights ahead and judged that it would be fine to start moving
again. He slipped into the trackline of Museum Station and pawed his way along
the rails. He was halfway down the platform line when he realized that he could
still hear the shuffling, even closer now than it was before.


 


They shone flashlights around what they could see
of Museum Station, marveling at the sculptures that had been commissioned to
take the place of the station’s old columns. Despite months of existing without
maintenance, the station was in good shape and still seemed magical to Mark,
who had been a loud proponent of the overhaul during the construction phase. The
longer he looked at them, though, the more he wondered if he found them magical
after all. Now they seemed like forgotten idols, shut away from the light of
the sun and left to fester for eons. Their blank eyes seemed to know too much,
and Mark wondered what was behind their smiles. He shivered and checked on
Victoria. She had stirred slightly but she seemed to be sleeping again. It
worried him. Too much sleeping was a bad sign; he hoped fervently that there
would be an abundance of food wherever they exited. He would scour anything for
Olivia, so that she could in turn provide a balanced nourishment to Victoria. He
kissed her lightly on the head and focused his flashlight on the tracks ahead. They
lead back out into darkness and so they continued on.


They were most of the way to St. George Station
when Amber fell in beside him. She matched his pace easily and leaned in close.
He smelled old deodorant and older sweat, mixed together in a mostly unlovely
brew.


“Emily wanted me to let you know that there’s
someone behind us,” she said quietly. Mark clenched his pistol but forced
himself to remain as quiet as she was.


“Who?” he demanded in a whisper. “How long have
they been behind us?”


“I don’t know,” Amber admitted. “Emily told me as
we were walking back there, through Museum. She says it’s just one person, but
that we should be careful”.


“I’ll say”.


“She says to keep calm, it’s nothing to worry
about right now, but she also says to keep alert”.


“Oh, no worries about that now”


“Are you going to be alright, or should we just sedate
you now?”


Mark grinned in spite of himself.


“Any Valium you have would be appreciated,” he
replied. He heard Amber chuckle lightly and then watched her fade back into the
blackness from the corner of his eye. He rubbed the stock of his .357 and swept
his light slower. He exercised greater care in checking the areas around them,
and tried to isolate the noises that he could hear. He thought he heard faint
footfalls from somewhere far back, but he couldn’t be sure that it wasn’t just
a suggestive audio hallucination. He gritted his teeth and felt a dull, nagging
headache begin to billow together above his eyes.


They passed through St. George without stopping to
look at anything; the walls had been a dirty, dingy green before the
disappearance and months of neglect had not been kind to it. As they passed
through they had heard a loud knocking drifting up from the downstairs half of
the station. They had looked at each other with worry but nothing had come up
the stairs to assail them. The knocking continued, steady and unabated, but the
source of it was never revealed. They turned a corner and found themselves back
into that peculiar light-eating darkness. Twenty minutes later they found
themselves in Spadina Station, and once again they did not stop for anything. The
notion of there being another person tracking them through the black tunnels
was unsettling for Mark, and he could not think of anything he would want to do
down here that would involve stopping. He found himself wishing for the kind of
light that had once existed in these stations; he wanted a wide, general light
that would allow him to simply see their stalker, aim, and execute. He could
not remember ever really wishing to kill another human being before, at least
not to the point of fantasizing about it. His skin crawled and he wondered how
much further they would have to go before they could exit the system. Even a
few hours down in the utter blackness was too much for him. It seemed to be
settling into his bones, filtering in through his skin and changing the makeup
of his brain.


 


Colin Li shuffled his way along the edge of the
railway that led between Museum and St. George, limping and listless. He kept
the side of his foot glued to the rail, knowing as he did that if he were to
lose his way in the blackness he might never find his way back again. He heard
the shuffling of the others behind him, their ragged breathing pinpointing
their positions like the ping of sonar. They were moving slowly, much slower
than they were used to. They could not use the lights, though, because if they
used the lights their prey would see them and all would be lost. Colin licked
his dry, cracked lips and fought back drool. They could not afford to lose a
group of prey such as this.


He had been sitting against the wall of St.
Patrick Station, breathing in short bursts and focusing on the endless twisting
of his empty stomach. It had felt like a living, writhing being, turning over
and over inside of him, feeding on its own cellular structure and dissolving
itself in bile. There had been others, nearby, the last threadbare remnants of
the people that he had come down to live with as summer wound its way to an end
in the lost city above them. They had been parked in positions very similar to
his own, leaning against the walls for support, their starving frames incapable
of long bursts of energy. They hadn’t eaten in eleven days, since they had
caught a pair of unfortunates who had been forced to try to loot the subways,
driven underground by hunger and fear of war. They had torn through the feast
in a very quick manner, devouring flesh from bones like they had been piranhas;
they had been close to starving then as well. The canned food that they’d
scavenged had run out long ago. They had bottled water, and plenty of it, but
it didn’t mean a thing without a food supply.


Now there was a food supply in front of them, and
Colin had never before felt so light on his feet. His hands shook when he
considered it: five adults and a baby, and not far from them at all. It
was the baby that he’d heard first, the tasty, juicy, sweet baby that he’d
heard crying as the group they were chasing had tumbled their way down into the
station. That cry had been lusty, hungry in its own right, and saliva had
flooded Colin’s greedy, rotting mouth from the get-go. He had never desired
anything more in his life than his desire to sink his blackened, broken teeth
into the infant’s tender, soft skin and suck its juices to the last drop. He
would claw the others off; let them have the others, the baby would be his. He
thought of how it would have tiny, perfect fingers, and how those tiny, perfect
fingers would taste like the finest pork knuckles on his thick, sore-riddled
tongue. He licked his lips again and drool fell out of the corners of his
mouth. There wasn’t a thing he could do to stop it. He was helpless. Helpless
like a baby. A sweet, tasty, juicy baby.


 


Jason stumbled ahead blindly, finally being driven
to panic. As he’d exited Spadina Station and followed the trackline north he’d
heard the shuffling sound behind him again, this time unmistakable. There were
several someones in the darkness behind him, scraping along at a speed that
would eventually bring them into eclipse with him. He pushed himself hard but
soon he realized that it would not be enough. Whatever was stalking along
behind him would overtake him, and from there he envisioned himself being torn
limb from limb. Probably devour me right then and there, too he told
himself sourly, unaware of exactly how right he was.


His need to outrun the shuffling, shambling
horrors behind him was putting him in danger of overtaking the group ahead of
him that he’d been stalking. Within minutes they’d been entering another
station; he’d hung about at the entrance, hoping that the group ahead would speed
through it, but they were lollygagging along the rails. One of them, the hawk
he thought, was telling some asinine story about the station. He silently
seethed at her, swearing that he would strew her guts across the rails like
late Christmas decorations. Finally he’d darted forward, unable to stay at the
mouth of the tunnel any longer. The shuffling behind him had grown loud in the
unreliable acoustics of the subway system, and he couldn’t gauge with any
accuracy how far away they were, but in his mind’s eye they were very close. In
his own private mental horror reel, they were on his heels, breathing fetid,
swamp-stink breath on his neck and clutching at him with broken, ragged
fingers.


He dropped to a crawl, the dirt of the tracks
feeling like grave soil on his flinching fingertips. He could feel himself
approaching a hysterical state, and the gibbering that was dribbling quietly
off of his tongue sounded like unadulterated terror when it reached his ears. He
screamed at himself to stop, but there was no help to be had. His mind was
growing thin and stretched in the darkness.


 


They passed into Dupont Station and Carlos sounded
surprised that it hadn’t taken another half-hour to get there from Spadina.


“It never takes very long to get here,” Amber replied,
her voice quizzical. “I think it’s the only station in the entire system where
you can stand on the platform and see another station”.


“It is,” Olivia confirmed. “When the lights are on
you can see Spadina if you stand at the end over there”.


Mark shone his flashlight around and then trained
it back on the tracks. The walls were tiled in small orange pieces, and he’d
seen a bench that was clad in the same stuff. It had been interesting for about
half a minute and then he’d grown concerned about the path ahead once again. He
left Olivia reluctantly for a moment and picked up his stride to fall in with
Emily. He walked beside her in silence for a moment before speaking.


“Is our little stalker still behind us?” he asked
in a whisper.


“You know very well he is,” Emily replied, her
voice amused. “If he’s trying to hide, he’s not very good at it”.


Mark chuckled, although it felt forced.


“I wonder what he’s after?” he wondered aloud,
trying to inject some joviality into his voice. Emily shook her head.


“I have no idea,” she replied lightly. “To be
honest, I’m more concerned with the intentions of the people who are stalking
our stalker. Don’t look now, Mark, but we might be in very serious trouble
here”.


Mark stared at her for a long minute as they
walked, unable to connect her tone to her words. Then he latched onto the most
important part of what she had said.


“There’s more of them back there?” he
hissed. Emily’s free hand darted out and grabbed his wrist painfully. Wincing,
he found that she had an iron grip.


“Keep your voice down,” she whispered at a level
that meant that it was for him alone. “If the others find out they might panic,
and if any of us panic then we are all going to die down here. Do you want to
end up as scraps of chewed meat in some dim corner of the subway tunnels?”


“I, uh…no. No, not really”.


“Good, neither do I. My advice is to keep it
light. If the time comes that we have to run, I will alert the others at the
right time. Otherwise, keep your mouth shut”.


“Sure,” he agreed quickly. Then a sudden thought
occurred to him. “Wait, what do you mean, ‘chewed meat’? You think they’re
going to eat us? Why would they eat us?”


Emily flashed her light into the recesses of the
tunnel.


“Have you seen or heard any rats down here since
we’ve been walking?”


Mark thought about it, running the last few hours
through his mind with fine concentration.


“No, I haven’t,” he concluded finally.


“No, and neither have I. That’s how I know”.


Mark swallowed hard and nodded.


They passed into the tunnel and after a moment
Emily shone her flashlight around. The tunnel was very drab, all dull colored
metal and cement work that seemed to be fading from old to ancient.


“And on your left, ladies and gentlemen,” Amber
exclaimed, “you can see the sight of the infamous ‘Russell Hill Incident’,
where one train rear-ended another. Three people died, right here”.


“That’s very morbid,” Olivia commented. Amber put
her light to the side of the tracks and revealed an industrial doorway cut into
the wall.


“That’s the emergency exit they used to get people
out, right over there. It opens out into a ravine. We could get out there, if
we needed to”.


Mark looked at Emily but she shook her head.


“The ravine will be buried under snow, and we’ll
never make it out of there before we freeze to death. We may be in the dark
down here, but at least it’s dry”.


“You’re probably right,” Amber conceded. “How far
up are we going to go, though?”


Carlos chuckled in the blackness. “What’s wrong,
you aren’t scared of the dark, are you?”


“Fuck you,” Amber replied, although she seemed
amused rather than offended. “I have no problems with the dark. My dad worked
on these tracks and he used to bring me down here all the time”.


Her words echoed up and down the tunnel and Mark
thought of the unknowns following them. He winced at the volume that Amber’s
echoes picked up but kept himself from saying anything. Emily’s warning about
starting panics held him fast.


They walked in silence for half an hour and Mark’s
flashlight picked up a widening of the tunnel. Moments later they entered the
next station. As usual, he flashed the light around and checked out the
surroundings. There were black-and-white barcode patterns on the wall and the
signs read “St. Clair West”. After seeing that there was no movement in the
platform area, and no interesting objects illuminated by his light, he returned
to sussing out the path ahead. The group was silent, and as he listened to
their movement in the darkness he heard a shuffling sound from far behind them.
After a while he realized that it might not be that far behind them; the
tunnels were long and laden with echoes, and the group behind them could be
anywhere at all. He caught up to Emily and expressed his concerns in a low,
urgent voice.


“So you can hear them now,” she replied, and Mark
ground his teeth in frustration.


“I can, they’re getting louder. It’s starting to
worry me”.


“Good, it’s been worrying me for a long time now. They’re
getting closer. There’s also more of them than I originally thought”.


Mark was startled by this and his light flickered
about the darkened station.


“What? How many?” he demanded quietly. Emily
looked at him and her face was carefully set in the harsh electric glow.


“Do you remember what I said about not starting
panics?” she asked mildly. Mark bit his tongue.


“Of course I do!” he seethed. “What –“


Emily looked at him levelly as they walked along,
and her careful expression made his skin crawl.


“Many,” she said, and there was no more discussion
of it then.


 


Jason sobbed and cackled as he stumbled in the darkness
behind his Angel’s captors. The shuffling of the stalking figures behind him
now filled his entire world; they were close enough that he could hear their
breathing. It was horrid, a jangling wheeze that crammed the tunnel like a
slithering autumn breeze. He watched the lights dance ahead of him, closer than
they had ever been before, and found himself facing a dilemma. The time for
sneaking had passed, he thought, considering the situation he found himself in.
The most immediate solution was to catch up to his Angel’s captors, but that
route, he felt, was folly. As soon as he revealed himself to them, they would
tear into him with knives and claws, and use his intestines as garnishes to the
rest of his flesh. The fact that he was positive that the group behind him
would do it as well did not sit well with him.


As the things behind him grew closer he became
convinced that there was a great number of them. He pictured the tunnel stuffed
full of them: grey, swaying figures with jagged fingers and teeth filed to
points. They were breathing in unison, like a gigantic flesh-hive, and the
bellowing sound of it in his head threatened to drive him more insane than he
already was.


They reached St. Clair West Station and he only
waited for a minute by the entrance; he dove out after the group he was
stalking and crawled along the subway floor once again. He sobbed harder as he
scrabbled at the cold, flat dirt, wanting to wail until he deafened himself. He
wanted to fill the tunnel with his screams, until the shambling cannibals
behind him turned away in disgust. He would be safe then. His Angel would be
safe then. He wondered if he could convince the cannibals to eat the others and
leave his Angel and himself alone. He nearly turned around to ask them that,
and threw himself flat to the ground. He wheezed stupid laughter, his lips
flailing against the sour dirt. He might be crazy, he thought around pulsing,
donkey-like laughing, but he wasn’t that crazy yet.


 


Mark was beside Emily, relieving Amber on lead
flashlight detail, when the sound of looping, doltish laughter came floating up
the tunnel. He spun around and darted to the back of their group, peering back
into the darkness. He could see nothing, they were too far up the station
platform to really see anything, but the dumb, almost inhuman laughter
continued. As he waited in the cold, skittering black, he heard it slowly move
closer. There was a touch on his elbow and he jumped two feet in the air,
barely avoiding screaming. He came down and saw Carlos beside him, his
expression apprehensive.


“The fuck is that, man?” he asked, the tension
thick in his voice. Mark shrugged.


“Whoever is following us seems to be cracking up,”
he said cautiously. He didn’t like the implications of it at all. The station
seemed to crawl around him, in the parts that he couldn’t see. He looked at
Carlos and saw a similar low terror in the man’s pensive expression. He checked
Victoria, suddenly paranoid for her breathing and needing to check. She stirred
but seemed otherwise alright. Olivia caught up to him and ran her hand down his
back.


“Let me take her for a minute,” she murmured, and
Mark began to unbuckle the strap. His back ached, and when he stretched to
relieve it he heard several uncomfortable cracks.


“There are people behind us,” she whispered. “Not
just the one who’s been following us all this time. Lot’s of people, Mark. I
can hear them scuffling back there. There are people living down here”.


“I know,” Mark said. “Emily didn’t want to scare
anyone, but…”


“It’s become pretty obvious”


“I know”.


They walked in silence for a time, and Mark’s
heart-rate slowly, steadily climbed. He found himself wanting a bottle of
water, and was about to find Carlos and his knapsack when Olivia whispered to
him in the dark.


“Mark?”


“Yes?”


“What if they’ve followed us all of this way
because they’re hungry?”


“I don’t know”


She was silent for several more minutes. Mark
thought that the next station might be no more than ten minutes up the track. He
tried to picture the transit map in his head, wondering which station was
coming up next. He had rarely come up this far, before the disappearance; he
seemed to recall middle-class suburban housing and shopping districts. There
might be food up above; his stomach grumbled lazily.


“Do you love her?”


Mark was taken aback.


“Of course.”


“Do you love me?”


“Of course,”


“Don’t make us suffer”.


He gritted his teeth and fought back the images
that wanted to float out of the tunnel-induced darkness in his head.


 


They came to Eglington West and there was natural
light once again. The tracks rose up until they were on the surface of the
earth once again. The station was replete with windows, and the light of a
full, high winter moon shone in through them. They blinked and stretched,
feeling their spirits rise as they grew used to having regular vision again. Victoria
slept on, and Mark smiled at her.


“Could use a load off of my feet,” Carlos
remarked, and Amber seconded him. Emily looked at Mark and Olivia for a moment
before responding.


“We can probably sit for a few minutes,” she said,
her voice sounding far away. “I’m sure you’ve all figured out that there are
some people following us, if you can’t hear it by now then I’m worried about
your hearing. I still think they’re an hour or so back, though, so fifteen
minutes won’t kill us. We should make good time even with the snow. It’s been
cold enough that I think it will have hardened, so the walking should be
easier”.


They took a seat against the platform and passed
around water bottles. Carlos fished out two cans of tuna and they shared it
around. Mark felt his energy return in a very small way. It did not seem to
make much of a dent in the buildup of exhaustion that was threatening to settle
in. He ate and drank while nervously watching the tunnel from which they had
just emerged. He expected that it would spit forth crawling horrors, but
nothing came through and they were on their feet again.


“Bundle up, folks,” Emily advised, “we’re going
outside”.


 


The light of the moon had felt like blessed relief
to Jason and he had kissed the ground once he crawled out into it. He was only
five minutes behind his Angel and he longed to reach out for her, to touch her
with his shaking fingers and get his sanity back, snatch it back from the
ankle-chewing things in the darkness that had stolen it in raw bites. One
touch, one finger, and he would be whole again. He longed for it. Ached
for it.


He watched them prepare for the chilling wind that
blew and battered at the station’s windows. The rattling frightened him badly,
but the thought of finding his Love, his Only, filled him with determination. He
no longer heard the shuffling of the cannibals behind him. He no longer heard
the sharp, garish gnashing of their filed teeth. He was profoundly grateful for
this, yet uneasy now that he could no longer definitely pinpoint their
existence. He wondered if they were waiting just inside the tunnel, watching
him as he watched the kidnappers in turn. The thought made his palms sweat,
despite the bitter cold. The longer he waited and watched, the more he became
convinced that he was being watched. His skin crawled agonizingly, like small,
pricking bugs crawling mindlessly. He squirmed and twisted, trying to rid
himself of the idea, but there was no help for it.


The kidnappers rose up and out of the station,
passing a weird mural on the station wall that looked like a depiction of
various aspects of a streetcar. He found himself irritated and fascinated by
it, and after a few minutes he had half-convinced himself that it was just a
diseased figment of his imagination, a further symptom of the deepening madness
that could be cured by the simple touch of the Purest Woman He’d Ever Known. His
hands shook with the prospect, and his mind raced with the possibilities. He
could run out to them, crying for his life. He would tell them about the
cannibals that followed them, and then he would fall into his Angel’s arms. Her
touch would restore his sanity, and he would ingratiate himself into their
group. Then, at the first opportunity, he would hamstring them all and leave
them to the tender mercies of the ghouls that followed behind. He grinned and
clapped like a seal; the hooting noises that emerged from his garbled larynx
were also rather seal-like in nature.


 


The wind stung at his cheeks but otherwise the
transition to the surface tracks had gone well. The fresh air invigorated them,
and the surface of the snow had indeed hardened as Emily had predicted. It gave
a little underfoot but could be walked on with little difficulty. He had
worried about Victoria at first, but her snug sling and blanket seemed to be
doing an adequate job of keeping her warm. Olivia stayed near him now that they
were on the surface; she seemed to spend a lot of time looking at him, drinking
him.


The surface tracks lay directly between two
parallel avenues, but was separated from them by a tall steel fence. On either
side of the avenues they could see trees; here and there were outlines and
hints of houses. The track stretched on into the distance, where a group of
buildings grew out of the trees to the left. Bridges straddled the tracks at
regular intervals.


They were passing under the first of these bridges
when a cry went up from behind them. They whirled, guns out and aimed, but
hesitated to fire when they saw the scraggly, pathetic figure who was running
towards him. His head was bare, his skin pale and doughy. His hair, thin and
growing patchy around the front, was a tangled mess that extended from his head
in every direction. He was screaming “Please don’t kill me!” repeatedly as he
stumbled towards them, and Mark’s first instinct was a vague disgust. He
decided that this must be the unknown person who had originally been following
them, and felt a wave of pity follow his original sneer. He looked scared more
than dangerous, and, having had his own disturbing thoughts in that stygian
blackness, Mark could empathize. He lowered his weapon and saw that the others
were doing the same.


The kid reached them at full tilt and skidded into
the snow in front of them on his knees. He reached up his filthy hands and
began to whimper.


“Please don’t kill me, don’t kill me,” he pleaded.
“They’re following me, they’re going to eat me, please don’t kill me”.


Mark recoiled from him, his hands rising away. The
look in the kid’s eyes was poisonous, a mixture of hatred, greed, and abject
fear. He felt bitter saliva rise on his tongue.


“He’s absolutely crazy,” he said, feeling his
original disgust return. Then he got a closer look at the kid’s face and felt a
nasty shock.


“Holy shit, Carlos, isn’t this the kid that threw
up on your shoes?”


Carlos looked the kid over and nodded slowly.


“Yeah…at that party back before…anyway, yeah,
that’s him. We were on the roof, and he came running up…”


“Oh, right,” Amber chimed in. “He came stumbling
over and puked on you. You smelled like it for the rest of the night”.


“Oh, the poor kid,” Olivia clucked, “I remember
him. He looked so scared”. She inspected him more closely, and Jason edged
closer to her.


“He looks scared now,” she said, and he fell
forward against her, his hands brushing at her thickly layered pants.


“MY LIFE!” he shouted, joy flooding into him like
water into a glass. Then, a moment later, the joy left him and he pitched
forward into the snow.


“It didn’t work!” he shouted, his voice strangled.
“IT DIDN’T WORK!”. He began pummelling at the snow with his fists, repeating it
didn’t work and wailing. Emily looked at him, and then looked at the silent
rows of trees that stood sentinel around them. Mark looked at the low, elegant
form of the subway station, his nerves tightening up and starting to ring.


“He’s fucking crazy,” Mark opined, never taking
his eyes off of the subway station. Was there something moving back there? He
peered into the moonlit gloom and decided it was just the wind, playing tricks
on his eyes. “What are we going to do with him?”


“We can’t just leave him here,” Olivia said. Emily
nodded, seeming to be lost in thought.


“We certainly can’t,” she agreed after a moment. “If
we left him here he would just pick up and follow us again, and we might lose
track of him”. She smiled. “Although I really doubt it. He’s really a terrible
stalker”.


“Plus, there’s those people following us,” Carlos
chimed in. “If we leave him behind, they might get him”.


“I wouldn’t want that on my conscience,” Amber
agreed, her teeth beginning to chatter. Emily pursed her lips and followed
Mark’s gaze to the station.


“I don’t think they’ll follow us out here,” she
concluded. “The open wind would batter them, freeze them, and kill them. If
they followed us for that long then they were probably starving, but even that,
I don’t think, is a reason to follow us out into the open”.


“They’ll eat me,” Jason whispered. “They’ll tear
my skin off and bury their faces into my body and chew and spit and snarl and
eat. Eat me all up,”


“No one’s going to eat you, man,” Carlos said,
although he sounded distrustful of his own voice. Jason continued to whisper
his litany of fear as though nothing had been said.


“Drag him along, if you have to,” Emily said. “We
have to get moving”.


 


The walk along the northbound rails was grueling. The
wind blew down their corridor like a rush of icy, needling water, soaking what little
exposed skin they had. Jason fared the worst out of all of them for this. His
entire head was bare, where the others had carefully scavenged hooded winter
coats, and his face was a deep, sore-looking red. The further they walked, the
more he stumbled, falling every few steps and sobbing miserably. Mark felt a
form of pity at first, but as they approached the next station he began feeling
a deep-seated annoyance towards him. Without him, they would have been much
further ahead than they were, and the miniature delays were wearing on him.


After Jason stumbled and fell four times in a row
Mark stomped over to where he had fallen and knelt smoothly beside him.


“Listen, friend,” he said, “we really have to pick
up the pace here. My wife and baby need to get inside and rest, and you’re
keeping them from doing that”.


Jason looked up at him, and his expression was
astonished. Mark took a step back. For his part, Jason saw the donkey from the
night of the party, standing over him and braying. The donkey-speech slowly
translated into regular speech in his mind, and a deep anger began to burn up
from within him.


“Your wife?” he rasped. “Your baby?”
A horrified idea had formed in his mind after the donkey’s braying, stinking
tongue had wrapped it’s way into a filthy curl around his brain. His ANGEL!
This diseased beast had rutted with his Angel! They had made a
pissy, squalling baby together! His mouth wouldn’t close, despite the
howl of the clenching wind against his sensitive teeth. This filthy fucking
beast! He imagined them fucking, imagined their animalistic grunting
filling the air, and he felt his stomach rebel. He gritted his teeth and stared
at Mark, stared until he felt like he could burn smoking holes into the
whinnying bastard.


Mark took another step back and considered the kid
coldly. The kid’s eyes were dangerous, he thought, like burning coals that he
could see twitch and cavort in the moonlight. He tightened his grip on his
.357, ready to squeeze the trigger at provocation. Irritation had given way to
a grim species of fear.


Not yet Jason’s mind whispered, and from
the flicking he heard around it he envisioned it as a black, sinuous snake
talking to him. Not yet. You will know when the time comes, when you’ll be
able to get all of them. He closed his lips and forced a smile to crease
across his face.


“I’m sorry,” Jason said woodenly. “You’re right. We
need to move quickly. Let us continue, sure”. He held his hand out, a mute
appeal for help. Mark took it after a moment, his eyes distrustful. He helped
Jason up and then turned around to continue walking. Jason grinned at his back
and seethed, finding a hot upswell of rage filling him. He restrained himself,
however. The snake was right. There would be time, soon enough.


They were directly outside of the next station
(Glencairn, the side said) when they all heard the crunching in the distance. It
began noisily, breaking out of the night’s silence like the shattering of a
pane of glass. They turned to look, but the distance was lost in the gloom. The
moon was beginning to set, and the light that they had seen by was fading
rapidly. Mark peered down the tracks, his heart racing, but he could see
nothing. What he could hear, that steady, rapid crunching, filled him with
enough fear on its own.


“Let’s go,” Emily said, her voice tight. “We still
have another station to go through before we’re there”. They followed her,
unconsciously picking up the pace. Glencairn was just a whistlestop, as far as
rail stations went, and they passed through it without incident or comment. Their
steps took on a frantic quality, driven onward by the steadily increasing
crunch in the distance, towards the underground.


Mark walked beside Olivia and saw that her face
was terrified. She had her arms cradled around Victoria protectively, and her
eyes stared off down the line of tracks that led northward. There was nothing
to see but trees bowing with snow, and bridges rising above them. He put an arm
around her shoulder as they walked, and she nestled into him. They walked in
silence; Mark had nothing reassuring to say that would have been true, and
Olivia simply wanted warmth and comfort.


Jason glared at them from his position behind
them. He could hear the crunching behind them, getting louder in intervals. He
felt it fill his head like a sudden shock of loud static, and he found it
impossible to think around. He shook his head to clear it, but his action had
the opposite effect. He felt like there was a hive of bees trapped in his
skull, and he was only capable of brute emotion while it was in there. He
sobbed and clawed at his head, hoping to gouge the sound out with his finger,
but found that he was unable.


Amber approached him and laid a hand on his
shoulder, concerned.


“Hey, kid, are you alright?” she asked, and Jason
began flailing at her touch. He slapped at her hand until she removed it,
stung.


“Don’t touch me, don’t fucking touch me!” he
shouted, blindly enraged. “Keep your talons off of me! You can’t rip me apart,
I’m watching you! Watching you!”


Carlos grabbed him roughly by the scruff of the
neck and spun him around into the snow.


“Once more, kid,” he said grimly. “Once more and
you’ll just be a corpse for them to find. Don’t test me”.


Jason glared up at him and bared his teeth,
grinning madly in the last of the moonlight.


“Just try it, badger-man,” he gibbered, “and we’ll
see whose guts are laid out for the cannibals when they arrive”.


Carlos stepped away from him, repulsed. He shook
his head.


“The fuck is he going on about, badger-man?” he
wondered aloud.


“I don’t know,” Amber replied, “but I’m
half-convinced we should just leave him behind”.


“We can’t leave him behind,” Emily said sharply. “If
we leave him behind, how are we any better than the people in the city?”


None of them had an answer to this, and after a
brief interval of seconds they began walking again.


They passed under another bridge and saw a large,
snow-covered concrete building in the middle of their path. Jutting out of the
building was a tunnel that covered the tracks. The inside of the tunnel was
dark, just as black as the underground they had left a few hours before.


“Back underground we go,” Olivia said, sounding disconsolate.
Mark hugged her as Emily and Amber retrieved their flashlights.


“You know, I think I was robbed here once,” Emily
reminisced dreamily. “I had my iPod stolen”.


“Everyone was robbed here once,” Amber replied
sardonically. “At least that’s one thing we don’t have to worry about”.


“True,” Emily replied, and then froze. She stared
into the distance behind them and pointed. “We may be in some trouble,” she
said, her voice shaking around the edges. It was such a departure from her
usual calm that Mark’s tension had already tightened to an uncomfortable level
even before he turned to look. When he saw what had shocked her, he felt that
he might have finally reached his breaking point.


There were now people visible in the distance,
down the tracks. There were a few, and although their features were
indistinguishable from far away they were definitely coming towards them at a
rapid, almost running pace. Mark hefted his .357, already planning on making a
stand and blowing holes in them. He felt a twinge of compassion for them,
having walked all that way just to get something to eat. Since he and his
friends and family were that ‘something to eat’, however, his compassion was
limited to a brief, vague regret.


The others began checking their weapons and readying
themselves. As they did so, the stumbling, half-running cannibals drew closer. Behind
them, more became visible. Mark aimed his pistol for reference, and then
lowered it. Behind that second wave of people, a third was appearing. Then a
fourth.


“We should run,” Emily said quietly, and they all
gaped at her. Jason did not join in the startled look; he was staring at the
oncoming horde of lurching, starving people. The first line of people were
close enough to make out hazy details; they seemed heavily emaciated, with
jerky motions. Their inadequate clothing was ragged and torn. Jason thought he
could hear their teeth gnashing, and then it was all he could hear. Their
teeth, masticating on nothing, snapping and slurping drool. He began to laugh
wildly.


“RUN!” Emily screamed and this pushed them all
into motion. They fled into the darkness of the tunnel ahead, their feet
catching on the icy scrim that covered the snow and sending shards of thin ice
flying in their wake.


 


They ran as though Hell itself were at their
heels, and it wasn’t enough. Their flashlights bounced around wildly; there was
no time to train them forward and carefully suss out their path. There was only
time to run flat-out, their footfalls booming inside the darkened brick
interior of Lawrence West Station. Behind them, the crunching and churning of
the snow grew maddeningly louder.


“Wait!” Jason wailed as he straggled at the end of
the group. “Please don’t leave me!”. He saw his defiled Angel slipping away,
streaking away into the darkness. He pushed himself, but his hunger and his
rusty muscular structure kept him from running fast enough. His Angel was
slipping away and the cannibals were catching up behind. He could already feel
their rancid breath on his neck, their rotted, broken teeth on his skin. He
began to weep again, hating himself. He tried to look back to see where the
horde was, but the darkness had consumed everything outside. They had been—what,
fifteen minutes behind them? He wasn’t sure. He knew that they would catch up, though,
and soon.


All of a sudden a figure bounded out of the
darkness ahead. It was the badger, short and evil-looking, his face hidden by
the shadows.


“Come on, kid,” the badger grated. “You’re falling
behind”. The badger pushed at him and Jason found that he could run faster,
after all. There was more stumbling and his legs ached abominably, but there
was more speed in him than he had thought. His mind focused on his Angel. He
would cure her. He would wipe that donkey’s filthy touch from her skin and make
her Pure again. He swore it.


Ahead, Emily and Mark were engaged in a heated
argument as they ran.


“I thought you said they wouldn’t follow us!” Mark
exclaimed, his breath burning through his chest.


“Obviously I was wrong,” Emily yelled, “I’m sorry
that I’m not omniscient!”


“Why the hell would they even follow us this far?”


“I don’t know, Mark. I’m not someone who’s been
driven into the darkness and then starved. I don’t know if they are even
thinking at all at this point!”


“We need to get off the tracks!”


“Well aware, Mark,” she huffed. “We’ll be at the
next station in twenty minutes and it’s the last station, come what may. I may
have a plan”


“You may have a plan?”


She turned to face him as they ran and her
expression was furious.


“It’s more than you have! Now if you shut up
you’ll find you have more energy for running”.


Mark shut his mouth but his face was sullen. He
paced himself to fall in beside Olivia, who was now sobbing with panic.


“We’re going to die Mark,” she wailed. Mark shook
his head.


“Next station we’re leaving the tracks”. He looked
to his left and saw a deserted shopping plaza rising out of the snow. Then it
struck him.


“The next station is Yorkdale,” he shouted. “Yorkdale
Mall! We can get in there and fortify something! Keep them out!”


“I think I might have a similar idea!” Emily’s
voice drifted back. “For right now, though, just run as fast as you can!”


They all complied, even Jason, whose legs were
becoming dangerously numb. The tracks continued aboveground after they left the
station but the night had become as dark as the tunnel. Their flashlights
continued to skitter about the snow, bouncing off of the flat white field and
casting odd shadows on everything.


Apartment buildings rose from behind the walls
that lined the tracks, tall and barren. The tracks seemed to stretch on
endlessly, although Mark was sure that they would reach Yorkdale Station soon. They
had to. Olivia continued to sob beside him, although she had stopped insisting
that they were going to die. Her eyes were wide and her hands clutched at the
sling where Victoria continued to sleep. On second glance he realized that her
lips were moving soundlessly as she ran, but he could not make out what it was
that she was saying. His heart ached and he wanted to hold her, console her,
but there was no time. Time, as a scarce, quantifiable item, was definitely
running down to nothing.


Out of the gloom, perhaps ten minutes away, a
long, glass-walled structure appeared. The tracks appeared to lead into it,
although in the blackness Mark could not be sure.


“That’s it!” Emily shouted. “That’s the station! Inside!
It’ll lead us into the mall!”


They all threw themselves into it, knowing that it
would do no good to save strength for later when there might not even be a
later. Their strides extended to the furthest that they could go, and they made
it to the glass tunnel’s entrance in half the time that Mark had expected. As
the others ran in, he stopped to check behind them. The horde of stumbling,
starving cannibals was behind them, close enough now that Mark could see the
expressions on their gaunt, staring faces. Not one of them looked human, he
realized—their eyes, from what little he could see, looked dead. Their mouths
were open, their hands outstretched as they ran. Many ran as though their bones
were jelly, their arms flopping at their sides, their legs tumbling and
twisting as they caught in the snow. He saw individuals fall and not get up;
the rest of the horde would trample over them and they would be lost amongst
their lurching feet. He wondered how much energy they could possibly have left,
and then realized that it didn’t matter. Emily was right—they likely weren’t
even thinking like humans anymore. The fact that they hadn’t eaten each other
proved that they were more like a pack of dogs at this point, coursing for the
kill. He shivered and followed the rest of them into Yorkdale.


 


Emily slowed their pace slightly and glanced
around carefully with their flashlights. After a moment she seemed to be
satisfied with what she saw and motioned for them to gather by the side of the
platform.


“They’re not far behind us, but I have an idea,”
she said, puffing and panting. Her face was red and tired, and her breath
seemed to be coming in little hitching gulps. The rest of them were not much
better off. “Amber, do you still have what was left over from the hospital?”


Amber had her hands on her knees and was trying
madly to catch her breath. Carlos put a hand on her back to see if she was
alright, but she shrugged him off. “The explosives, you mean? There should
still be two packs left, I think”.


“Excellent,” Emily replied. “Now let’s help each
other out, here. We’re climbing up onto the platform here”.


Emily went first, her arms stuttering slightly as
she grabbed the lip of the platform and hauled herself up. One by one she
helped the rest up; Mark and Olivia first, followed by Carlos and Amber. Jason
hung back until the very end, cowering with fear by the platform’s edge. Emily
urged him to come and very nearly gave up on him; at the last minute he darted
forward and took her hand. He stiffly hauled himself up and then fell onto the
solid, frozen floor, panting and retching. He felt a foot gently nudging him
and he rolled over, gritting his teeth and hissing. The idiot donkey-beast
backed away from him, and Jason saw with glee that the filthy thing was scared
of him.


Soon the coiling black snake in his mind
hissed, and Jason’s eyes grew wide with gladness.


“This way,” Emily said, and they followed her
quickly. The glass ceiling stretched overhead and the walls of the station
curved up and over the track. They hurried down the center of the platform,
towards a stairwell that rose upward at the end of it. Amber peered up at the
ceiling, although only faint pinpricks of stars could be seen through the oval
panes.


“There used to be something on the ceilings, back
when I was a kid, that used to flash colored lights when the trains went
through. My dad used to sneak me in while he was working, so he could show it
to me”.


“What happened?” Carlos asked. Both of them
sounded so casual that Mark could have cheerfully strangled them.


“They broke, and the city didn’t want to fix them”


“Oh,” Carlos replied. “Typical”.


Emily led them around a corner and the path led
them up to the turnstiles. They shone their flashlights around the area and
found it deserted.


“Alright,” Emily said, looking around. “Up here is
a covered bridge that leads into the mall. When we go through it, we’re going
to put the last two charges on either side of the bridge. As soon as we’re on
the other side we’ll wait for that mob to get close and then we’ll blow the
thing”.


Mark grinned, and then began to laugh. Carlos
joined him but Olivia looked away, her face disappointed.


“That…sounds like a plan,” Amber said, and she
began to help Carlos remove the knapsack from his shoulders.


Be ready the snake in Jason’s mind
whispered, and he slowly unbuttoned the thin winter coat he’d come through the
subway in. Inside, nestled into an interior pocket, was the gun he’d been
cowering with the day before, when he’d been pinned under fire and all had
seemed lost. As he reached his questing fingers inside and found the cold steel
barrel, he knew that the situation had completely reversed itself. All would be
won, here under glass and steel.


Amber rummaged through the knapsack, kneeling on
the floor. Carlos stood over her, shining the flashlight down as a visual aid. Mark
and Olivia were standing apart, by the turnstile. Olivia was unwrapping
Victoria and checking her breathing; Mark had his arm around her, whispering
softly into her ear. Emily stood with her back to the platform, shining her
flashlight down the bridge ahead. Jason slowly removed the gun from his coat
and held it at his side. If the moon had been up, it might have glinted off of
the metal and alerted someone. It wasn’t up, however, and so Jason’s action
remained hidden.


On three his mind-snake hissed languidly. One.


Amber brought out two wadded blankets and laid
them carefully on the ground. She unwrapped one while Carlos unwrapped the other.
Inside, each blanket held a long, thick package emblazoned with an orange
diamond and covered in technical language. Attached to each package was a
coiled wire punched into the top and a blasting button.


Two


Carlos closed the knapsack and lugged it back on
to his shoulders. He and Amber hefted the explosive packages carefully and made
their way very cautiously over the turnstiles. Mark hopped over the fence and
helped Olivia over. Emily flashed her light ahead.


“OK, Amber, Carlos, I want you to place the
charges against the wall here,” she flashed her light against one side of the
covered bridge, “and here”. Walk along the edge of the wall and lead the
cabling along with you. Then we’ll wait…”


Three


Jason moved in one fluid motion. He brought the
gun up, aimed it instantly, and yanked the trigger. He had been aiming for the
braying donkey but the shot went wide. His jerking of the trigger caused the
gun to kick back and go wild, which caused two things. First, he broke his
wrist, feeling it twist and snap with the guns recoil. Second, his wild shot
missed Mark entirely and entered Emily’s turned back. She was driven forward
with a wet grunt and the round exited her belly in a spraying mess. Blood
poured out of her abdomen and she went to her knees, eyes wide with shock. The
others turned immediately, shocked and startled by the gun’s loud report. They
saw Emily on her knees, bleeding profusely, with her hands clutched over the
wound. She seemed to be trying to keep herself whole, using her hands as a makeshift
bandage. Blood pooled out between her fingers, and Mark saw, with nauseating
clarity, a small blue intestinal loop slip out between the middle and ring
finger of her left hand.


Jason dropped the gun the instant after he fired
it. It clattered to the station floor loudly, and he stumbled back away from
it. His hand hung loosely off of his broken wrist, agony shooting out from it
to course through his entire body. He saw the murderous rage that was rising on
the faces of the others. He saw the hate and miserable fear that his Angel’s
face directed towards him, and his good hand went to his mouth.


“I…” he began, and then he fled into the darkness,
his footsteps clattering away.


“FUCK!” Amber screamed. Olivia knelt beside Emily,
trying to see if there was anything they could do to patch her up quickly. Behind
them, at the entrance to the glass-and-steel tunnel, they heard the stuttering
run and frayed shouts of the cannibal horde approaching.


“Go,” Emily breathed, and it sounded as though it
were the greatest effort she had ever undertaken. She slowly took one hand off
of her wound, and a coil of intestines spilled out. Olivia shrank away from it,
but Emily ignored it. She reached into her coat and unholstered her pistol. She
handed it over to Olivia, who took it with shaking fingers.


“The rifle…stays with me,” Emily wheezed. “Just…go.
I can take care…go”.


“No,” Olivia wailed, tears falling from her eyes. “We
can take you, we can find someone. There must be a doctor, or some medical
supplies, or…”


“GO!” Emily said hoarsely. “There isn’t time. They’ll
be here in minutes. Just, do…as I told you. Amber”.


Amber came over and helped Olivia up. She then
knelt down so that she could hear what Emily had to tell her.


“Hey Em,” she said, as though they were simply old
friends meeting for coffee. Emily smiled weakly.


“Hey, Amber,” she returned the greeting quietly.
“Remember what I told you, ok? Just string it along, and then blow it up. Bury
us all. Do me one favor, though?”


“Anything,” Amber breathed, her eyes full.


“Leave me your knife”.


Wordlessly, Amber unbuttoned her coat and reached into
where her combat knife was strapped. She deftly undid the straps and slid it
out. The razor-serrated blade glinted wickedly in the flashlight’s buzzing
glare. She handed it handle-first to Emily, who took it and then set it on the
ground in front of her.


“I think…I’m just going to wait here,” Emily
exhaled. “You should…all go”.


They gathered around her awkwardly for a moment,
and mumbled their goodbyes to her. Then, as the sound of the horde came further
up the tunnel, they turned and began to make their way up the bridge toward the
mall.


 


Jason cowered by the edge of the platform, his
entire body wracked with shaking and weeping. The crashing, chewing sound of
the hungry mob echoed up the entrance to the station, filling his mind and
erasing any sense of rationality. Nothing had happened as he had planned. His
mind skipped back to the day he had tried to kill himself, and thought of the
cold finality of the barrel against his temple. He remembered the heavy click
of the chamber, and how nothing had come out. He brought up an image of his
sister, and let out a hoarse, despairing scream. Sarah, he thought
wildly, if there really is a hell, if that isn’t where I am right now, I
will find you there, and I will torture you forever. You stupid, interfering
whore. None of this would have happened if it wasn’t for you. This entire
ordeal, all of it, is your fault. He wept harder, feeling sorrier for
himself than he had at any other time in his life.


The gun. He remembered it, lying on the
ground by the whore with the thick brown hair. The whore he had shot. She was
bleeding, dying, maybe dead. He could sneak over, get the gun. He knew that
there were bullets in it this time, he had counted them personally as he had
loaded them into the chamber. It would work, there was no reason that it
wouldn’t. He could finally put that bore to his head, pull the trigger, and
find peace. Let the cannibals eat his body afterward, he would be dead. Long
gone. He smiled, vulpine in the shadows.


He could hear them in the background. They were
nearly at the mouth of the tunnel. Soon they would be pouring into the platform
area, riding their last ounces of strength, their teeth chomping and their
hands stretched out for his warm flesh. He would have to be quick. He crawled
forward, supporting himself on the one hand, wincing whenever he stumbled and
leaned onto his broken wrist. It would be painless soon, he told himself. Soon
he would exist in a world without pain.


He got up onto his feet and broke into a run. Time
was running short. He tottered forward, and saw the dark shape of the whore’s
body, lying on her stomach in the gloom. The gun would be near her, he
remembered. Just near her outstretched form. He slowed down and inched his way
towards her. She’s dead, the whore’s dead he told himself, but he felt
an intense fear of her corpse. He forced himself to breathe. He just had to
reach down, he could see the gun now, by her feet. He just had to reach down
and take it.


He knelt, his fingers reaching out to grab the
dull grip of the pistol, and the whore’s corpse twitched. Her foot swept and
made contact with the gun, which went skidding along into the darkness. He
heard it clatter along and stop somewhere that he could not see. He was so
utterly surprised that he could not move, but remained squatting by the whore’s
still-living body.


The next instant, she twisted, whipped around, and
Jason felt burning agony slash across the area just above his knees. A second
later he was on the ground, writhing in agony. His legs twitched and flailed,
and he could not get them under control. He screamed until his throat felt as
though it were bleeding, his severed hamstrings sending rapid phosphorous
bursts into his brain.


He felt the whore’s hand clutch at the muscle of
his upper arm, and clench it until her fingers sank in like it were clay.


“Fuck…you,” he heard her whisper. “Try getting
away now”. Then her hand fell off of his arm and she went limp.


Dead, dead, she’s dead his mind jabbered,
in between white-hot spurts of torment. Dead, the whore is dead, ding dong
the wicked whore is dead! He grinned, feeling one of his molars break, and
tried to rise to his feet. He got just past his knees when he fell on his face
again. His legs would not work, no matter how he tried it.


There was shouting and commotion behind him, and
despite the dim light he could see the mob of starving people clamor through
the entrance and shamble their way up the tracks. He could see their twisted, dead
faces, their staring eyes accusing him of anything, everything. Their ragged
clothing whispered in the darkness and Jason could hear their teeth gnashing,
slavering for him.


Sobbing wildly, he began to slither forward like a
snake. Blood bubbled out of his severed tendons and left an unseen trail behind
him. He pulled himself forward on arms that were rebelling violently,
complaining loudly with every stroke he made. He passed Emily, who had finally
expired in truth, and tried to make his way under the turnstiles. For an
agonizing moment he found that he was stuck. He grabbed the bars at the top and
lifted, trying to push his way through with an awkward, forceful grace. As the
horde climbed the platform and streaked forward, the turnstile finally moved,
and he fell through onto the other side.


I’m going to make it! he thought with
soaring hope and joy. I’m going to live!


He pulled himself forward with one hand, moving
forward with a terrible slowness. The first of the cannibals leaped over the
turnstile with an ugly, inhuman cry and fell on him. His injured legs lashed
out viciously, catching the first two in their chins, but more came upon him
after, clawing at his clothing and tearing it with neat, whispering rips. He
tried to pull himself along further but found that the additional weight piled
on top of him prevented him from moving. He beat at the frigid floor with his
fists and screeched, his voice calling out a feline caterwaul. The cannibals
stripped the rotting cloth from his legs and tore in, ripping chunks of flesh
from his bleeding legs and devouring them with horrid, slurping smacks. Further
back, he could hear the others, fighting with each other at last. Once the
feast was presented, all decorum vanished.


He wept, and they moved further up his legs,
tearing out bleeding, quivering chunks of thigh-flesh and devouring it whole. When
they got off of him, his flesh hanging from their fingers, he began to crawl
forward again. Now that his death was finally upon him, he found that he
desperately wanted to live.


Just a little further he cackled to
himself. Just a little further and I can get away from them, I can live, I
can live again, just a little further…


Ahead of him, just within reach, he saw the bridge
that lead into the Yorkdale Mall. Just a little further, and he could make it
across, find his way into the mall. Just a little further…


The cannibals fell on him again, seeking more meat
to ease their starving stomachs. He screamed, feeling their ragged, dirty
fingernails tear into his upper thighs. He reached forward, holding his arms
out towards the bridge, and then the world went white.


After, there was nothing.











Epilogue


 


 


 


“The earth is round, there are springs under the
orchards,


The loam cuts with a blunt knife, beware of Elms in
thunder, the lights in the sky are stars—


We think they do not see, we think also


The trees do not know, nor the leaves of the
grasses hear us:


The birds too are ignorant.


Do not listen.


Do not stand at dark in the open windows.


We before you have heard this: they are voices:


They are not words at all but the wind rising.


Also, none among us has seen God.


(…We have thought often


The flaws of sun in the late and driving weather


Pointed to one tree but it was not so.)


As for the nights I warn you the nights are
dangerous:


The wind changes at night and the dreams come.


It is very cold, there are strange stars near
Arcturus,


Voices are crying an unknown name in the sky”


-Archibald MacLeish


 


They sheltered in the confines of the Yorkdale
Mall for a week, shell-shocked and in sore need of a good, thorough pack-job
for the journey ahead. For the most part they kept to themselves; Mark and
Olivia would gather food, warm clothes, and blankets, while Amber and Carlos
pored over maps and thought through the logistics of their enterprise. Mark and
Olivia shared a deep, loving silence between themselves, cooing over Victoria
and holding each other in the windows that looked out over the snow-buried
city. They saw Carlos and Amber only a few times, in passing while they
wandered through the vast, echoing halls that ran between the smashed and
partially looted shops. On several of those occasions, Mark had spied them
holding hands, reaching out unconsciously to touch each other at times. Why
not? Mark asked himself one night, as he thought this over. They’re
survivors, and it’s what survivors do. They continue to survive, until the end
of their days.


The weather held hard and cold for the duration of
the week, and the clouds had hovered grey and menacing above them. They would
gather once a day to practice with the snowshoes on the roof, and the iron
clouds billowing above would constantly threaten to spit snow down upon them. Although
the wind would batter them and threaten to knock them down, the clouds never
followed through on their threat. The snow held off, and after seven or eight
days the cloud cover broke. Blue sky could be observed through the widening
gaps in the slate grey, and the sun shone through at times to melt the top
layer of the snow and warm their faces as they grew proficient with their
snowshoes. A mid-winter thaw began to set in, and they talked quite seriously
of staying to see if perhaps spring would take root early, in spite of
historical evidence to the contrary. It was Olivia who eventually dispelled
them of this notion.


“Spring has never happened in early February and
it never will,” she said. “This is just a thaw, a few days of good weather. Soon
enough the clouds will come back, and it’ll snow again. Probably a lot”.


None of them could deny that Olivia was correct in
this. Still, they spent two days watching the weather and delaying the
inevitable. In the end, they all came to the same conclusion more or less
simultaneously. They needed to get moving, because even if spring were to
miraculously come early there would still be the same problems as before. They
were still living on canned food, and most of it would expire eventually, even
if it didn’t run out first. Their only real hope lay outside of the city, where
the farms still stretched across the land and continual growth and rebirth
could still be an achievable life.


On the last day that they spent in the mall, Mark
stood at the window of an old, dust-layered bookstore that took up a great deal
of space on the second floor. He looked out upon the entombed,
clutched-together houses, with their collapsed roofs and their silent moldering.
He wondered if he would ever look upon such a sight again, and found himself
hoping that he would not. It was a strange feeling, for a man who had lived in
such a city all of his life, but at the same time he felt as though it were the
correct feeling. There was no life for his family out there, amongst the
slumbering dead.


Amber snuck up on him, surprising him with how
silent her footsteps could be. She laid a hand on his shoulder and joined him
in his inconversable gaze. There was a steady, breathing silence for quite some
time.


“I’m sorry that Emily couldn’t be here to see
this,” she said after a time, breaking the quiet as gently as possible. “I’ll
bet she had the idea for snowshoes the entire time, and just didn’t tell us”.


Mark nodded. “She was quite…I don’t even know how
to say it”.


Amber smiled slightly, a sad, grieving smile. “You
know, I felt something like that when we first met. I was a mess; everyone I
knew had disappeared and I was wandering around my office in a daze, calling
out names. Emily was the only other person I found that day, she was working as
a temp, filing and copying or something, I don’t really know. She seemed so…I
don’t know, out of it. Like she didn’t really understand what was going on,
although I guess she must have, because…” She paused, blinking away tears,
smiling ruefully. “I thought she was just puff, another silly little office
girl with stars in her eyes. I thought, once reality set in and we saw what was
going on, that she would just, I don’t know, crumble. She didn’t though,
obviously”.


“Obviously,” Mark echoed, smiling easily.


“It’s just funny to remember her as I first met
her,” Amber continued, “and then to realize, all this time later, that she’s
really the only reason that any of us are still alive. Her and whatever went on
in that head of hers, whatever lay behind all those far-off stares and those
dreamy smiles, that’s the only reason you and I are standing here, miles from
downtown, talking like this. And now she’s dead”.


“And now she’s dead,” Mark mused, his smile
fading. He felt that white-hot flare of guilt rise up in him again and it was
out before he could consider his words.


“I think I killed Barry,” he said, and it hung
between them like a pall. The silence ticked off awkwardly, seconds turning
into years before them. Finally he turned to look at her and saw tears
streaming down Amber’s eyes. Her expression was not recriminating, though;
rather, it was set with a pain that seemed almost like an old friend. She
glanced and saw that he was watching her, and she turned to regard him
steadily.


“I can’t give you absolution,” she said, without rancor.
“I don’t think there is anyone or anything in this universe that can. Why do
you think you killed him?” There was a curl of curiosity that wound its way
into her voice. Mark shrugged uncomfortably.


“I was in the window posts a lot, and I…shot
someone I saw in the windows of that coffee shop one night. Then, when Emily
told me…how he died…I…”


She nodded impatiently, cutting off whatever he
was about to say.


“I thought it might be something like that. I
can’t say that I can forgive you,”


Mark nodded, knowing that there was justice in
what she said.


“It’s not going to change how I think of you,
though,” she continued. “You’re still a friend, one of the only ones I have in
the world. It’s not like you killed him on purpose,”


Mark laughed, despite himself. “You know, Carlos said
the same thing”.


“Did he?” she asked, her eyebrows raising. “He
never told me anything. I wonder how he’d like…” she cut herself off, as if she
were suddenly conscious of what she were about to say, and a faint blush rose
up in her cheeks. “Accidents happen,” she said, trying to sober up, and then
burst into a peal of laughter. “Oh Christ, do accidents ever happen!” she
exclaimed, trying to stifle the laughter. She wiped tears out of her eyes. “What
a terrible thing to say,” she murmured, and a shaft of light came through a
cloud to shine into their window. They both shielded their eyes instinctively
and they stood in silence, soaking in the warmth and strength of that single
finger of the sun.


“He always pushed us, after you left,” she said
after a time. “He would say we had to find you two, find your baby, make sure
you were ok. I’m not trying to make you feel guilty,” she said, suddenly
concerned. “It’s not like that, I’m just…you know…”


“I get it,” Mark rescued her. “It’s ok”.


She smiled. “He always felt bad about that
fist-fight you two got in, said that’s not the sort of thing you did to a
friend. He said we owed you, and maybe he did. I don’t know. That was up to
him, I guess. I went along because it felt right. I never liked the idea of you
and Olivia being there, where god knows what was going on. Especially after we
heard that Taggert…well, you know, you were there”.


She fell quiet for a moment, and Mark was about to
change the subject when she spoke again. She blurted it, as though it had been
building in her for a long time, fermenting.


“I miss him, but in a way I don’t,” she said. “Like,
we kept each other warm at night, and that was all of it. We found each other,
and that was that. And I miss him. I miss him. But it’s like he only sort of
happened. Like I might have dreamt him. Then I see something that makes me free
associate him, or I catch something in how Carlos smiles, and then…” She wiped
at her eyes again, and her laugh was short and despairing. “It never gets
easier, does it?” she asked.


Mark shook his head and put his arm around her.


“No. No, it never does”.


 


The next day they left, tromping away from the
mall on snowshoes and pulling two carefully stacked and tied sleighs behind
them. As they had prepared to leave, they had joked about being Antarctic
explorers, and from a distance this was exactly what they appeared to be. From
the mall they went a short way north and found the gradual rise of the onramp
to the highway. They started their ascent at ten in the morning and went
carefully, making it onto the wide river of hard white snow at the top a
half-hour before noon. They stopped to survey the area, taking in the
desolation.


The old highway was dotted by large, uneven rises
in the otherwise flat, smooth snowfield. Underneath, the crumpled,
grown-together wrecks of cars rotted, and they passed the lumps and piles with
a medieval sense of superstition. They sheltered beside them at night, huddling
next to them in heavy sleeping bags, but they left them otherwise alone. It
would have been useless, in any event; they would have dug at the piles for an
hour and only revealed twisted, questioning metal, which would gleam
brainlessly in the sunlight.


They spent the better part of three weeks on the
highway, traveling during the day and snuggling into those misshapen relics at
night. Their supplies drew down but did not quite dwindle. The grocery store in
the mall had still been well-stocked, despite the evidence of looting, and they
had packed well. As the days went on a sense of purposelessness seemed to
descend upon all of them. Every day that passed seemed exactly the same as the
one that came before, following a wide highway of snow that lead through an
unchanging vista of silent, dead buildings buried and choked with the same hard
white that covered everything. They followed the suburbs out through the west,
watching the same buildings rise and fall beside them as they went.


Eventually the urban sprawl that grew out of Lake
Ontario faded, and the walls that lined the highway faded with it. Large groves
of trees grew on either side of them, crowned in white laurels that glittered
brilliantly when the sun shone on them. Large yellow-bricked farmhouses rose
out of the distant fields, slumbering darkly under the snow. All of them seemed
to be built of the same faded yellow brick; Carlos observed this one day and
Olivia found it quite funny, saying that there must have been a hell of a sale
on it at some point.


A day or so after they passed into the rural lands
the clouds began to gather ominously again. By general assent they made for one
of the farmhouses that they had seen; by the time they reached it and began to
dig away at the snow that piled around it in drifts, the sky had begun to spit
fat, crystalline white flakes. They worked through the beginning of the storm
and continued while the wind lifted and began to moan. It had picked up a
definite high shriek as Carlos kicked the side door in, and as they hurried
through the darkened portal the visibility offered through the curtain of
blowing snow had dropped to virtually nothing.


It was a likely enough house, sturdy enough to
last a hundred winters if properly maintained, and it had been maintained well
before its previous owner had disappeared. They marveled at the well-ordered structure
of the place. They seemed to be the first people to cross its threshold since
the disappearance, and it seemed to welcome them with a mother’s arms. They
spent the duration of the storm and a long while after there, building cozy
dens and slumbering away the terrible weather together.


The Month of Famine, as it had been once called in
that part of the world, turned into March and over the course of four days they
watched the sun burn hot over the land and the sun melt into cold, mud-slick
water. They stretched and made noises as if to leave, but none of them seemed
particularly eager to do so. Carlos busied himself by scouting out the area,
glad to be walking on firmer ground and to be rid of the extra burden of
snowshoes. They began to settle into an intoxicating routine of domesticity,
chatting idly, playing cards, and reading the not-inconsiderable library that
the long-vanished family that had lived here had maintained. They let the
winter melt and the new spring thaw, and didn’t talk about farming. They didn’t
talk about food, or irrigation, or seeds, or any of this. They smiled, and
there was a darkness behind their eyes at times, and they laughed and talked
and made love, but nothing was said about meat, or wheat, or milk.


One day Carlos returned to the farmhouse with news.
He had crested a hill and beheld a town with lights and activity. There were
people milling about, he reported, building things and seeming to engage in all
sorts of usefulness and productivity. None of them knew quite what to make of
it, and they deliberated upon it for some time. March crawled through, seeming
to float on a warm updraft of slowly increasing temperatures. The town that
Carlos was watching went on with its activities. There was organization, he
reported. People had plans, and they carried them out. There was government. They
looked at each other warily. The temperatures plummeted after the treacherous
Ides, and soon the slate-grey skies returned overhead.


Still they talked, and discussed, sending it
around and around on their tongues. Acts of government. Constitutions. Chains
of command, and the execution of orders. Law and regulation. They chased it,
biting and snapping at it like a circle of starving dogs. The wind blew a scrim
of ice across the moon, and the trees around the barren brown fields seemed to
whisper with inevitability.


On the 19th they awoke to snow in the
secret crevices of the earth. It curled through the cracks in the pavement that
ran along their haven like ideograms in an elegant alien language. They read it
and knew finally that, in the end, the eddy of the maelstrom can never be
fought. The pull of that swirling, massing energy can only be ridden, to
whatever ends may come.
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