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	The midday sun radiates off the long black line of asphalt that cuts the dusty landscape in two. Vacillating heat waves obscure and alter the horizon, creating a floating mirage on a vast inland sea of dirt. Thad pilots the beefed-up Blulian down a collection of back roads that make up rural Highway 71 while Marie-Soleil aims her lens at the world around them. The devastation is more than she had thought. Miles and miles of abandoned farmland line the roadside. A few weeks without farmers tending the fields have taken their toll. Crops are wilting or consumed by pests, and Native plants are quickly taking over. 

They pass through small country towns that seem desolate and abandoned. Only dogs and a few denim-clad folks who didn’t follow the masses evacuating west or south remain. 

“Can you check a map and find us a route that will keep us off the major highways, please. Marie-Soleil?” Thad touches her shoulder. She shudders and turns to look at him. Her face is pale, almost grey. She is checking her phone.

“We must be in a dead zone or something,” she mumbles before checking the radio. It scans until it lands back at the first fuzzy station. “No radio signals. That’s odd,” she says under her breath. Looking out the windows as if searching for something, her attention darts back to the radio.

Thaddeus grabs her hand. “What’s up? What’s goin’ on with you?”

She shakes her head. “The line—”

“Huh? What line?” Thad can see the colour has returned to her face. She looks more determined than scared as she scans through her phone.

“They are here. They are already here. Gimme your phone?” Her shaky hand reaches out, demanding the device. 

“Of course.” He digs his phone out of his pocket and passes it to her. “Is something wrong with yours?”

Ignoring Thad, she opens his cell and tries to make a call. “It’s the same with yours.” She tries using the Internet. “Nothing.”

“What? What’s nothing? What is going on?”

“Neither of us has reception.” Fiddling with the knobs. “The radio isn’t picking up any channels either. Watch.” She tries scanning through channels. “Oh, wait.” A static-filled station vaguely comes in. “This isn’t one of the big stations around here,” she adds. The crackling voice of a man on what must be a small pirate station externalizes through the speakers. “The broadcasting must be from some location near here. Listen.” She adjusts the knob, hoping to hone in on the signal. A static voice is speaking. Her own trembles. “It happened. They did it.” As if coming to a powerful conclusion before the man even finishes his first sentence. 

“What happened? Talk to me,” Thad pleads desperately.

“We need to find out the details.”

“What details? What are you talking about?” Frustrated, she is ignoring his questions. 

Before he can press her more, she turns up the volume and listens closely. A deep voice, thick with a Midwest accent, crackles through the speakers. 

“Ladies and gentlemen. The United States has been attacked. Details are vague, and communication is impossible, but what we do know is that a number of tactical nuclear strikes have been executed across the eastern United States. Was this an attack by America’s enemies, or did our own fledgling government plan this? Are terrorists taking advantage of the anarchy sweeping the continent in the face of a zombie apocalypse? Or was this an attempt to wipe out the hordes of the living dead? Why isn’t there any information? What are we not being told? I don’t know, but I have a lot of questions—”

“They did it, Thad.” Marie-Soleil shudders. The weight of her realization comes crashing down.

“OK, you’re driving me nuts. Who did what?” Thad demands aggressively while dodging a broken-down pick-up truck.

“Are you not listening? The classified documents I was tipped off to. Remember the government’s plan to bomb half the country in an attempt to wipe out the virus? It happened!” 

“What the hell?” Trying to piece it all together, he punches the steering wheel. “So the U.S. government dropped nuclear bombs on every major city east of the Mississippi?”

“If the documents were correct, they dropped twenty-two nine-megaton warheads, essentially wiping out one hundred million people and decimating almost half of the country’s landmass.” 

“Maybe it was the smart thing to do. If they managed to wipe out the majority of the infected, they should be able to get things back under control.”

“I don’t know, Thad. I just don’t know. The virus has already crossed the Mississippi. We witnessed it this morning with that girl. They will never get this under control.” 

“Well, we need to get to the border. We will be safer in Mexico. You said it yourself.” Thad focuses on something he can control. “Can you please find us a route without using too many highways? I think things will only get much worse before they get better.”

“Do you have a paper map?” she asks. “GPS is hit and miss.”

“Check the glove box.”

A well-used map book covering the entire United States practically falls out when she opens it. 

“OK. Gimme a bit. I haven’t used a real map in a long time,” she says, feeling less than confident in her cartography skills.

“I just saw a sign for Kansas,” Thad points out. “I think it said a couple of hundred miles or so. We should probably try to find some supplies. We need water and food, and if it’s not complete chaos, we should be able to find something there.”

“OK, head straight for twenty-five miles, then hang a left at the town of Harlan. From there, we can take the 71.” Her finger traces the route as she gives directions.

Nearing Kansas City, human activity grows exponentially. Dusty towns grow in size, traffic builds, and people line the abandoned streets. Hordes of displaced people file down the shoulders of the highway. Each of them carries their only possessions on their backs, in wagons, or in grocery carts. The closer they get to the big city, the worse it gets. They decide to take a different course when they enter the small town of Smithville, just north of the city. Marie-Soleil directs them east to Highway 136, which will take them south through the heart of Kansas City, rather than skirting around and following the masses. 

Wrecked cars line the streets of Smithville. Purpose-built roadblocks direct traffic into wild detours. The bulk of buildings are smashed, looted, or set ablaze. Structural and dumpster fires rage, raining down soot and ash. Thad keeps his foot on the accelerator, dodging junked vehicles and ramming objects blocking the road. 

“I don’t like this, Thaddeus.” Marie-Soleil trains her camera on a group of men wielding metal pipes and baseball bats. They are savagely beating another man to death. One man locks eyes with her, winks, and blows her a kiss while pointing his blood-soaked bat. 

“What is wrong with these people? We need to get out of here!” Marie fumbles with the camera, struggling to push the lock button. In a panic, she hits the button half a dozen times, unknowingly unlocking the van instead.

“Tell me where to go. I can take this thing off-road if needed,” Thad says confidently, “But we need to stop at some point so I can switch to the rear battery. The front one is low. It only takes a second. I don’t want the vehicle on when I flick the switch. I haven’t done it yet and don’t wanna blow anything up.”

“Not here, please. This place scares the hell out of me.” Her eyes are locked on the litany of savages reigning terror outside the safety of their vehicle.

“I’m not sure anywhere else will be much better. If they haven’t fled already, they are probably criminals or lunatics.” 

“Alright, well… turn left at the next intersection,” Marie-Soleil says skeptically while looking desperately at the road atlas in her hands.

Not far down the next stretch of pavement, a pile of vehicles, garbage bins, appliances, and burning tires line the two-lane road. Thick black smoke billows out from the formidable barricade in multiple plumes. 

Thad slams on the brakes, bringing the vehicle to a stop. “Where to now?” he asks. 

Before either of them can say anything more, their attention is pulled to a man emerging from the smoke. He stands atop the rubble, engulfed in thick, noxious smog, dressed in a gimp mask and a leather and chains sex slave outfit that barely covers his naked body. Staring them down with a compound bow in his hands, he nocks an arrow and pulls back the bowstring. 

Thad puts the van in reverse.

The arrow is released.

Before Thad can slam his foot on the accelerator, the driver’s door is ripped open. A gangly brute with a Native headdress and a face painted snow white with bleeding eyes smashes the butt of a rifle into his temple. 

Marie-Soleil screams, “Get off him!” as Thaddeus is dragged from the van and thrown violently to the ground. 

The gimp man charges toward the van, his bow fully drawn with a second arrow. A third man rips open the passenger side door while laughing hysterically. Wearing a midnight-blue leather one-piece catsuit, the obese monster of a man is clad from head to toe in a costume nearly bursting from the seams. He grabs Marie-Soleil’s ankle while she kicks wildly. She tries to reach and close the driver’s door, but is wrestled back across the van’s interior. He pulls her halfway out of the passenger door before she connects with a powerful kick, crushing the cartilage and breaking his nose. His grip releases. Blood explodes from the eyes and mouth holes in the mask. He falls to his knees, screeching a high-pitched cry of pain while holding his face with both hands. 

Marie manages to clamber back through the van and shut the driver’s door. Turning her attention to the passenger’s, she yanks it hard, slamming it on the cat-man. He bellows again. The door bounces off his head and shoulder. Kicking him in the face with all her might, she forces his overweight body out of the way, then yanks on the door again. This time, it bounces off the upper limb of the compound bow. Scrambling frantically, she tries to escape to the back seat. She can hear Thad and his assailant battling outside. Someone is slammed against the side of the van. Marie-Soleil shrieks, “Thaddeus!” just before she is ripped out of the passenger door, hitting the cracked and broken asphalt face-first. She kicks and fights with everything she’s got, but is easily overpowered.

The gimp man scowls at his accomplice, “Get up, you fucking pussy.” His voice is high and shrill.

“She broke my god damn nose,” says the man dressed as a cat. He uses the open door frame to pull himself to his feet, then stumbles toward Marie. Blood drips down his chest, oozing out of the only three holes in his sexually deviant feline costume. 

The helpless Quebecer is being dragged along the pavement. The rough cement grinds the flesh from her hands and face. The cat-man catches up and kicks Marie-Soleil in the cheek, splattering blood across the asphalt. She howls in pain. Her vision fades to black. The cat-man effortlessly drapes her comatose body over his shoulder and starts a truncated run toward the smouldering roadblock.

Thad connects a wide, arching right haymaker and two left jabs, knocking the man’s culturally appropriated headdress to the ground. The man with the face paint pauses to spit and wipe the blood trickling from his mouth. He tries to tackle Thad by the midsection, but is swiftly dodged. Thaddeus redirects the man’s attack, forcing him into the van headfirst. The bandit crumples to the ground.

“Stop! Stay down!” he commands, but the crazed attacker slowly pulls himself to his hands and knees. Thad releases a powerful kick to the chin, sending him rolling on the ground. He looks through the window to see the open passenger door. “Marie! Marie-Soleil! Where are you?” 

Movement pulls his attention toward the pile of rubble pouring black smoke into the air. An ambiguous, shadowy figure holding what looks like a lifeless body over his shoulder quickly disappears into the thick, smoggy pile of refuse. Thad turns to race after the illusory silhouette when a fist slams into his ear, knocking him off balance. Another fist hits him in the stomach, sucking the life out of him for a split second. He finds his feet, wipes the blood from his chin and squares up against the almost naked gimp man. Thad blocks two more wild swings aimed at his face before he launches his foot into the man’s testicles. 

The crazed marauder backs up, pinches his exposed nipples, moaning in pleasure. “Oh, yeah. You know I like it rough,” he shrieks.

“What the hell? You sick bastard—” Thad is interrupted by a war cry from behind, turning just as the butt of a rifle connects with his temple. Thaddeus Stormbreaker collapses like a pile of laundry.

“Oh, I’m going to have fun with this one.” The gimp thrusts his hips.

“No time for your shit, you motherfucker. We gotta go,” barks the painted one. He picks up his headdress and places it back on his head. Then wipes his bleeding mouth and nostrils, smearing blood into his makeup. “Get in the van, idiot!” 

“Stop calling me an idiot. I told you I’m sick of you always putting me down.” 

The gimp man’s childlike detestation is ignored. “Just get in the god damn van, you whiny little bitch.” 

Thaddeus Stormbreaker slowly regains consciousness. With watery eyes and a throbbing skull, he reaches out. “Marie-Soleil,” he croaks before collapsing on the hot asphalt. A minute passes while his blurry vision thins and clears. He watches his hijacked van turn down an alley just before the blockade. Dragging himself to his feet, he stumbles to a burned-out refrigerator and leans on the blackened rectangle to regain his composure. With sheer determination, he jogs toward the roadblock. Bounding over the pile of rubble and descending to the asphalt on the opposite side just as the Blulian appears a block away. Thad locks eyes with the cat man and sprints as fast as his wobbly legs will take him. 

“Let me go, you ratshit bastard!” Marie-Soleil pleads, thrashing wildly over the shoulder of the leather-clad man. 

Thad watches her violently kick, punch, and struggle to escape as the van pulls up beside them. She is thrown in through the side door, the man climbs in, and the van races down the long, straight road. Thad stops and watches the Blulian drive toward the high-rises looming over the city centre, shrinking smaller and smaller. Miles stretch between him and the woman he swore to protect. He shouts, “Marie!” at the top of his lungs before grabbing a beat-up trash can. He fires it through a small electronics shop window, then kicks a pile of burning garbage. Dropping to his knees, he screams in desperation. His body is battered. His face is bruised and swollen. His blood is boiling with fury and vengeance. Thaddeus Stormbreaker howls, then collapses again. 
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	Screams of pain and pleasure, revving car engines, bottles smashing, and loud, guitar-heavy music echo off the cavernous walls of a murky, underground warehouse. The pungent stench of exhaust fumes, burning garbage, rotting meat, and human feces sits like a thick fog, fumigating the extensive subterranean storehouse. Barrel fires and a few flickering lights offer glimpses down the long, high-ceilinged passages occupied by groups of twisted individuals engrossed in activities only the Devil would approve of. 

Three men drag a combative female prisoner deeper into their labyrinthine lair under the watchful eye of a fourth.

“Take her to the glasshouse, strip her of everything she’s got, and clean her up.” A tall, shadowy figure holding a long wooden staff barks at the men standing before him. They are fighting to control the woman in their grasp. He steps into the light, revealing a rugged, weathered face missing a few teeth. A dirty-blond mullet sits atop an elongated face, with a scar extending from the corner of his mouth to his left ear. His bulbous, crooked nose has been broken multiple times. It sits between penetrating, brilliantly blue eyes. While scratching a patchy beard, the man stares into the eyes of the captive woman. There is something familiar about this woman, but he can’t put his finger on it. He steps closer to get a better look. Her leg flies up, brushing against the flaps of his worn-in leather duster. The jacket opens, revealing two gilded Colt 45 revolvers strapped to his chest.

“You’re a feisty one, aren’t you?” growls the man with the golden guns.

“This bitch broke my nose.” The overweight man in a skintight catsuit splattered with blood is whining like a baby.

“Cry me a river, you fuckin’ pussy.” says the man with blood and paint smeared all across his face. 

“Fuck you!” He whimpers like a dog.

“Boys. Quit yer bitching!” demands the third man, wearing thin strips of leather and a gimp mask. “Let’s get to stripping her of everything she’s got! I’ll take her sweet innocence. You guys can have the rest.” A dirty, blood-stained hand grabs the female hostage’s ass and squeezes. He slides his hands around her waist and jams his fingers between her legs. She squirms in disgust. 

The leader swings a wooden staff, striking the gimp, while unsheathing one of the revolvers. “If a hair is out of place on her pretty little head, I will be coming for you, Carl.”

“Ugh!” Carl begins to protest. “C’mon, Edgar.” 

“Don’t make me say it twice. Get your ass to the front gate. You’re on security detail.” Edgar cocks back the hammer on his revolver.

“OK. OK.” The deviant releases his defiled grip, turns, and heads toward the entrance. 

The two other men take hold of the struggling woman. The balaclava stuffed in her mouth muffles her screams while she fights against the might of the two men holding her.

Using the barrel of the revolver to lift her head, Edgar starts his interrogation. “Look at me! You look very familiar. Where have I seen you before? How do I know you?” Edgar’s questions are seemingly directed at himself. He turns his attention back to the two henchmen. “Ryan. Stephen. Take her to the glasshouse, clean her up, and choose a nice dress out of my closet for her. I want her to look nice by the time I get back. I will be there in a minute. I need to look into something. There’s something about this woman.” The menacing leader taps his staff on the ground two times like the field commander of a marching band and marches away, swaying his hips. “Not a fuckin’ hair on her head, gentlemen.” Edgar’s voice has changed from a deep, baritone bellow. Now, a heavy lisp clings to his tongue, and a cheery, positive tone lathers his words. 

The two men fight to control their prisoner, dragging her deeper into the subterranean lair. Stephen has pulled back his mask, showing his face. His sickly-thin hair is matted with sweat and grease atop a jaundiced yellow face. Narrow, bloodshot eyes with thick black-and-blue bruising sit beneath an oversized forehead. His swollen and misshapen nose is dripping blood down his unshaven chin and neck. “Stop your squirming, you goddamn bitch,” he barks.

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way. It’s up to you,” Ryan threatens. Blood is smeared across his white face paint. He hauls off and punches her hard in the solar plexus. She goes limp and ceases resisting. The crazed henchmen muscle their less combative hostage through rows of shelves stacked with film canisters and other cinematic odds and ends. 

They arrive at a glass-walled room in the middle of the massive limestone-carved chamber. 

“You will do as Edgar said. Remove all your clothes, wash the blood off your face and hands, and get dressed. I will choose a dress for you from the closet. You will put it on. Capeesh?” The painted man cocks his hand back, ready to swing if she doesn’t listen. “Don’t you dare try anything.” He pulls out the balaclava stuffed in her mouth. 

She screams at the top of her lungs, “Help! Help me! Please, someone, help me!” 

“Shut up!” yells the painted man. He tries to stuff the cloth back in her mouth. She bites down hard on his fingers. “Fuckin’ bitch!” He backhands her across the face, nearly knocking her out. His partner shakes her back to consciousness while the vile human inspects his bleeding fingers.

“Please, just let me go! Please! I… I have money! I’ll give it all to you. Please. You don’t have to do this!”

The two men release their prisoner, sending her sprawling across the tiled floor. 

“Enough!” Ryan pulls out a small pocket knife and flips the blade out. He waves it in her face, then runs the point down her filthy shirt without touching it. “Do what you’re told and get undressed.”

The two henchmen tower over the cowering woman. She pulls herself to a sitting position. A million scenarios race through her mind. She tries to calm herself and work out a plan. Focus, she tells herself. How do I escape? What do I do? Where do I go? Questions are endlessly swirling around her panicking mind.

“What the hell are you waiting for?” demands Stephen. “Let’s go! We don’t have all day.”

“Please, just let me go.” She tries to stall. “Who is that man anyway? Your boss? Leader? Why do you listen to every word he says like dogs? You are so much more than that—” 

The cat-man shouts, “Shut up!” He winds up and strikes her across the face with such force that it sends her sprawling across the floor. Blood sprays across the tile. Fury erupts in the leather-clad monster of a man. With clenched fists, he moves in to release his wrath upon his combative prisoner. 

“Enough!” roars Ryan. He grabs an arm and pulls Stephen back. “You heard what Edgar said. You don’t want him coming down on you for disobeying orders. You’ll end up as lunch for his pets.”

“I need a goddamn smoke. You deal with this bitch.” Infuriated, he walks out of the glass room and sparks a cigarette.

Like a runner on her mark, she hops to her feet and takes off in a hard sprint the moment Stephen crosses the threshold. She slips under the painted man’s grasp and charges toward the opening. Baseball sliding under the leather-clad man’s lumbering arms, she breaks past him and launches herself down the two steps. Shelving filled with boxes, packages, and film canisters stretches out in systematic rows before her. Without thinking, she follows her instincts. She dips and weaves through different aisles. Their voices ring out behind her, sending adrenaline and fear coursing through her veins. The massive, arched doorway, large enough to drive a semi-truck through, is getting closer, but the rows seem to grow even more chaotic. Left. Right. Left. Left. Right. Left. She recklessly turns and sprints down row after row until she can see the last column of shelving. Unsure of where she is or where the exit is, she stops briefly when she steps out into the enormous corridor she was dragged through. Instinctively, she turns left and sprints away.
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	Voices bounce off the cavernous walls. 

“Stop her!” 

“Get that bitch!”

“Catch that whore before she gets away!”

The vast corridor is over two lanes wide and nearly two stories high. Pockets of obscurity offer a bit of shadowy camouflage. The few remaining fluorescent tube lights cut through the darkness, announcing her escape to onlookers. Marie-Soleil pushes her legs as fast as they can take her. The pavement tears at her bare feet. She dips into the darkness behind a line of cars. Hunched and creeping as swiftly as possible, she moves past hordes of wildly dressed people consumed by strange masochistic activities. 

At the end of the line of old muscle cars, her shadowy shroud is displaced by bright lights. Stuck in place, Marie-Soleil weighs her options. Voices are shouting all around her. Rewards are offered to anyone who captures the escapee. People abandon their sadistic acts of pleasure and join in the search. Not truly knowing the way out, she relies on her instinct and decides the only way out is straight through the throngs of lunatics. Without wasting another moment, she breaks into a sprint. With every ounce of speed she can conjure up, Marie bolts toward an intersection. The moment she steps out into the light, a shadowy figure appears from around the corner and clotheslines her. The impact slams her to the ground. Gasping for air, her chest feels like it has been caved in. She chokes and coughs between gulping breaths. A handful of men and women crowd around. 

Ryan and Stephen join the masses and pick up the winded woman. Lifting her to her feet and forcing her to look into Edgar’s eyes, they cop an earful from their leader. 

“You fuckin’ idiots can’t do anything right, can you? I leave for five minutes, and you morons can’t even take care of a woman half your size.” Edgar’s voice is brimming with fire and fury. 

“Sir, she—” 

The impact of Edgar’s stick slamming down on the painted man’s shoulder shuts him up. Edgar grabs the dazed and breathless woman by the face. Squeezing forcefully, he pulls her so close they share the same breath. 

“Did you really think you could escape that easily?” barks the leader of the underground community. “No one escapes Edgar,” he says with a soft, childlike whimper. 

She says nothing, only wincing in pain. 

He releases his painful grip on her cheeks and turns to the two men holding her. Glaring at the two bloody, macerated faces, he says, returning to the deep, commanding personality. “I knew you two would be fuckin’ useless. Take her back, now!” 

The two men drag her back to the glass-walled room under the watchful eye of their hate-filled leader. 

“Ryan, go get me a clean cloth and some water.”

“Yes, boss.” Sprinting across the room, he empties a water bottle into a wastebasket. Then rifles through an antique armoire filled with expensive designer clothing. He tears apart a brand-name T-shirt and drops the rag into the basket. After careful consideration, he pulls out a flowing, revealing blood-red satin dress. Hustling back across the small room, he sets down the bucket and drapes the dress over an artisan armchair.

The cat man is struggling with the combative woman. He attempts to pull her shirt off. The painted man steps in to help. Just as he gets close enough, Marie-Soleil jolts to life and kicks him in the kneecap, buckling his knee backward. The man crumples to the ground, clutching his right leg. Screams of agony ping off the glass walls.

“That’s enough!” Anger wells up inside their leader, ruffling his calm composure. He hollers while brandishing a long hunter’s knife. The silver blade glints in the artificial light as he motions for the cat-man to move out of his way. “Do I have to do everything around here?” Edgar’s eyes burn with fury. He steps toward his prisoner. “Are you ready to cooperate yet?” 

Marie-Soleil says nothing. She is silently celebrating the permanent damage she has caused. But it doesn’t last long. Her eyes fixate on the razor-sharp blade being waved in her face. 

“Don’t squirm, or I might nick something,” Edgar says with a heavy lisp. He grabs her shirt and cuts from the belly button up to the collar. The t-shirt is sliced in two, revealing her breasts and midsection. “I asked you a question.” His voice is thinner, and his eyes glint with positivity. He asks sweetly with a soft English accent, “Will you do as I say, my dear, or must I oblige you?” He grabs her skin-tight pants by the hip and inches the blade closer and closer.

“Please! Don’t! I will do whatever you want. Please, just don’t hurt me,” Marie pleads, resolving her fight and offering her cooperation. There is a long pause as the shame of revealing herself to these men washes over her. She begins to unbutton her pants when Edgar politely bows and turns around. 

His voice calms, talking as if the screaming man with a broken leg is a child who scraped his knee. “You poor thing. Don’t worry. Everything is going to be alright. It’s OK if you need to cry. Let it out.” He turns to Stephen. “Please make yourself useful and take your poor brother to the doctor.” 

The jaundiced cat man gathers his wailing brother without saying a word. With the painted man’s arm over his shoulder, they leave the glass room and disappear into the stocked shelves. 

Turning his attention back to the distressed woman, Edgar’s demeanour and tone change again. He pulls out a two-way radio and calmly talks into it. “Adash? Adash, come in?” His voice is deep and raspy.

“What is it, boss?” 

“Yeah, so Ryan hurt himself. Can you go and take care of him for me?” 

“I’m on it.” 

“A nice dinner for the boys. That would be good, don’t you think?”

“Sure, whatever you say, boss.”

“Yeah, my boys are probably starving.” The line goes static. Edgar slides the radio back into his pocket. “OK, now that those bloody cunts are gone, we can get back to it.” He stops midstep. “I’m sorry, I must have forgotten my manners, love.” Edgar turns and walks to the doorway. He stands on the threshold with his back to Marie. “Please continue.” 

The change in voice and personality is almost as unsettling as the knife in her captor's hand. Marie quickly strips to her panties and grabs the washcloth. The water is shockingly cold. She forcefully scrubs her face, hands, arms, and chest to remove as much blood and grime as she can. By the time she has the dress in her hands, Edgar is speaking again. 

“I’ve seen your reports on the news. You seem to have a lot more information than the rest of us. It is practically impossible to get any reliable intel about the state of America. Is it all true? How did you get your hands on it?”

She slides the dress over her head and adjusts it to her figure. “I don’t know anything. I swear. That’s not me. I don’t know who you are talking about.” 

Edgar swings around. His face is red with frustration, and his eyes are boiling with hate. Like the flick of a switch, fire and brimstone belch out with his words. “Don’t toy with me. You do not want to see me angry—” Seeing her in the dress causes him to pause and drink it all in. “That’s better. It’s like it was made for you,” remarks Edgar with a slight lisp. His rampaging tone is gone. 

The designer dress, made from deep blood-red satin and silk, fits her perfectly. Seamlines hug and caress her flowing figure, accentuating her breasts and hips. The open back and thin straps taper down her lumbar spine, pointing to her buttocks, hugged tight in the scarlet fabric. Like the petals of a flower, long flowing ribbons sweep the floor around her. Marie-Soleil offers no response.

“Now, I will ask you again. How did you get your information?”

Again, she offers no response.

“I know who you are, Marie-Soleil. The hard-hitting, renegade journalist from Quebec.” Edgar takes three steps toward her while flipping the knife like a juggler. He sheaths his knife and steps closer again. 

“Let’s go. Chop, chop,” he says with a bounce in his step. “Now, do I have something to show you?” He drags her out of the glass room. Marie doesn’t resist. 

They enter the corridor and turn right. At the next intersection, she is pulled to the left. They pass a group of men drinking beer. One of them has a red-hot cattle brand pressed against his chest. Edgar drags her around the next corner. A dominatrix is pegging a man strapped down to a sex chair. Three more naked men are chained up along the wall. Some beg for help; some beg to be next. Distant screams of agony echo off the walls. With each step, the shrieks get louder. 

They come to a door. Blood is splattered across the bottom half. Snarling dogs are barking over wailing cries inside. Edgar pulls her closer. He looks her in the eye. He doesn’t need to say a word. The door glides open. The stench of rancid meat hits like a wall. Three vicious, snarling pit bulls are inside a large metal kennel. Two men and a woman are holding down Ryan, the man whose leg Marie broke. His broken limb is dangling into the kennel. The dogs fight to tear chunks out of his exposed muscles. Two of them latch on. The injured man howls. They pull and pull. The leg severs. His cries stop. 

Edgar whistles sharply just before the dogs tear into each other over their prize. They immediately snap to attention. He pushes Marie toward the group in the room. The man on the left grabs hold of her. Edgar reaches his hand into the cages. The dogs rush toward him, tails wagging. They lick his hand and nuzzle up to his palm. One of them whimpers slightly when he pulls back. Grabbing a bucket of blood-tainted water, he squeals with excitement. “Ryan. You know my boys like their meals warm and wriggling.” He throws the bucket of water on the unconscious man’s face. Ryan snaps to life, wailing in pain between erratic breaths. “Ah, that’s better,” Edgar says, bringing his bloody fingers to his mouth. Two sharp whistles sound out. The dogs move back against the wall and sit in perfect unison. Edgar opens the gate and nods to his henchmen.

Ryan struggles impotently against them. They drag him into the cage and throw him down with a thud. The dogs sit in anticipation. When they are back out of the cage, Edgar shuts the gate. He grabs Marie-Soleil and pushes her face against the bars. 

Ryan is dragging himself along the ground. “Please, please, don’t do this,” he begs. He drags himself to the bars, trying to pull himself up. “Edgar. Don’t do this. Haven’t I been loyal?” He grabs Marie’s dress and pulls on it. 

Marie is trembling. She closes her eyes. She feels Edgar in her ear. “Open your eyes. You don’t want to miss this,” he whispers. She keeps her eyes closed. Edgar howls, “Open your fucking eyes, or I will cut your eyelids out and force you to watch.” He forces her face harder into the gore-slicked bars. “Get ‘em! Get ‘em!” he says the moment she opens her eyes.

The dogs tear across the cage. They all latch onto different parts of the body. One gnaws at the exposed limb where his leg used to be. Another tugs on his arm, and the third latches onto his throat. A gargled sputter and choking cough quickly muffle a high-pitched squeal. The man’s throat is ripped out; his body goes limp.

Edgar releases his grip on Marie. He walks to the door, opens it, and then stops in the hallway. “All this work is making me hungry. Bring her back to my office. I’m going to grab a bite. Marie-Soleil? Can I get you something? A sandwich? Banana?” He walks off without waiting for an answer. 

She is frozen in fear, gripping the bars tightly. The dead man has her dress clenched in his fist. Muffled demands come from the others in the room, but the sound of the dogs ravaging the corpse is all she can hear. A hand grabs her forcefully, wrenching her from her locked position. She is dragged from the room.

“Please… this is for your own safety,” the woman from the kennel says, “If you haven’t noticed, Edgar hates it when we don’t follow orders. We wouldn’t want you wandering around and getting into trouble, now would we?” 

Marie is in no state to fight. She is led back to the glasshouse without incident. 

When they arrive at Marie-Soleil’s transparent prison, the woman picks up a silver chain about a metre long. One end is attached to a bolt in the floor, and the other has a polished silver shackle. Marie shudders as the latch closes, and the cold metal grips her ankle. The woman leaves without saying another word. Pulling furiously, she tries to yank the chain free. After ten minutes, she gives up. Lifting the ottoman over her head, she brings it down on the metal links. Nothing happens. The chain holds. 

There’s a knife on a table a few metres away. She reaches. The metal clasp digs into her ankle. Only a few more centimetres is all she needs. Her finger touches the hilt, spinning it around so the blade faces her. She forces her limbs to the maximum. The knife flicks and slides forward. She pinches it between her fingers, pulling it slightly closer. Her fingers grasp the blade gently.

“Do you know why I chose this room, with transparent walls, to be my domain?” A rough, raspy voice booms from the rows of shelving outside the room. 

Marie fumbles and drops the knife. It clangs on the floor and bounces away. 

“Transparency is the root of trust. My people need to see that I have nothing to hide, even when I am alone.” Edgar appears outside the glass room. “With trust comes loyalty, and that is all that I ask.” He steps into the room before he speaks again. “They worship me. They idolize me. They call me their saviour. You will learn to do the same.” Casually pacing with elegant pride, he keeps his eyes on the feisty woman as he speaks his prophetic words. Marie-Soleil pretends to listen while she plots her next move. 

His posture changes. He stands taller and more self-assured. His voice deepens, filled with confidence. “But I am no saviour. I am merely a man, a man who wants a better life. Yes, I want to save these people.” Edgar’s voice changes once again, pulling Marie back to reality. “The outcasts. The alternatives. The fringes of society. Those who never fit in. Those who were cast aside when society set out its boxes for you and me to fit into. These people lifted me and appointed me their king. Their righteous ruler. Now that we have transitioned to a simpler way of life. I have a duty to protect and provide for these people. When this is all over, and the government comes to take everything back, we will be ready.” Stepping closer, Edgar glares at Marie-Soleil. His voice fills with rage and torment. “Tell me more about the Feds’ plans. I don’t want to have to ask you again. What are they planning?” 

“I don’t know anything. I am not this Marie-Soleil you think I am. I am nobody. I know nothing. Please, just let me go,” she pleads.

Edgar spins theatrically and speaks in a soft, endearing voice with a trailing lisp. “Maybe a bit of wine will loosen your tongue,” he says whimsically. With a self-assured swagger, Edgar moves across the room to an ornate wooden barrel. Opening it reveals a built-in wine chiller stocked with a selection of wines from various vintages and regions. “Ah ha. A Château Margaux.” He opens the bottle, pours two glasses, and hands one to a hesitant Marie-Soleil. “A fine wine and a fine vintage. Go on.” He urges her to take a sip. 

She does, spits the wine in her captor’s face, and hurls the glass at his chest. Edgar calmly and slowly wipes the spray from his face and flicks the broken glass into the corner with his foot. 

“Now, now. My little pretty. There is no need for hostilities. You will do as I say, whether you like it or not.”

“Screw you! You can go to hell!” 

He races to her explosively and grabs her by the throat, squeezing the life from her fragile neck. “All this reckless abandon… and for what?” Anger radiates from a deep, raspy voice. “You do not want to upset Edgar. He is not used to people, especially women, not doing as he says. We all have to listen to Edgar. He is our saviour, and he will save you too.” 

The crazed man releases his death grip and thrusts her to a seat on the ottoman. He steps back and retrieves his glass of wine. Marie sputters and chokes as the air returns to her lungs. 

“Do you truly think you will get out of here? Face it. I am your only hope to survive the flood of infection.”

“Help me, help!” Marie-Soleil screams, “Please, someone help me!”

“Help me! Oh, please, someone help me!” A mocking Edgar dramatically dances around. “No one is coming. No one is going to save you. Now! I’m not going to ask again. I will get the information I need. I do not wish to hurt you, but I will do what I must. Tell me what you know.”

“OK. OK. I will talk.” She adjusts the heavy metal chain and moves to a slightly more comfortable position before continuing. Releasing a sigh of defeat, she begins rambling off everything she knows. Time ticks by. She offers everything and anything she can think of. Not only is she hoping her information will ease her fate, but she is also biding her time, doing everything she can to delay the inevitable she knows is coming; one of his personalities will have the urge soon enough. 

Edgar listens intently and meticulously, asking questions in a multitude of voices. Marie feels like she is talking to a room full of people. She offers selective remarks and asks questions to reveal the man’s different personalities. She counts five different characters. Each one is more terrifying than the next. A young homosexual man with a lisp, a sophisticated Englishman, a naive, indentured child servant, a hate-filled and murderous maniac, and a tactical soldier of fortune. 

“So what you are saying is the whole country is ours for the taking.” Edgar interrupts Marie’s long-winded story while he wanders to the wine chiller and tops up his glass.

“No! We are all doomed,” she warns. “America is a lost cause. We are all going to die here. The zombies have already crossed the Mississippi. Only one infected host can spread the virus like wildfire. There won’t be anything left. Half the country has been wiped from the map. The other half is under the influence of men and women who are much more powerful than you are. It’s a lost cause.”

“These powerful men and women. Who are they?” he asks with childlike curiosity.

“It doesn’t matter. Does it?” The gangs, the mafias, the militias, and the military men. Those who have taken the law into their own hands. The self-preserving madmen like yourself, who think they are the saving grace the world needs. You will all be swallowed up by the zombie hordes. Your little ragtag band of deranged psychos will be the first to go. All roads lead to Kansas City. Do you think you can fight millions of unstoppable killing machines?” 

“They are brainless and simple. I don’t fear the infected.”

“You should. Half the world is overrun, and you think you and your band of weirdos are gonna be the ones to survive?”

“When the time comes, I will cross that bridge. For now, it’s a free-for-all. No police. No army. No National Guard to stop me. You can finally be free, Marie-Soleil. Join me. This is my city, now. I am here to save you,” Edgar says passionately before switching to a distinct English accent. “Can I get you another glass of wine, love?”

The flip of personalities is too much for Marie-Soleil to endure. “Alright, whatever. If I’m going to die, I might as well wash this taste of blood out of my mouth.”

“Oh, cheerio!” Edgar bounds to the bottle of wine and fills a glass. He saunters over and passes the glass to Marie. “Now, don’t waste this one. This is one of the finest wines in the world.” He stares in anticipation, waiting to see Marie’s reaction to the wine.

She can see he is lost in thought. She sips slowly and washes down the metallic taste that has been sitting in her mouth for far too long. 

“Not—” 

“Not what, my dear?”

“Not… not bad.”

“2028 vintage. It was a good year, that is for sure. Now, tell me more. What else does your pretty little head have in store for me?”
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	Thaddeus Myrskytuuli is a shell of his former self. He’s battered and beaten, pain radiating through his face and skull. Noxious smoke swirls from the barricade of rubble, stinging his eyes and throat. His long blond hair is matted with the blood flowing from his nose and lacerated cheek. Paint and the other man’s visceral fluids coat his fists. Soot, grime, and more droplets of crimson are streaked across his shirt. 

Violence and vengeance fill every ounce of his heart. Romanticized fantasies of torturing Marie-Soleil’s captors swim through his fogged mind. He shouts his vow and swears to any god listening, “When I find you, nothing can stop me from tearing you apart, piece by piece.” Fury and delirium pump through his veins. “I will find you. I will kill each of you. Then I will piss on your corpses.” 

Dragging himself to his feet, he starts in a slow jog, fueled by hate and a sick pleasure in the torment he will inflict. Unsure of where or how he will find Marie-Soleil, he puts one foot after the other and pushes himself forward. Minutes go by. Legs and lungs are burning. Pain pulses with every laboured breath. Blood pumps from the gash across his cheek. It doesn’t take long before he has to stop and catch his breath. Just then, he notices a bicycle near a charred minivan. Dashing to grab the bike, Thad sets off with renewed vigour, pedalling as fast as his legs will take him. 

Over an hour of furious pedalling, he feels no closer to finding his love. Doubt begins to cloud the rhythm of madness keeping his legs pumping the pedals. Like a broken record, his failure to protect her repeatedly swirls around his exhausted mind. Images of her being gang-raped by the band of lunatics flood his vision. He slows the bicycle but doesn’t quit, battling to suppress the negative thoughts blanketing the defiled city around him.

After another twenty minutes, he is quickly losing the war. Legs begin to give out. Tears swell and blur his vision. Guilt and shame weigh him down. He pushes the pedals, but his legs don’t respond. He slows enough to hop off the bike, letting it coast to a crunching halt against a small American diner. Destroying something won’t bring her back, though watching the bike slam into a building has a hint of comfort. 

Racing after the bike, he grabs it and hurls it through the diner’s cracked, broken front window. The glass shatters and crashes to the sidewalk. A shadowy figure shifts quickly inside the restaurant.

The person, cloaked in a long hooded sweater, stumbles out the front door, shouting, “What the fuck, man. You scared the shit—” 

Before the man can say anything else, Thaddeus is overcome with rage. He clears the five metres between them and pounces on the shrouded figure. Knocking the man to the ground, Thad mounts his waist and launches a crazed attack. Fists crunch through cartilage. Knuckles chew through flesh and shatter bones. Thad’s fury continues until he collapses from exhaustion. 

Pulling himself to his feet, he stumbles to a torched newspaper dispenser to catch his breath. The man’s hood has fallen back, revealing a mash of obliterated features. Thaddeus looks at his bloodied hands, then back at his motionless victim. He slumps against the metal rectangle, hyperventilating. Nausea rumbles from deep within. Lightheaded and trembling, he doubles over. Deep retching heaves pull everything in his stomach up. He paints the sidewalk with steaming chunks and yellow bile.  

Leaning against the blackened metal, he wipes his chin and slowly catches his breath. Tears dry, and his eyes catch something glinting in the distance. A van with solar panels on the roof materializes like a mirage. Exhausted, bloodied, and trembling with hate, Thad moves closer and sees it is his beloved Blulian. A rejuvenated sense of power and adrenaline sweeps the exhaustion from his mind. He runs to the van, stopping once he gets within arm’s reach of the taillight. Creeping cautiously to the open driver’s door, he peers inside and sees it’s empty. Flicking the switch to the left of the steering wheel floods the van with juice from the rear battery. The lights flash, and the dash illuminates. The engine quietly roars to life, slowly rolling forward. Throwing it in park, he cuts the engine and pockets the keys. 

Thad jumps into the back
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