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The Typhon Project: A YA Dystopian Sci-fi Novel

Chapter One—Beware of Sharks

For Uncle Tim. Just hours before a drunk driver stole him from us, he sent me one last message. “We are proud of you Mindi. Way to go!!!”
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A piece of advice—don’t survive the end of the world.

This was my last treatment before The Change. Two needles down. Two more to go. 

Medical tape fastened an I.V. tube to the back of my right hand. Thick armrests on a vinyl upholstered chair supported both of my arms. I glanced around the sterile room; fluorescent lights glinted off a light grey countertop and matching tile floor.

The nurse placed a cotton ball on an alcohol dispenser and pumped. I wrinkled my nose at the acrid scent. “The good news is this is your last treatment.” Her shoes squeaked against the shiny floor as she pivoted toward me.

She sat on a rolling stool and then leaned in and scrubbed the alcohol-soaked cotton ball over the skin on my wrist just below the thumb. The veins on the back of my left hand have been tough to find after so many treatments. Her wispy blonde hair fell forward. She attempted pushed it back behind her ear, no doubt out of habit. The ear that should have been there to catch the strands was missing; nothing but a stub of cauliflower and a hole remained. 

It’s funny how you don’t notice anyone’s ears until they’re gone. At first, it shocked me to see people with missing pieces, these pieces they could live without hacked it off to give a few more months of life, a few more weeks of useful service.

She twisted the cap off another I.V. needle and felt around for the vein. My stomach tightened. I turned my head away to stare at a poster of a kitten toying with a ball of yarn, drew in a deep breath, and held it.

“Just a little pinch, Leah,” she said.

Why did they always say that? A needle piercing my skin was not a little pinch. I focused on the kitten’s pale blue eyes. 

Pain struck my wrist, then the faint sensation of the needle sliding in. Stars speckled my vision as the needle sunk deeper. I closed my eyes, drawing a long breath through my nose. I slowly blew the breath out of my mouth. 

The hiss of medical tape told me the hard part was over, so I opened my eyes. The nurse fastened the needle down. “Are you okay?”

I blinked hard. “Yeah, I’m fine.” The kitten image blurred and doubled; four icy eyes instead of two.

She patted my arm. “That was the last one. You never have to do this again.”

She pulled out a syringe full of liquid and exposed the long needle. She inserted it into a receptacle on the I.V. line. It wasn’t piercing my skin but the image of the needle set my vision narrowing and turning grey around the periphery. My hands and feet went cold and sweat dewed on my forehead. Within a couple seconds, it was over and she pulled the needle out.

“How are you doing?” the nurse asked.

I couldn’t answer; I was too busy trying to stay conscious. I breathed deeper and faster, but seemed to be sliding sideways.

She touched my shoulder. “Leah, are you okay?”

I was in a tunnel, and it was getting narrower by the minute. “I’m not feeling very well.” Exhaustion poured over me. I wanted to close my eyes. It would have been so easy to just slip out of consciousness, but I fought back. 

The nurse pushed my head down. “Put your head between your knees.” 

Water gushed on the other side of the room, and then a cool clothe eased over the back of my neck. The dizziness began to pass, my vision clearing. I stared down at my dirty white sneakers against the industrial tiles. I filled my lungs and blew the air out. Slowly, my vision sharpened.

I pulled the cloth off my neck and sat up.

The nurse stood at the counter, tapping something into a laptop. She peered back at me. “How are you feeling now?”

I held the cloth out to her. “Much better.”

She took the cloth and tossed it in a hamper. “Just sit back and relax. You’ve got a little while to go on those I.V.s. Do you want a tablet?”

“Sure.” They don’t allow us to take our phones into the treatment rooms. No selfies. No sharing the process that goes into The Change on social media.

She took a tablet from a cabinet drawer, handed it to me, and strode out of the room. I looked at my watch, at its double faces, one large circle and one smaller circle both fixed onto a wide leather band. The larger of the two read 12:15. The smaller face held a needle that drifted around the circle, meandering like a lost puppy. A long time ago, it pointed north. Back when it was worn on a much larger wrist than mine.

The tablet was loaded with a bunch of outdated games and only allowed access to a limited variety of websites. There was a history site I’d found last time I was here, full of pictures from before everyone’s lives irrevocably changed. I liked looking at old pictures of celebrities, smiling and sparkling. How would those beautiful faces look ashen-skinned and dotted with lesions? Some were probably able to buy The Change, but only some. No amount of money could buy The Change for others who the Human Preservation Agency deemed ineligible. 

Most were probably dead. I flipped through images. Dead. Dead. Dead. All those happy smiling faces. Dead.

I glanced up at the plastic I.V. bags hanging above me. The one on the left dripped clear liquid while the one on the right dripped a vivid orange liquid that reminded me of orange Kool-Aid. If only I could squeeze the bags to make them go faster.

Footsteps tapped toward me. “Did you read the information we gave you last time about your final treatment?” the nurse asked.

I looked her in the eye and lied. “Yeah.”

She inspected the orange Kool-Aid bag. “Do you have any questions?”

I brushed my thumb over my watch glass. “Will it hurt?”

She lifted her chin. “People experience varying levels of discomfort but most say it doesn’t hurt. You should expect some itching. Go ahead and scratch; it will make it all go faster. Some have experienced some mild nausea. If there is any bleeding, make sure to call in immediately.” 

“How long until . . . ?” I swallowed hard. Until I wouldn’t be me anymore.

“It varies. You could start to see changes within the next couple hours, or it may take up to two weeks.”

I continued to flip through images and read short articles until my backside ached from sitting for so long. Once the last drops of liquid slid down the tube and into my veins, the nurse extracted the needles.

Weeks and weeks of treatments completed. Finally! I smiled to myself and breathed a sigh of relief.

She bandaged the insertion points and then keyed something into her computer. “Looks like you’re good to go. That is, if you’re feeling up to it.”

I eased myself out of the chair and carefully stood. “I think I’m good.”

Continuing to tap on her computer, she said. “Well, then you’re free to go.” She flashed me a brief grin then returned her gaze to the computer. 

I stepped toward the door.

“Oh, Leah?”

I stopped short and tensed.

“Don’t forget that you need to meet with your counsellor before you go.”

I clamped my teeth together. “I really need to get home. My mom and sister . . .”

“You know the drill. It’s required. And it won’t take long.”

Shoulders slumped, I stalked out of the examination room and down the hall. They were forcing me to see her again. I’d rather have another series of needles.

When I reached the end of the hall, I flung open the door to the north wing of the building, the typhon project – human preservation agency etched into the glass. I looked up the name Typhon when this all started. It’s a creature from Greek mythology—a half-reptile, half-human creature powerful enough to defeat Zeus. 

The name didn’t make me feel any better about my future.

I walked another hall to a bank of three elevators. I pressed the up button and the doors in the middle opened. I stepped inside and selected the seventh floor. Another hall and I found my counselor’s office. The receptionist glanced up at me as I stepped inside then looked back to her screen. I plopped down on one of the waiting room chairs covered with a tan, scratchy material. The plaque on her door read dr. neila rail, b.a., m.a, ph.d. Maybe she should get more letters behind her name.

A pan pipe and a guitar quietly played in the background. I picked at the edges of my bandages then smoothed them back down and turned my attention to a bursting seam on the chair’s arm and picked at it. This was stupid. I needed to get home. I didn’t have time for a touchy feely with a shrink. I stood and eyed the door to the hallway.

Dr. Rail’s office door opened, and I froze. The most hideous creature imaginable stood in the doorway. “Leah, come on in.”
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Psycho Babble
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I followed Dr. Rail into her office, and she closed the door behind me. She wore a wig of white hair in tight corkscrew curls that bounced as she strode farther into the room. She left the sharp scent of designer perfume in her wake. The alcohol from the treatment room smelled better. She directed me to a chaise lounger, but instead I sat in one of the less comfortable chairs in front of her desk. I planned on getting out of here as quickly as possible. 

Dr. Rail rounded her desk and eased her weight onto a high-backed leather chair that she scooted closer to the desk. She folded her hands over the glass surface. Her deep crimson nails glinted as though she’d just dug the long daggers into her last client’s jugular. “So how have you been doing since I saw you last?” 

“Same.”

“How are your mother and sister doing?” The fine silvery scales of her skin pivoted and folded past each other as she spoke. Her lips sported the same gory red as her nails. It looked like someone had put lipstick on a fish.

I sighed. “Same.”

She leaned back in her chair. “Their condition hasn’t deteriorated?”

I rolled my eyes. “What do you think?”

“How about your boyfriend?”

I shifted in my seat. “He’s not sick.”

“Really?” She raised her eyebrows. “Well, you should be prepared. It’s only a matter of time.”

I peered past her out the window at the night sky and the dark city below. My anxiety rose with each passing minute. “My mom and Lindsay are alone. I need to get home.”

Dr. Rail pursed her lips. “Perhaps if you were more forthcoming this would go faster.”

I glared at her. “What do you want to know?”

“I want to know how you’re feeling.” She pressed her lips into a tight line.

I curled my right hand into a fist and the bandage pulled at my skin. “I told you. I’m fine.”

“I have trouble believing that. You’re losing everyone you care about and you’re fine?” 

“Why does it matter?”

“We are as concerned about your psychological health as we are about your physical health. This is a big change and can be met with emotional distress. My job is to help ease your transition.”

I rose to my feet. “I’m leaving. I don’t have time for this.”

She stood and straightened her blazer. “You know, everyone here has lost their families and friends. There’s no shame in admitting you are sad or angry.”

I clenched my teeth and trembling broke out in the pit of my stomach. I’ve always tried to keep my emotions bound and gagged, but something was breaking through—a burning sensation in my chest. Like acid around my heart. 

I glowered at my counselor. I hated everything about her—her amber eyes with cat-like pupils, her smug smile, her pressed suit. Her skin, especially her scaly skin. 

“You want to know how I’m feeling? Like shit!” I shouted. “My sister doesn’t even know who I am half of the time, and my mom can’t even get herself to the bathroom. Her pee is black. Black! They’re dying. And I have to watch! So, what the hell does it matter how I’m feeling?”

A patronizing grin tugged at the scales on her cheeks. “Now we are getting somewhere.”

I stared at her, shaking. All the emotion I’d tried so hard to hide hit me in torrents. I beat it back. Falling apart was not an option.

Dr. Rail lifted her chin. “You know, you don’t have to watch them die. We can take you to The Farm whenever you’re ready.”

I folded my arms. How could she even suggest such a thing? “I’m not leaving them.”

She raised her brows. “That’s your choice, but I hope our talk took some weight off your shoulders.”

“Yeah, thanks. You know, I feel so much better now.” Sarcasm dulled my voice. I turned on my heel and darted out the door. I took the elevator to the ground floor and made my way to the lobby where I hurried toward the desk near the exit doors, past a row of metal detectors at the entrance. 

When I first started my treatments, at least a dozen armed security guards protected the entrance from the desperate. Now there aren’t enough people left in good enough health to try to force their way in, so Odin is the only guard left. A crawling baby could force its way past Odin.

He slowly pushed his weight off a creaking office chair as I approached. “Hey there, Leah. All done?” The end of his nose was missing but three discolored spots dotted what was left. 

“Yeah, done for good.”

He nodded. “Good for you. You’re one of the last ones. I guess I won’t be here much longer.” I couldn’t tell if he meant he won’t be at this job much longer or at life much longer. He took a box out from behind the desk and pushed it toward me. “My grandson made it to the third round, but got cut in the fourth.”

I took my phone out of the box and pushed the box back toward him. “His name was Cole. He was a bright kid, a good kid.” He nodded then scratched his nose. 

The word “was” seemed to wrap around me. I would have traded places with him if I had the option, though to say that sounds ungrateful. Everyone wanted what I had. Everyone wanted a chance to live. So, I said, “I’m sorry,” instead.

Odin blinked a couple of times. “Well, you’re a bright kid too. And a good kid. You live for all of us, Leah.” 

I clutched my phone tighter. “I’ll do my best.”

He glanced sideways. “Your car is here.”

I shoved my phone in my pocket. “Thanks, Odin. Have a good night.”

I strode toward the door. My hand on the brass handle, I glanced back at him. He waved, his eyes glassy. I swallowed hard and pushed the door open. Cool night air, tinged with smoke blew past me, then I climbed into the back seat of a white sedan. 

The driver, a guy in his thirties who seemed too frail to sit upright, glanced at me in the rear-view mirror then accelerator forward. He drove east out of downtown, past boarded-up and burned buildings. 

The driver paid no attention to the faded yellow lines on the pavement. These streets used to be clogged with traffic. Now the entire road was ours.

We passed under a canopy of tall elms lining the streets, the moonlight exposing their once-lush foliage now brown and withered even though summer was still in full swing. Skeletal shrubs, lacking their leafy skins, and crisp, dry grasses lined the boulevards. Tinder for the next fire. 

What wasn’t already dead was dying. 

Just like what remained of humanity.

Streetlights hung over us, as dead as the trees. A solar storm had knocked out the power grid months ago. At least they managed to fix some of the cell towers. Until the next solar storm, at least.

We crossed a bridge that spanned a once mighty river. The wide muddy waters from my childhood flashed in my thoughts. Now, only a narrow stream of water trickled between cracked, desiccated earth.

I eyed the speedometer from the backseat and rubbed my fingers over Dad’s watch. My heartbeat spiked to vicious thuds, growing more savage with every passing minute. I wanted to be home an hour ago. “Could you drive a little faster?” I asked the driver.

“Sure thing.”

My phone vibrated in my pocket. I checked the time then the message. Graeme’s name lit the screen. I grinned as I read his message. We still on?

I debated for a moment. It was two in the morning, and I needed at least an hour to attend to Mom and Lindsay. I tapped out my answer. 3:30?

It didn’t leave as much time as I would have liked before sunrise, but it was better than nothing. 

His reply came seconds later. Perfect!

The driver turned into my neighbourhood, passing my high school. Or what used to be my high school. I would have been starting grade twelve in a month if they hadn’t closed the school in December due to a shortage of teachers and students.

The dark two-story brick building lay like a corpse amongst blackened trees. All the first-floor windows were broken. The arched gym roof was charred and pocked with gaping holes from a solar flare that had battered it a few months ago. 

Memories of that place seemed like a dream now. I’d stood on the stage in that gym alongside nine other students. Parents and friends sat in folding metal chairs, eyes wide, as we all waited for the results. Only people under 19 years old were allowed to compete. They deemed young bodies the most likely to survive the genetic alterations. Multiple rounds of tests and interviews, each more difficult than the one before, narrowed the competition. As the magnetic field thinned, so did the number of students in the competition, until they reduced us to ten finalists from the entire district. 

Every district had been allowed one winner. One survivor. There was no second place. 

Dr. Rail had stood at the podium, a cue card pinned between her fingers. She had drawn a breath then read the card. “Leah Baines.” The name echoed around the gym. For a split second, my heart raced with triumph. I won! And then my gaze swept the audience. My mom smiled and tears glistened on her cheeks, but every other face blankly stared up at me.

When a whimper had broken the silence, it had hit me. By choosing me to live, all the others had been chosen to die. 

In the end, seven of us from a city of 800,000 were approved for The Change. Seven people would survive. 

Seven.

Across the entire country, a grand total of one thousand were chosen to be the remnant of humanity. If you could still call us human after The Change.

The driver stopped in front of my house. I climbed out and, as soon as I slammed the door shut, he sped away. 

The house, windows dark, loomed before me. What would I find when I stepped inside? Were they still alive?
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I punched in the garage door code, but the keypad didn’t light up and the door didn’t budge. I didn’t bring my key. I huffed out an exasperated sigh, then hurried around the side of the house and through the gate into the back yard. The generator silently sat on the patio. 

I should have checked the fuel level before I left. How long ago had it stopped? Hopefully Mom and Lindsey didn’t wake up and need to turn on a light. I checked the gas tank. Empty. I retrieved the gas can, refilled the generator, and got it humming again. Through the window, the light in the oven hood came on.

Back at the front of the house, I entered the garage door code into the keypad and the door yawned open. I stopped on the step and hit the button to close the door. My hand on the doorknob, I pressed my eyes shut and whispered a prayer: “Please let them be alive.” 

I knew the day was coming . . .

Refusing to finish the thought, I opened the door and stepped inside. The mantle clock ticked through the silence. It smelled like home—a hint of vanilla mixed with lemon dish soap. For a moment, I imagined I was just coming home late from a date, that I was just a normal teenager. Maybe I’d get grounded for coming in so late. 

That’s the way it would’ve been if daylight didn’t bring the terror of radiation and scorching solar flares. Now night was the only safe time to go outside.

I crept into the living room to check on Mom first. She lay on the couch, sleeping right where I’d left her. She’d slept there since we lost my dad. She refused to sleep in her bedroom. She said it smelled like him. After five years, his clothes still hung in the closet. 

I stepped closer. Was she breathing? A shock of panic rolled through me. I tensed and watched her, tears pricking the corners of my eyes. Then she stirred. I let out a breath. I gently tugged her blanket up over her shoulders.

Upstairs, Lindsay’s TV flickered. Curled up in her bed, her chest gently rose and fell. I took the remote out of her hand and turned off the TV. I paused to enjoy her face, smooth and peaceful with sleep. When she slept, she still looked like the sister I grew up with—happy, bubbly, easy going. Everyone loved Lindsay. I had looked up to her. She had been a kind and gentle person. 

The brain tumors changed her.

She deserved to live more than I did. 

I descended the stairs, passing a collage of family pictures decorating the wall. I often stopped to look as I passed; I needed to remember how they used to be before cancer ravaged their bodies. 

In the kitchen, I warmed up some chicken broth in the microwave, then set out two trays and filled them with a plate of Saltine crackers, a bowl of chicken broth, and a glass of diluted apple juice. I carried one tray to Lindsay’s room and set it on her nightstand and brought the other to Mom and eased it onto the coffee table, careful not to wake her.

“Hi, baby. You’re home,” she said, just above a whisper.

“Sorry I woke you.”

“That’s okay.” She pushed up on one elbow, but grimaced and fell back onto her pillow. “How did the last treatment go?”

“I
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