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What happens when our world—and everything in it—goes wrong?

Explore that question in thirty-two short stories written by a diverse mix of the best authors in Canada, including award-winning veterans of their craft, and brand new talent. 

Featuring the work of Jed MacKay (Daredevil: Man Without Fear, Edge of Spider-Geddon), Ali House (The Six Elemental, The Fifth Queen), Jon Dobbin (The Starving), and more.

Edited by Erin Vance and Ellen Curtis, this collection showcases the talent, imagination, and prestige that Canada has to offer. From stories of censorship gone awry to sentient buses, global warming to corporate-branded culture, this collection has it all!
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If you read enough dystopian literature, you’ll soon realize that there are, in fact, many ways in which the world can go to s**t. 

In the title that is perhaps synonymous with the genre, Nineteen Eighty-Four, George Orwell imagines a world of state tyranny achieved through omnipresent surveillance and propaganda. Big Brother is always watching. The government enforces their own version of the facts (2+2=5) and anyone who thinks differently is guilty of “thoughtcrime.” Indeed, Nineteen Eighty-Four is a bleak vision of perpetual war and a complete erasure of individuality. You don’t exactly have to read between the lines to see Orwell thought too much government was a bad thing.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, William Golding shows us that a world without government isn’t so great, either. In Lord of the Flies, a group of well-educated boys quickly revert to their primitive lizard brains after crash landing on a deserted island. They briefly give democracy a shot, but this soon deteriorates into a might-is-right tribalism where the strong prey upon the weak and everyone dances around a pig’s head impaled on a pike. The prep schoolers thus demonstrate Thomas Hobbes’ maxim that life in its natural state is “nasty, brutish, and short.” 

Clearly, while an excess of rules can crush the individual, as Orwell shows, the individual also needs modern society’s guardrails to survive and flourish. Or maybe boys just aren’t very good at this whole law and order thing.

Speaking of which, the most popular dystopian work du jour is arguably Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, which has been adapted into a successful TV show. Atwood is currently penning a sequel, to be released this year. Here we see a patriarchal society, called the Republic of Gilead, that has reduced women to vehicles of procreation. Atwood shows us a world in which men use a literalist, fundamentalist interpretation of the Bible to politicize and control women’s bodies. In addition, racial minorities are segregated, and homosexual men are tortured and killed. Men who challenge the status quo are strung up for all to see as deterrents. 

Not to be outdone, female despots are also represented in dystopian fiction. I would argue that Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is a kind of dystopia, at least on a microscopic level, wherein a group of emasculated men languish under a matriarchy. Nurse Ratchet rules over her psychiatric ward like a despot by weaponizing the feelings of shame and insecurity of her wards. When Randle McMurphy, famously portrayed by Jack Nicholson, challenges her authority, she has him lobotomized. The story is an attack on institutionalism and the psychiatric practices of its time.

These examples thus far have largely been characterized by external forms of control. Be it governments, institutions, or sociopathic bullies. But there are also dystopias that are defined by a tyranny of the appetites. Control that comes from the bottom up. In Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, the upper class consume soma to achieve a near-constant dream-like state. In Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, people’s attention spans have been so degraded by television and smut that books are considered dangerous because they are so bewildering to these scrubbed brains, and therefore must be destroyed. These futurist dystopias are clearly warning of the potential problems that excess can cause with the on-going technological revolution. Conversely, post-apocalyptic dystopias show us what can happen in resource scarce worlds, like The Road. Or even something like Soylent Green (“It’s people!”).

“Dystopia” literally means “bad place” in Greek. It is an antonym to “utopia,” which nowadays is used to describe an ideal society. Interestingly, “utopia,” coined by Thomas More for his 1516 book of the same name, actually means “no place.” More’s fictional island is one of peace and prosperity, but it is clear by his play on words that he doesn’t believe such a place is capable of existing. Dystopian literature takes this observation a step further and shows us that not only is the perfect society impossible to achieve, it is dangerous to do so. In many of the examples I used earlier, we can see how dystopian stories take a current societal trend and extrapolate it into worst a case scenario. They are fictional case studies. Ideally, we would consume these stories and avoid their pitfalls. Too much government is bad, but no government is equally bad. An ascetic and repressed culture is bad, but too much stimulation is equally bad. Too many resources vs. not enough. You get the idea. Like Goldilocks, we can analyze these stories and deduce a happy medium where possible.

Unfortunately, that doesn’t appear to be the way things are playing out nowadays.

Despite Orwell’s warnings, we are increasingly monitored by governments and our data is bought and sold by corporations. Despite Huxley’s warnings, we are over reliant on medication to tranquilize our anxious minds in these anxious times. Publishers are folding as people would rather Netflix and chill than dive into a book, magazine, or newspaper. Women’s reproductive rights are still a battleground even in first world countries. The mentally ill continue to struggle for proper support (here in Newfoundland, our main psychiatric hospital is older than Canada). The planet is collapsing while the wealth gap between the haves and have-nots is increasing, and the powers that be would rather blot out the sun than reduce current levels of consumption. Perhaps WALL-E was the most prescient with its vision of us as dehumanized bags of milk floating through space having escaped a ravaged planet while robots tend to our every need.

Kurt Vonnegut said that “During the Vietnam War, every respectable artist in this country was against the war. It was like a laser beam. We were all aimed in the same direction. The power of this weapon turns out to be that of a custard pie dropped from a stepladder six feet high.” What are we to do in the face of what seems like a tidal wave of epic collapse tearing towards as we wait for these various other shoes to drop? 

Personally, I subscribe to the maxim that it is better to light a candle than curse the darkness. Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zizek argues that the reason so many revolutions fail is that they didn’t do the prior work of imagining a world that is different from the old one. What ends up happening, then, is that the new regime starts imitating the old one. Like when the pigs finally takeover in Orwell’s Animal Farm and quickly abandon their supposed morals. “Some animals are more equal than others.” Meet the new boss, same as the old boss. As consumers and producers of literature, we must do the heavy lifting of imagining a world other than our own.

And so, we read and we write. We create things like this anthology you’re holding in your hands right now. Call me corny, but I believe each of these stories are a spark that could light the way through these dark times. To me, the fact that dystopian literature is trending is actually a positive thing. It means that, on some conscious level, we as a society are recognizing the problems and are groping towards some kind of solution(s). What I find particularly encouraging is that the fact that budding readers seem especially drawn to the genre. Young adult fiction is obsessed with dystopia. Will the generation who grew up on Divergent and The Hunger Games save the planet? They may be the only chance we have left.

Brad Dunne

author, After Dark Vapours
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A native Newfoundlander raised in Nova Scotia, Michelle is the mother of two incredible children. From 2015 to 2017, she volunteered on the planning committee for Sci-fi on the Rock, Newfoundland’s premier science-fiction and fantasy convention.

Michelle made her publishing debut in 2018’s Chillers from the Rock.

Her first novel, The Last Tree, debuts in December 2019 from Engen Books.
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They gave us fair warning at least. 

We thought we were safe on the east coast, thousands of kilometers from the accident. It was on the other side of the continent for goodness sake. Accident was the official word. Cruel irony or malicious purpose? We’ll never know. Those that did are long since gone. 

My girls were watching cartoons on TV that morning. Who even does that anymore? We all have those streaming services now.  But for whatever reason they were watching TV, real TV, when the programming was cut short for the announcement. I had stepped into the kitchen to make coffee when my eldest stormed in accusing her little sister of changing the channel. 

The news bulletin: three cities gone!

Gone! 

Wiped off the map forever. Just gone. An accident, the announcer said. 

I couldn’t turn it off; it was too unreal, too impossible. My husband came home from work before lunch. No one could focus at the office, so it made no point to stay. We spent the rest of the day glued to our phones, until the cell service crapped out because that’s what everyone was doing. 

The world mourned. We mourned people we didn’t even know. Though, that’s not how it works. There was always someone’s second cousin, friend of a friend, neighbour’s sister-in-law that had been there. Gradually the circles grew smaller to include people we knew, people we cared about.

We gave to fundraisers, attended services, and gave away toys and clothes. Anything to fill the void, make it better. As if recycling bags of the girls’ clothes from last summer was really going to make up for the millions lost. 

The real impact trickled out slowly at first. The price of fruit and vegetables went up considerably. Then there was no more orange juice. My eldest wasn’t happy about that.

My husband lost his job, and I went back to work at a coffee shop surrounded by 20-somethings. We cut back: sold our mini-van and bought a small car. Just in time for me to lose my job. After some mega fire or whatever, coffee went up to $38 a cup. My husband got another job, said it was all a blessing in disguise. Chocolate bars cost $22 a piece—way out of budget—some blessing.

Importing food became expensive and near impossible to find. Stores were closing, and importers went bankrupt. Local farms couldn’t keep up with demand. The government offered a buyout on lawns. Some scheme to turn suburbia into one big homestead. 

One morning a tractor came and tore up our front and back yards. They removed the lilac tree we planted when we bought the house and the kids’ swing set. The girls watched in amazement as the tractor tore up the earth and planted patches of the neighbourhood. My husband was the one who jumped on the idea first. Good thing he did; a month later, the government made the program mandatory. Our neighbours who hadn’t sold their land were forced to give it up, with no compensation.

Grouchy neighbours were all around. Cabbage for breakfast, lunch, and supper didn’t help moods or stomachs either.

Bees were gone, but they called that years ago. Same with the polar bears. 

Seagulls were a surprise though. None of us saw that one coming.

At first, five cities were gone. Then came the fall out, and fires brought that up to seven, then twelve. 

Diseases not seen in centuries started to return. There weren’t enough vaccines. School was closed, and the girls took classes on the internet. My husband lost his job, again. This time we all took up work tending the neighbourhood. 

Our street got chickens. The girls loved raising baby chicks. After twelve weeks, I told the girls they could have the day off. Let their dad take care of the chickens. They still refused to eat supper that night. Though, they didn’t grumble when I made homemade soup the next day. 

Another accident, so they told us. Some research facility deep inside the earth. I don’t know what they called it, every announcer pronounces it differently. 

None of it mattered now: cabbages, chickens, nothing. 

Rolling blackouts: to buy time, we had lights only one hour a night, then thirty minutes, then fifteen minutes, then none. Then total blackouts; the laptop was just a paperweight now.

It was like camping every day. We survived the cold, but not everyone did. 

Spring brought hope with warmer weather and longer days. Then that hope was gone too. 

June, my husband’s old Scout radio, announcing what we all knew deep inside. 

Good Bye!

Power gone, the time bought to solve whatever had broken with our world. We all tried so hard, gave what we could, paid with the lives of so many friends and families. None of our suffering mattered; it wasn’t enough. 

The best minds couldn’t save us. No one could save us. 

We were alone. 

The Great Good Bye. 

They gathered the world’s leaders, those who remained, and those who survived. They brought in the world’s best doctors and psychologists. They spoke in every language using quiet reassuring tones – the same way my husband spoke to the girls when he wanted to pretend that he was brave.

A global DNR, Do Not Resuscitate. They were pulling the plug on all of us. One day to say goodbye, rather than let us all suffer slowly.

We didn’t tell the kids, but they asked what was going on. We needed to say something. 

Christmas!

The tree was still in the basement, and we took it out. My husband dragged it upstairs. I opened the boxes of bows and decorations. Even let the youngest put on the glass bulbs; she always wanted to do that. From the cupboard, I emptied our ration of candles. I always wanted a tree with real candles. It was never practical, but now, it didn’t matter. Now for once we would have real candles in the tree.
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A native Newfoundlander, Lisa is an archaeologist, historian, professional ballroom dance instructor, crafter, and avid baker.

Previous non-fiction writing credits include essays Sacrifice in Second World War Gander and An Empty Graveyard: The Victims of the 1946 AOA DC-4 Crash, Their Final Resting Place, and Dark Tourism.

Lisa will act as a guest editor for the Summer 2019 Flights from the Rock collection.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Island Outside the War


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


There is a tradition on the island of seeing the body. Children will challenge each other, daring others to prove that they are not afraid. They are all afraid, but the challenge must be met. In groups of fours and fives, they will sneak down to the shore. They are all certain they will get in trouble, so they make excuses, tell stories, and try to hide the truth from their parents. 

The adults know. They pretend it is forbidden, but they know the importance of this rite of passage and continue with the charade.

The kids all know of a small boat, sometimes a dory, sometimes a rowboat, hidden in one of the gentler coves. 

The adults know about this boat as well. They carefully maintain it so that it looks abandoned but still ensures that it is safe.

The kids pile into boat while one of the bigger kids, one of those who must lead the way, push them off the rocks and into the water, before jumping in themselves. They reach over and touch the cold water, looking at the smooth rocks below. They splash each other, or take turns bailing out rainwater. For many of them, it is their first time in a boat without parental supervision. 

The adults who live closest to the water can usually hear their laughter. The excitement always overtakes the kids as they hit the water. When the shouts and giggles make their way from the cove, the adults send word to each other, checking to see which kids are going to the wreck, which kid is leading, and who still has not gone. It is a great privilege to be the parent of the guiding child. That family will get extra rations and the child will be given a gift. Something useful, of course, but extravagant, like a bicycle. The other families will be given something extra from the butcher and the baker. The child with the new gift will be congratulated and will be inducted into the world of the parents on their next birthday.

After the initial excitement, the kids will remember that they are supposed to be sneaking around and will quiet each other down. The older kid will help and will remind them of their mission. Oars will be gathered, and rowers chosen, sometimes two children to an oar, especially if the water is rough. Outside of the cove, the rowers stop talking, focused only on pulling the boat through the waves. The seas will push the little boat around, rocking it back and forth, forcing them to continuously check their bearings. Their goal is a buoy, not too far from the shore, but further than most have travelled without an adult.

The adults signal out to the ocean, and the fishermen know to keep at least some lookout for the little red light, especially on nice days. Once the laughter is heard, the lamp is lit and there are a few minutes until the kids leave the cove. The adults know to avoid the wreck, to tuck their own boats into different coves, or fish on the other side of the island. The kids are never caught out on this adventure. 

The kids never wonder why, on the open ocean, they never see another boat. Usually the harbour is full of boats, pulling nets and jigging fish, calling to one another, but not now. Now it is only the wind across the bow, the waves against the planks, and the grunts of effort as the children row. It seems on these days there is never a whale to seen or even a seagull to be heard. But the kids do not think of this. They are all too nervous with the anticipation of getting to the buoy, of being out here when they know they shouldn’t be.

The adults are all watching from their homes. Some are close enough to need nothing, but others peer through binoculars, crouched near the front window. No one dares leave once the call has gone out in case the kids see them on the road and lose their will. They know all it takes is for one child to become too afraid and the boat will turn back.

As they near the wreck, the older kid tells them to draw in their oars. With no adults to be seen, if they drop one, they might end up stuck out here for who knows how long, and none of them want that. As the boat nears the buoy, they all hold their breath. Beneath them they can see pieces of twisted metal. They carefully put their oars back in the water and slowly move the boat forward, following the debris.

This is the worst part. So often the kids will be so focused on rowing that they will be surprised when they come upon the wreck. At least once a year, a child will drop an oar in the water. Sometimes they will manage to retrieve it. Other times, they will drop the other trying to get the first. Then they must sit there, drifting until sundown when a fisherman will happen upon them. Once every few years, something tragic will happen. In trying to get the dropped oar they will capsize. Or, when they see the first piece of metal, they will all run to one side, all wanting to get a look, and the boat will turn over. If they are lucky, they will climb back in the boat, or manage to sit on the overturned vessel, floating until sundown. But even then, cold and wet, they usually succumb to the elements.

As the boat moves forward, they all look down at the metal wonder. They recognize some of the things, like the big cannons on the deck. No, that’s not right. They don’t look like the cannons, old and thick with corrosion, that can be found around the island. They look too sleek and shiny. Too different. But still somehow the same. As they get closer to the buoy, they almost forget why they came out in the first place. They have never seen so much metal in one place, and this, even under water, is so much different than what comes out of the forge.

The older child speaks as they come make their way along. They tell a story of explosions and fire, of things called bombs that can destroy whole towns in the blink of an eye. They tell the young ones about people at war, and how they come out broken – not like when the blacksmith caught a piece of metal under his glove, and not even like when the butcher was kicked by cow and lost his eye – no, these stories are of people who lost limbs and parts of their faces. The stories are embellished over the years, but still cannot fully portray the horrors they try to describe. Men and women who are caught in war come out missing something else beyond body parts; they are missing their souls. The child tells of people who have seen war and who are come back little better than walking corpses, doomed to haunt the land until they can finally die, and even then, might very well haunt the place where they died. They tell of how this metal monster brought the evil of war to the shores of the island and used the cannons – they explain that they are called guns – to sink the fishing boats, kill the people of the island, and even shake the island itself with their force. This always makes some of the little ones cry out. It is never said, but always wondered if these guns could sink the island and everything they know.

The adults know this part of the story is true.

As they near the buoy, the older child gives the warning. Leaving the island means going back to war. Leaving the island means the risk of coming back incomplete. Leaving the island means you may never fully come back. So, the island has made sure everyone had to stay. Trying to leave the island, trying to go back to the buoy, will have consequences. The island wants no more war, and will reach up and grab you, keeping you near the island forever.

The war was awful. Entire countries were ripped off of the map. No where was safe. It lasted generations and moved across continents. People tried to flee, taking only what they could carry, but the war was everywhere. In desperation, some took to the seas in ships too derelict to be used as war machines. One such ship limped across the ocean until a storm tore her to pieces. Many were lost, but many survived, picked up by a passing naval ship. The allies, the enemies, it didn’t matter. They were safe, for the moment. Until a ship from a combatant nation attacked. Never free from fighting, the war ships fought, until the aggressor capsized. The crew of the first ship, at the begging of the refugees, picked up the survivors. Together, allies, enemies, casualties of war, tried to find somewhere to be safe worried about being found by another ship. With such a mix of passengers, would they be attacked? After months of traveling together, they found an island. Small, uninhabited, and out of sight of the mainland.

With those words, the kids arrive at the buoy and look down. Below them is a body, floating up from the metal monster below. Ropes hold the body to the deck, wrapped around the legs, torso, neck, and one arm. The other arm is free, floating toward the children. Reaching for them. Asking for help. Or maybe trying to pull them down into the water. 

All agreed. This would be a new home and they would keep the war away from it as long as possible. They sank the ship where the waters just started to get deep. Shallow enough that it could serve as a warning. The first body belonged to an older man who died of natural causes in the first days. They lashed him to the deck before they sank the ship.

They made a home for themselves. Salvaging materials and supplies from the ship, they made a new and simple start. They provided for themselves as best they could, but the cold climate made growing some things, like wheat, difficult. So, twice a year, a ship leaves the island, traveling as far away as possible under the cover of night, before turning to the mainland. The ship will trade artisanal goods labeled from countries still on maps. Canned and pickled foods mostly. While it is not fresh, produce is rare in many places, and these luxuries are sold to buy other rare necessities, like salt and flour. On these trips, information is gathered. What countries have fallen, what countries have taken over, and most importantly, if the war is still happening. Loaded with supplies, the ship returns, making sure no one follows and finds the island.

The kids are silent as they watch the body floating on its tether. They talk in whispers. They embellish the story and talk of other stories of people who tried to leave. They wonder if this is one of those people. The body is too far away to recognize. Could it be a cousin or an uncle who talked of leaving but never came back? Every family had such a story, though the family often omits that it might be a great uncle or a distance cousin. They all vow to stay near the island. They will never venture beyond the buoy. They will never be taken by the ship. They will never become the body on the ship.

The island has seen peace for generations. Supplies are limited and carefully rationed. No one lives richly, but no one starves. It is a precarious existence that relies on secrecy. If the children, when they become old enough and brave enough to take a boat, were to travel too far, they would find themselves in view of the shipping lanes. Every child must go see the body. Every child must hear the warning. The ritual mostly takes care of itself, because there will always be an older child who will lead the younger ones, ready to scare them by telling the story. And, unknown to them, it will bring them into the secret and into adulthood.

With reluctance and relief, the children row back and tuck the boat in the quiet cove, tiredly working together to pull the boat back up on the rocks. They arrive quietly, their mood heavy while they all reflect on the day. They wander back, ready with falsehoods to tell their parents, but the parents never ask. They spread the story to their friends, encouraging others to go to the buoy, to see the metal monster, to see the body. 

The only big problem is the body. Once, early on, when the first body rotted away, and the children born to the island started to explore, they would go too far, putting the entire community at risk. So, the story was created, but the body was needed. Every few years, as the current body starts to break away, another is chosen. Sometimes the island is fortunate, and someone dies by accident or nature. The kids are brought to the other side of the island for a celebration, while some of the adults bring the body to the ship and tie it down, leaving one arm free to wave at the world. Sometimes, there is no body available. Someone is chosen, often by lottery. They start to talk about leaving the island, and one day, they simply vanish. If they leave a spouse behind, they get to move into the house above the cove and their only job is to keep vigil for the laughter of children, to light the red lamp, and tell those on land.
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Diane is a novelist from Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia. To date she has written two novels, Shadows in the Stone and Scattered Stones.

“Carry Her Home” represents her first piece of published short fiction.
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Thick grey clouds drifted slowly across the sky as if morning could wait another day. They blocked the rising sun and cast an eerie darkness upon the land. Soon they’d disperse the cold bitter rain and force Grace to seek shelter.

Scanning the horizon to the south, she watched the swell of the ocean gently rise and fall. The memory of being tossed overboard by a large wave rekindled the terror of leaving home. Long before she hit the water, she had known she and her father should never have left Nova Scotia. He didn’t admit this truth until after they were stranded in Killarney, Ontario, and he realised they’d never make it to Thunder Bay.

She blinked several times to stall the tears, adjusted her pack, and drew a deep breath before continuing on the worn road. Deep cracks in the pavement threatened to twist an ankle if she didn’t take care to step over them, and large erect chunks of grey asphalt forced her to walk in a zigzag pattern.

Grace stopped at the edge of the pavement and looked to where it began again twenty feet away. A shallow gully separated the end from the beginning. She glanced north to where the Northumberland Strait slapped the shoreline. Her father had told her stories of his travels between his province and New Brunswick, and he said at that time, he could not stand on the TransCanada and see the Strait. It all changed after the meteor struck Antarctica and sea levels rose dramatically.

She pulled the tattered map from her pack and stared at the section she had left exposed. The old map revealed the width of the isthmus separating the two provinces with Port Elgin being on the Northumberland coastline. Now the small community lay under water. She followed the blue lines of the highway east and stared at Amherst. Her father had said it had become an outpost after the disaster and was no longer a friendly town. She had to go around it during the night and avoid the people who lived there.

A raindrop fell on the paper, and she looked up to see the clouds had grown darker. She had to find shelter.

Shoving the map into her pack, she scrambled down the side of the gully, crossed the small stream of water at the bottom and scampered up the other side. She walked quickly, avoiding the deep potholes and jagged broken pieces of pavement. Her target was a small grouping of trees in the distance. There, she could set up her tarp and wait out the rain.

***
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The rain didn’t stop until late afternoon. By the time Grace shook off the excess water from her tarp and packed her things, only a few hours of daylight remained. She set out on a steady march, hoping to reach Amherst and be well past it before dawn. The clouds thinned, and the rising gibbous moon promised enough illumination to guide her.

In the dying light, she pulled her father’s journal from her pack and reread the instructions.

Shortly after you cross the bridge, you’ll see a small lighthouse and the sign welcoming you home, if it’s still standing.

A few hundred feet away – just past the bridge – she saw a derelict car in the middle of the road. Her steps slowed as she scanned for movement. From this distance, she saw the smashed windshield and the crumpled engine bonnet. The car still held its shape, so the impact hadn’t been that brutal. The farther she walked, the more rust appeared, and her steps returned to the march. The vehicle had been there forever.

Once across the bridge, she approached the car with casual caution. Though certain no one sat inside, fear tickled the back of her neck. Her pace slowed, and her eyes roamed over the car quickly, looking for movement of any form. A few feet away, she stopped and listened. Nothing. She stepped forward quietly, craning her neck to see the contents.

Torn upholstery and smashed windows greeted her. Peering inside, the human remains made her jump. The driver slouched across the centre console. Its head rested on the passenger seat. The skeleton had been stripped of every living cell and its shirt. The ruddy colour of the ribcage blended into the cloth seats.

Relief swept through her. She had grown accustomed to travelling alone, and no longer desired companions. It felt better this way. She need only look out for herself and run with no thought of what she left behind. Thinking for the safety of two had burdened her father and led to his death.

Grace quickly examined the interior for useful items, but it had been picked clean, just as the bones had been.

It didn’t matter; she had everything she needed and everything she could carry. Anyways, it felt odd stealing from the dead even if her father had said it was okay. The dead needed nothing the living could use, he’d said.

She walked away from the car and looked towards the welcome sign. The only letters remaining of Nova Scotia were V, I and A. Via, she spoke in her mind. She would reach home via this route.

The remnants of a small building lay scattered on the ground in a pile of rocks to the left of the tattered sign. The remains of the lighthouse.

She walked beneath tall steel poles that creaked in the breeze. A small section of green sign still clung to the metal.

She referred to the journal again. Stay on the TransCanada, her father had written. Lean to the right and go in the ditch if you can. The town will be off to your left and will be avoided if you stay true to this road. Go quickly and quietly. 

She read the words in her father’s voice and it felt as though he walked alongside her. A tear slipped down her cheek and she wiped it away. She had to be brave.

The sun set, hoarding its light for another day, and she zipped her jacket closed. A cool breeze blew off the barren land into her face. She turned her head and listened for distant sounds carried on the wind that would indicate human activity. When none came, she hastened her steps. In a few hours, she’d be past the town and then rest until dawn.

In the dim light, she made out the edge of the road and the tree tops against the sky. A short time later, she spotted a light in the distance. She switched to walking on the pavement as it made less noise than the gravel sidewalk. Other lights became visible where her father had said Amherst lay.

Her breath quickened. Her feet wanted to run, but she knew it unwise to do so. She’d make too much noise with her pack jangling and she’d tire easily. She also wouldn’t detect sounds that might warn her of danger. So, she kept walking, watching the lights, glancing at the road to ensure she didn’t trip and hoping she’d soon pass the town.

An unseen force knocked the wind from her lungs and threw her to the pavement. Before she saw her attacker, he pushed her down face-first and applied pressure to her shoulder blades to keep her there.

“Who are you?” a male voice growled in her ear.

“Grace,” she wheezed, struggling to catch her breath.

“Last name.”

“McDonald.”

“Home.”

“I don’t understand the question.”

“Where do you come from?” He applied more pressure to her shoulders.

“Margaree Harbour.”

“Cape Breton?” His grip softened.

“Yes. Now get off me.” She wiggled her shoulders, and he released his hold. Scrambling to her feet, she stepped away to put space between them.

He looked no older than sixteen, but he stood taller by a few inches. His camouflage pants and jacket concealed him well in the dim light. He wore a black stocking hat, and his face sported black paint. His stance indicated that he was ready to fight if she aggravated him.

She had dealt with men meaner looking than this boy, so she stood in a relaxed pose though she trembled inside. “Who are you?” She tightened her jaw to project a stern voice.

“My friends call me Hammer.” He smirked. “But my enemies call me their worst nightmare.”

“What should I call you?” She folded her arms to still her shaking hands.

Half a grin played on the corner of his mouth. “Thor.”

She huffed and stifled a chuckle. “Last name?”

“Gillanders.”

“Home?”

“Amherst.” He waved his hand towards the twinkling lights in the distance. 

She had assumed this but when the word escaped his mouth, her heart rate increased. Her father’s warning replayed in her head.

Thor glanced behind him, then looked back at her. “What spooked ya’?”

Damn. She had to learn to hide her emotions better. “Nothing. Just got a chill.”

“Thought you saw something.” He eased his stance. “Where ya’ headed?”

“Home.”

He raised an eyebrow. “To Margaree Harbour? Alone?”

She lifted her chin in a show of defiance. “Of course.”

“You’ll never survive Truro. The gangs have taken over.”

Truro? Her father had made no mention of danger in that town. “How do you know of this danger? Have you been there?”

He shook his head. “I’ve heard stories from my people. The only way you’ll make it to Cape Breton is to bypass it to the north.”

She thought about the map in her pack. She’d studied it many times for fear she’d someday lose it. She could take the #6 Highway north and skirt the North Shore, but that would mean passing through Amherst.

“You’ll have to travel along the mountains because the shore is underwater.”

“The #6?”

He nodded. “It’s rough going with lots of bridges washed out.”

“You know this from your people’s stories?”

“Yes. They explore the province still, looking for supplies.”

“You never go with them?”

He shook his head. “I am forbidden.”

She watched him carefully, weighing his words. Forbidden conjured several images. None of them good.

“Because I am too young,” he added.

Sensing time ticked away, she steered the conversation towards them parting. She hoped their meeting would end on friendly terms, and she’d be on her way. “So, I should turn off the highway and head for Wentworth. It will be safe until then?”

“That would be a wise decision. There is a road that goes to Pictou. There you’ll find safe passage, perhaps even a boat to deliver you to Cape Breton.”

“You know a lot about the route for someone who has never travelled it.”

He peered into the darkness and slipped his hands into his pockets. When he looked back, he said what his mind had prepared: “It is best to study the maps in case of an emergency.”

“A wise idea.” She prepared to take her leave. “Thank you for the valuable information. I wish you the best.” She stepped to the side.

“You are leaving?”

“Yes. I wish to make camp a few miles up the road.”

“Can I walk with you a while?” He turned to face the road east. “I will not slow you down.”

“If you wish.” She walked slowly, glancing at him, wondering if he wanted more than friendly conversation. “The company is nice.”

“New faces are rare in Amherst. It’s interesting to talk with someone different.”

She smiled. He was lonely. “How many people live in Amherst?”

“The council says 823.”

“Council?”

“Our leaders. They keep order and ensure everyone has shelter, protection, and enough to eat.”

“It is good you have them. Many places I’ve been live in chaos.”

“Where did you come from?”

“Killarney, Ontario.”

He stared, wide-eyed and mouth open. “It is incredible you survived alone.”

“I wasn’t alone at first.” She looked at the ground, regretting her words, knowing the question that would follow.

“Who were you with?”

She drew a deep breath, steeled her emotions, and answered, knowing also his next question. “My father.”

“Where is he now? Did he...?”

The unfinished question sat like a razor on her ear. “Yes. Several miles south of Montreal.” She held back the tears and thought of cleaning mackerel on the shore near her old home, unwilling to replay her father’s death scene in her mind.

“I’m sorry.”

And there was the familiar response. Flat. Meaningless. “How is the weather this summer? Has it changed drastically since other summers?”

“It has been the same since the meteor struck the South Pole. It feels like fall every day as if every day is October 1st.”

“Thor, you’re out late tonight, son.”

The voice startled them both, and they came to an abrupt stop.

A dark shadow approached. As he neared, Grace saw he was a grown man, taller and thicker than Thor.

“Uncle Malcolm, I didn’t see you there.” Thor’s voice shook.

Malcolm stopped two feet away. He stared down at Grace curiously, his eyes wide to see her in the dim light.

Goosebumps exploded on her arms and a cold shiver raced down her spine. Unlike Thor, this man showed no sign of friendliness.

“I’m often not where you might find me.” Malcolm adjusted his dark toque. “Have you invited our young guest home?”

“She’s in a hurry to reach her own home.” Thor spoke as if pleading his case to an angry father. “I was only walking a bit to see her on her way.”

“There’s nothing to hurry about.” He gazed up at the star-lit sky. “Decent people shouldn’t travel so late.” He returned his eyes to Grace. “It would be rude of us to not invite you to our house to rest and eat.”

“Thank you, sir, but as Thor said, I’m in a hurry, and I don’t wish to bother you.”

“It’s no bother.” He grinned. “I insist you join us for a late-night snack. In the morning, you’ll be on your way, refreshed from your rest.”

She glanced at Thor who fell silent. She found it difficult to read his expression in the dim light, but his voice earlier had suggested concern. “I must respectfully decline your offer. I really must be go—”

“It’s not an offer.” He leered towards her. “It’s an order.” He grasped her arm and compelled her across the abandoned highway.

“Uncle, please, let her go.” Thor fell into step beside him.

“I am not in the business of letting opportunity walk away.” He frowned at the teenager. “And neither should you be. Have you claimed her?”

“No, she belongs to another. We have no right to—”

“Then I lay claim.” He stopped abruptly. “Because I have the right given to me by council.”

Grace tugged on her arm to free herself, but the man held her firmly. “Let me go.” She lowered her voice and released the command as a growl as her father had taught her. “If I do not return, they will look for me. When they find me, you’ll regret you ever laid eyes on me.” She clung to the idea that she was one of the chosen ones, that her protectors would kill anyone who harmed her. This story gave her strength, but only if she believed it. Her father had spent many hours telling her of the rare gift she possessed, one protected by her clan. They were searching for her now to deliver her home safely. Deep down, though, she knew it was a lie, one created to incite courage.

Malcolm stopped and reconsidered her. “Who are they?”

“The deadliest of them all. The McDonald Clan of the Highlands.”

He laughed, first with mild amusement, then with unbridled passion. When he finished, he wiped his eyes. “I’ve known some McDonald boys. Got a few living within Amherst. They’re far from the deadliest.”

“Obviously, you’ve not met the Highland McDonalds.” She planted her feet and scowled. “If you release me now, I will not tell them of this assault.”

He thrust his face an inch away from hers. “I’m not into catch and release, dearie. I play for keeps.”

The stench of his breath wafted over her face, eating at her defences. She could fight him off, try to escape now or wait for a better opportunity. Glancing at Thor, she wondered what he would do if she knifed his uncle. He said he wanted to let her continue her journey, but he might change his mind if she injured a family member.

Malcolm jerked her forward and Thor followed them. They travelled down a well-beaten path towards the collection of town lights. Before they reached them, they took a path leading along the outskirts. In the distance, she saw a looming shadow. As they neared, she found the outline of a building. Darkness consumed it.

“Get the door, boy,” Malcolm growled.

Thor ran ahead and opened the door to the small house.

Malcolm dragged her inside where he lit a flashlight to guide them down a set of stairs to the basement. There, in the corner, rested a cage large enough for a human to sleep and stand. Here is where he threw her.

Grace landed on her hands and knees with a thud. Before she rose, she felt a strong tug on her pack, and she whirled.

“No!” Thor said in a hefty voice. “I claim the pack and everything in it.”

She watched him snarl at his uncle with his arms akimbo.

A wry smile crossed Malcolm’s face. “Take it. It will remind you of what you’ve lost.”

Thor stepped forward and, with his back to his uncle who could not see his face, half smiled and winked at her. He eased the knapsack from her shoulders and held it tightly. “It will remind me of what I have gained.” He turned and left the cage.

Malcolm swung the door shut. The clatter of steel smashing against steel echoed in the small basement. He snapped the lock in place, then grasped the bars. “I’ll be back later to educate you.” He smirked and turned to Thor. “Come. I must make my appearance at the square. Not a word about this find, boy, or I’ll throw you to the wolves.”

Thor glanced back at Grace as he followed his uncle up the stairs. His coy smile suggested his actions didn’t align with his thoughts.

The thud of a closing door drifted to her ear followed by silence as the men left the house. Consumed in darkness, she reached out, found the bars and gripped them tightly. She pushed and tugged, testing their strength. They remained solid. Feeling her way to the door, she fingered the lock, jerking it back and forth. It too held strong. Imagining the placement of the bars, she threw her weight against it. A sharp pain exploded in her shoulder, but the door didn’t budge.

As she rubbed her shoulder, she formed a plan. They hadn’t searched her, so they hadn’t found the knife—the only weapon she carried—beneath her jacket. She looked up, not remembering if there was a top to the cage. Reaching up, she felt only air. She recalled the lighter she had picked up the day before and pulled it from her pocket. The small flame illuminated the piece of wood covering the cage. It was crudely fastened with wire ties.

To reach the top, she had to scale the door. She placed her foot on a horizontal bar and lifted herself up to take a closer look at the ties. They appeared weak, but dozens of them held the board in place. She’d have to work fast. Wrapping her arm around a bar to secure her balance, she held the lighter with one hand while the other worked on the wire ties. Stronger than she initially thought, it took more time than she had estimated to break them with her knife. Still, she moved onto the next one, then the next one.

Her arms ached from the awkward position, but she continued. With each snap of wire, she drew closer to freedom. She soon learned the weakest spot of the wire and moved quicker.

Two dozen wires later, she heard the scrape of a door. Her heart beat louder and her breath caught in her throat. Lowering herself to the floor, she hid the lighter and placed the knife in the sheath beneath her jacket, a place she could grab it quickly.

She pressed herself to the far side of the cell and waited. Malcolm was a big man, but even big men bled out. She tilted her ear towards the door and listened. In the silence, she heard footsteps touch the stairs softly as if they sneaked, not entered their own house where they’d scuttle down the stairs without thought to sound.

She held her breath as the footsteps neared. A dim light struck the bottom step, a dimmer light than Malcolm’s. When the shadow appeared, concealed behind the light, she saw it smaller than she anticipated.

“Shh,” came the voice. The light approached the cage and shone on her.

She held up her hand to block the glare from her eyes. “I can’t see.” When he moved the light to the floor, she saw Thor staring at her with an uneasy expression.

“We have to move fast.” His breath came quickly. “My uncle will only be at the square a short time.”

“Do you have the key?” She sprinted to the door.

“No, but I have a crow bar.” He held up a long metal rod and pushed it into the metal loop of the lock. He clutched the bar with two hands and pulled it downward.

Grace watched, hoping the lock would snap quickly. She glanced into the young man’s strained face and wondered why he had disobeyed his uncle and returned to set her free. Surely, he risked something, perhaps his life, to help her. Why? What was she to him?

His grunting grew louder, and the flashlight slipped from his grip, hit the floor and went out. He cursed in the darkness.

She flicked her lighter and illuminated the floor.

He grabbed the flashlight, banged it on his knee and the light came to life. “Hold this.” He held it out to her. “Quickly.” He glanced towards the stairs.

She grasped the light and shone it upon the lock.

He went to work again and with two hands solidly on the metal rod, he snapped the lock. After ushering her out, he closed the door, making it appear it secure. “Stay near. Be quick. Be silent.”

She sprinted after Thor as he climbed the stairs and went to the door. He extinguished the light, then paused to look outside before exiting the house.

“Silence.” He clasped her hand and led her away.

His hand felt strange in hers, yet she held it tightly as they crouched low and followed a narrow path into the trees. They had not gone far before he stopped and released her. A breath of light shone on the ground, and she realised his hand covered the flashlight to conceal it. When the light found a large shadow, he picked it up and gave it to her. It was her pack. She slipped it on quickly and watched him gather his own pack.

He was leaving Amherst? She tried to sort out his plan. Where did he plan to go? With her? Why would he risk everything for her?

“Here.” He thrust a thick, three-foot long stick into her hand. “Don’t lose it.”

“What’s it for?” The end felt heavy and looking closer, she found a dark wad of material stuck to it.

“I don’t have time to explain.” He pulled her along. “Can you see enough to follow?”

“Yes.” He was a mere shadow, but the clear sky provided enough light in the thin trees for her to see him.

“Good. We have to get to the river quickly.”

Thor moved swiftly and at times, she stumbled over twigs and stones to keep up. The pack bounced against her back and branches slapped her face. She pushed herself to run faster as the distance between them grew. Her legs strained and her heart beat so fast it pounded in her ears. Occasionally, he glanced back to see if she still followed, but he never slowed, running as if the grim reaper stalked his every move.

Avoiding capture by his uncle had motivated their swift flight but after travelling more than a mile at this speed, it seemed pointless as he could never catch up to them; he probably didn’t even know she had escaped his cage yet. He’d only close the gap between them if he travelled by means other than foot, which in this narrow trail meant either by dirt bike or horse.

She glanced at the trail behind her and saw nothing. Taking her eyes off the trail for that brief second meant she didn’t see the tree root, and she tripped over it. The short-lived free fall through space ended with a hard thud against the ground. She rolled several times, then sprang to her feet with the three-foot long stick still in her hand. Gasping for air, she took one step and pain shot up her leg. Looking down, she saw a large scrape on her lower right calf. Blood dripped from it.

“We can’t stop.” Thor paused only long enough to pull her forward. “We’re almost there, and then you can rest.”

A long, mournful howl echoed in the air. Several more followed.

Grace stared into the darkness, then looked at Thor. The starlight revealed a ghastly expression, one that sent a ripple of terror through her body. “What is it?”

“Coywolves.” He jerked her forward. “Run.”

She tried to ignore the pain and keep moving, but she couldn’t keep up with him. Pushing herself hard, the ache grew. Wherever their destination, it needed to appear soon before she collapsed. Several hundred feet later, she heard the howling and yapping of fast-moving animals behind her. She had seen coyotes many times. Although they could be dangerous when a lone person travelled the woods and encountered a pack, they seldom bothered two or more people. Still, she had never heard of coywolves. Were they wolves or coyotes?

The yapping grew nearer, and Thor stopped. He held up his stick and flicked a spark below it. The thick wad of material on the top burst into flames.

“Come quickly.” He ushered her forward.

When she reached him, he touched his flame to the end of her stick to ignite it. “Why do we need torches?”

“To fight those.” He pointed to from where they had come. “Watch your back.” He grasped her hand and moved quickly along the trail. The flame fanned out behind him, but remained lit.

Sudden movement on the path made Grace look back. What she saw stole her breath. The large wolf-like animals looked like coyotes supersized. Twenty feet away, the beasts slowed to a trot. She counted four. The one in the front bared its teeth in a low growl while the other three howled at the gibbous moon.

Thor slowed his pace and pulled her closer. “Coywolves.”

“Your uncles?”

“Yeah.” He glanced at her uneasily. “He doesn’t care about recovery. His goal is not to let us escape. He uses it as a deterrent.” He swung his torch behind them. “They fear fire. It will keep them at bay.”

“How long will the torches last?” She clung to him and positioned her torch between her and the animals.

“About twenty minutes.”

“How long will it take us to get to the river?”

“Five.”

“Do they fear water?”

“No.” He winced. “But they will not cause us harm in deep water if we are in a boat.”

“We have a boat?”

He smirked. “Of course. They will lose our scent in the water.”

A small drop struck Grace’s nose. A second drop hit her cheek and ran down her chin. “Rain,” she mouthed. It would douse their torches, leaving them exposed.

“Hurry, but not too quickly.” He urged her forward. “If they sense fear, they may attack even if we carry fire.”

For several moments, they staggered and stumbled through the brush, dividing their attention between the trail ahead and the coywolves trailing them. The animals reduced the distance between them and the flame and snapped at the air as if to draw fear from their intended victims. The pitter-patter of rain increased, striking the leaves on the trees and dripping to the forest floor.

Grace stared at her torch, wishing the rain would ease long enough for them to be in the boat and on the river. But her wish went ungranted, and a flash lit up the sky. Her arm ached from holding the torch, but her white-knuckle grip kept it a loft. The tension building in her body and the growing pain in her calf exhausted her breath.

“We’re here,” he said. “Stand your ground. Take this.” He thrust his torch into the hand he had held.

She kept glancing between the beasts that approached slowly, Thor pulling a boat from the bushes and the dying flames at the end of the torches. The steady rain dripped down her hair and into her eyes and with no hand to wipe them, her vision blurred. “Hurry!” she cried. She heard him struggle to pull the boat free from the bushes.

The lead coywolf remained ten feet away. It stood firmly on its front paws and lowered its back end, all the time snapping and snarling at the air. The three following it replicated the stance and joined in on the yelping.

The sound pierced Grace’s ears, sending tremors down her neck and stirring her gut acids. It shook her eardrums like the sound of gunfire on that horrible night her father died. It mixed with the lightning and then the thunder, recreating the nightmare on the street outside of Montreal. Her life for the past several months flashed before her eyes: being stranded at Killarney, never reaching Thunder Bay where her mother had gone before the meteor had struck, the horrible clashes for food, the bloody and maimed victims, her father as he faced death to allow her to escape...

Her plans hadn’t involved being attacked by coywolves. She needed to get home to find whatever family remained. She had to keep the promise she made to her father. Ignoring the pain and ripples of fear threatening to shake her knees from beneath her, she braced herself for the imminent attack. The two torches jutted out from her midsection, ready to strike the pack leader. She curled her lip and let out a roar of her own, hoping to drown the sounds assaulting her ears.

A faint splash told her the boat had reached water, but she didn’t remove her eyes from the lead coywolf. His stance had changed, and he looked ready to attack. Her mouth drained of spit, and her howl sounded dry and cracked.

“Ready,” said Thor, breathless. He took his torch from her hand. “Slowly. Back up.” He held the torch in front of him as far as he could reach.

Grace did the same, watching her flame slowly die in the rain. When the lead coywolf leapt into the air, she braced herself and did what her father ordered her to do to live: go for the kill. She drove the torch into the open mouth of the animal and plunged it deep into its throat.

The coywolf dropped to the ground, squirming and yelping in pain. Gone was the instinct to attack, replaced by the desire to survive.

She withdrew the torch and found it extinguished. Before she had time to think, the three remaining coywolves attacked. She struck the one who turned on her across the snout with all her might. It yelped but came back for more.

Thor slashed at the two beasts before him, scorching their noses. It did not deter them, and they snapped wildly at him. The torch slammed down on the snout of one of them, and the animal yelped and jumped back. He wound up and swung the torch across the jaw of the other. Sparks flew into the air and the rain quickly doused them.

The coywolf recoiled, turned and raced away into the night.

Grace held her fireless stick as a golf club and heaved
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