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      In AFTER Life, Inferno, Emergency Task Force officer Daniel Harmon’s mission was to secure the Box, a bio-weapons research laboratory suffering a security breach. His mission failed. Then came the brain parasite outbreak and the beginning of the zombie apocalypse.

      

      In AFTER Life, Purgatory, Daniel joins the rampaging horde of zombies bringing down Toronto’s populace. Waves of first-generation AI have learned from the brain parasites that their only purpose is to attack, kill, eat, reproduce and survive.

      Captured and set to be an experimental subject, Daniel is infected with the next generation of nanotech. He is the first human to be injected with a new biomimetic cyber stem cell. The Artificial Intelligence is learning from Daniel and enhancing him. Unfortunately, he’s still a zombie.

      Our only hope to stop the apocalypse is Dr. Chloe Robinson. Her nanotech was perverted to become the bio-weapon called Picasso. Under the looming threat of a nuclear strike, Dr. Robinson and a team of first responders are trapped in the Echidna Laboratory bunker.

      Now our future is in the hands of Chloe, the genius who created AFTER, and Daniel, the zombie who is programmed to kill her.
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      AFTER (acronym)

      Artificial Facilitation Therapy for Enhanced Response, a biomimetic stem cell nanotechnology with numerous health and wellness applications. The term was first coined by Chloe T. Robinson, PhD, a biomedical engineer at the University of Toronto, in 2013.
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        Rock the mind and

        mind the rocks.

        The journey to dawn

        must be taken at night.

        Resist and persist.

        Extend your sight.

        Reach back with an open hand.

        Help the others climb from the flood.

        This is your gift.

        We’ve had quite enough of fists

        and more than our fair share of blood.

      

      

      

      CHLOE

      

      As we debated how to escape the bowels of Echidna Biosystems, the missile that would destroy downtown Toronto was already on its way.

      “Are you sure you can’t fix the epidemic from down here?” Crenshaw asked. “There’s a million cannibals on the streets, Doctor.” The ETF sniper used the word doctor as if he had maggots tucked between his cheek and gum like a cancerous wad of tobacco.

      Daniel Harmon had just tried to kill me. I was flustered but I stood my ground and tried to put the bass of authority in my voice. “You’re afraid to go back up, I know — ”

      “People died to get you to Level 4, a lot of people. Was this bunker just a pit stop?”

      So much for commanding respect. I took a deep breath, slowing my speech, trying to give Crenshaw time to slow down and calm down, too. “I’ve got all I can use from the vault. We’ve got the tissue samples from the dead. We’ve got Daniel Harmon back, alive and infected. We need those clues to figure out what to do about the plague but I can’t analyze the data effectively down here. Wishing doesn’t make things nice and neat. It never does.”

      “The weapon got out of this lab,” Crenshaw said. “The diaper exploded here. Clean up your mess — ”

      “I know you want an easy solution, Mr. Crenshaw. I do, too, but this isn’t a movie. The equipment is fried. We have to get to a lab with more facilities.”

      Bill Arsenault stepped between us, addressing me as if Crenshaw wasn’t there. “Got a text. The Americans offered Fort Bragg but the Prime Minister refused. With the loss of supplies and personnel, it’s not a question anymore. We are moving to a new location, more secure and with the resources you’ll need.”

      Arsenault’s tone was soothing and conciliatory but I wanted to scream. They’d brought me for my expertise on nanotech but they didn’t want any unpleasant answers. They weren’t prepared to listen unless someone else higher up approved.

      “My direction from the PMO is that we are to evac to Suffield,” Arsenault said. “They’ve handled dangerous materials research before — ”

      “Where’s that?” I asked.

      “Alberta.”

      “Do we have that kind of time?” I asked. “There’s a virology lab in Manitoba, right? I don’t know what pathogens they work with there but at least it’s closer.”

      Daniel Harmon lay on the floor where he’d been tased and handcuffed. He rolled over on one side and stared at me. He looked hungry.

      Crenshaw trained his pistol on the prisoner’s head. “I told you not to move! I swear to God I will kill you.”

      Harmon didn’t spare a glance at Crenshaw. His gaze remained fixed on me. “Suthina.”

      “What?”

      “Suthina Laboratories. That’s where they created my upgrade. Go there.”

      Arsenault crouched to get a closer look at Harmon. The taser darts were still in the man’s shoulder and the CSIS agent’s finger stayed on the taser’s trigger. “Who told you that?”

      “You won’t believe me.”

      “Maybe I won’t but I’ll listen hard.”

      “The Voice told me,” Harmon said.

      “Who?”

      “My new operating system, the AI in my head. It’s kind of like talking to an alien. Our ways are strange to it. I didn’t realize it until lately, but our ways are strange. It’s a little confusing, isn’t it? You need me to draw you a flowchart in purple crayon?”

      Crenshaw rolled his eyes. “Did it send you an email or text, Danny? What makes you so special — ”

      “Focus. Try to catch up,” Harmon said. “The zombies have the AI that talks to the Picasso brain parasites. I’ve got the evolved version. These new nanites think I’m a better conversationalist.”

      Arsenault looked to me. “Possible?”

      “Not what I designed, but with the safeties off — ”

      “Is it possible or not?” Arsenault asked. “Choose carefully. This man tried to kill you a couple of minutes ago. I’m not going to take his word for anything.”

      “I designed AFTER to behave in predictable ways. If someone wanted to play fast and loose with the progression, sure, it’s unexpected but, in theory, it’s possible.”

      Arsenault rose to his feet and handed Crenshaw the taser. “Ruin Mr. Harmon’s day if he acts up. Tell me what’s on your mind, Dr. Robinson.”

      “We don’t have to trust Harmon’s word,” I said. “Can you find out what the corporate connections are for Suthina Laboratories? Parent companies, shell corporations maybe? That sort of thing?”

      It took the CSIS agent less than a couple of minutes to find out. He didn’t need fancy spy connections. Echidna’s modem was still up and running and Arsenault had the wifi password. He asked Siri and, yes, Suthina Laboratories was a division of Bio-Echo, a subdivision of Nyx Management Group.

      “That’s it, then,” I said. “My boss messed up AFTER and Cavanaugh’s people stole it. We shouldn’t go to Suffield. We should go to wherever Suthina is and work with the thieves. Where is Suthina Laboratories, anyway?”

      “Bainbridge Island.”

      “Where?”

      “Washington.”

      “Which one?”

      “Washington State.” Arsenault tapped his phone again. “A short ferry ride to Seattle.”

      “Even farther than Suffield, though,” Crenshaw said. “A minute ago you thought going to Alberta was too far.”

      “Then I got new information and worked from that,” I said.

      Crenshaw shook his head. “We should still go to Suffield. Orders are orders and Suffield will be safer.”

      Furious, I glared at Crenshaw. “If you want safe, you’re in the wrong job. Safe was yesterday. Deal with it and get out of my way.”

      All my life, men in positions of power and seniority had told me I had to pay my dues, to wait my turn, to play the corporate game, to beg for more grants and share credit for my work. They all told me my snark and chronic case of resting bitch face wasn’t helping me advance in their world. Very soon, their world wouldn’t exist.

      I turned my back on Crenshaw and looked Arsenault in the eye. “Tell the Prime Minister that the only expert he’s got is going to Bainbridge to stop the zombie plague. Tell him I need to call the shots. I’m in charge of finding the cure. It’s not the PM and it’s not you guys. It’s me. If you want my help then let me do my thing. With Thomas dead, you’ll need a goat so, if this all goes south, you can blame me for your failure. I am not some consultant you shove to the side. Let me make the decisions from here on out or drop me off at a Walmart somewhere far away so I can stock up on food, batteries, ammunition and M&Ms. It’s going to be an ugly, gory apocalypse.”

      I thought throwing in the line about M&Ms was a nice flourish. Shelly Priyat allowed a small smile to leak out at that. However, it was Daniel Harmon who let out a belly laugh.

      “Dr. Robinson is right,” the prisoner crowed. “If you have any hope of stopping the spread of the disease, listen to her. Follow her or die running around in circles. This is just the start. This is just a little rain. A blood storm is on its way. Don’t piss off the only one of you who knows how to work an umbrella.”

      “Not for nothing, but you just tried to murder her, Harmon,” Crenshaw barked. Crenshaw pulled the trigger on the taser and Harmon’s body went rigid as his muscles rebelled against his will.

      He only stopped torturing Harmon because, at that moment, an explosion rocked downtown Toronto. We didn’t merely hear the bomb hit. We felt it as we plunged into darkness, drowned in claustrophobia and disorientation. In the moment before the lab’s emergency lights came on, I backed up until I felt the cool concrete wall against my back.

      As the reverberations ebbed, everyone on Level 3 went silent except for Daniel Harmon. The prisoner let out a grim chuckle. “Turns out the forecast isn’t just blood rain. It’s shit and steel all over the weather map. Your time to shine, Chloe! Can I call you Chloe? Sorry about trying to eat you. I’m not myself lately. Zombies don’t apologize so I’m not one of them anymore … not quite. I really am sorry.”

      He might have been sorry but he’d still kill and eat me the first chance he got. I wanted to take the taser and press the trigger until the battery drained.
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      DANIEL

      

      I’m not myself lately. I wondered, what ratio of nanites to brain cells would it take before I wasn’t me at all anymore? Would the nanites keep multiplying until they formed a sloshy slurry in all the crevices, wrinkles and spaces in my brain? The microscopic robots had granted me some sovereignty, but how long did I have before independence lost all meaning? To paraphrase Obi-Wan Kenobi, how long before I was more machine than man?

      Dr. Robinson could take control of the mission because she was invaluable. My only value to the nanites seemed to spring from being the first human they’d played with on an intellectual level. I was the First, but they could make me a pet again at any moment. Worse, they could be listening to my thoughts about them. I didn’t want to give them ideas so I tried to focus on what was happening around me.

      As the survivors of the attack on Echidna emerged from the lab, the missile’s devastation was evident. The explosion had not been nuclear, as had been threatened. I guessed that the ordnance must have been an anti-personnel fragmentation bomb. Shattered corpses were everywhere. The dead lay in mounds and mazes. There was no direct route to safety without climbing over bodies. A thick cloud of dust hung in the air like a thick curtain. Shattered glass crunched under our feet as Crenshaw pushed me ahead of him.

      Chloe and her security detail didn’t understand the devastation as I did. Safe in their biohazard suits, they didn’t feel the full effect of the stench: the burnt bodies, the cooked flesh, the tang of blood in the air. I caught the whiff of marrow leaking from bones. Downtown Toronto was an abattoir.

      Under their hoods and behind their faceplates, they’d hear the pulse in their ears and the staccato of each ragged, fearful breath. I listened to the dead. There is an eerie silence to those who are no longer present. Erasure is such a complete and final act, made worse because I knew what the humans didn’t even suspect. No one but me knew that inside every one of those dead zombies had been a person, their mind a prisoner, their body compelled to act on the impulses of an AI with the morality of a brain parasite.

      That was Picasso’s true horror: Utter helplessness in the face of terrible acts, being forced to do awful things you don’t want to do. I wasn’t a cannibal at heart and neither were any of these people. The survivors from the lab saw dead monsters everywhere. I saw ordinary people slaughtered in a war past their understanding and beyond their control.

      It was difficult to run with my hands handcuffed behind my back. Fortunately, we didn’t have far to run. Alphonse, Tom and Jerry were true to their word. The LAV crew returned to pick us up.

      We would have been safe if we were the only survivors of the blast. We weren’t the only survivors. The blast that leveled Hiroshima had survivors. There are always survivors. A couple dozen zombies ran out of the bank complex across the narrow street. More boiled out of the underground plazas like ants from a kicked anthill. I heard them coming before I could see them through the dust. They sounded angry and still healthy enough to be dangerous.

      One of the security detail, a clever fellow in a blue hazmat, gave an odd warning. I suspected he’d been waiting to drop it as if he were in a movie. As he opened fire, the man screamed, “The only good zombie is a dead zombie!”

      Forgive us, I thought. We know not what the hell we do.

      The man who’d tried the one-liner filled with bravado was yanked to the ground first. He popped up a moment later, screaming like a little girl and using the butt of his rifle to bash at his attacker’s skull. He kept at it, cracking bone and helping the zombie the rest of the way down the road to death.

      While he was busy doing that, two woman took him down and wrenched off his hood. He managed to kill one of the women with his pistol. The second bit off his nose. He seemed too distracted to defend himself after that. He did not die quickly or with dignity. Blood and panic made his high, nasal screams sound like they emanated from the bottom of a half-clogged drain.

      The rest of the security team concentrated their fire, killing their brother-in-arms and the zombies who had taken him down. They had bullets enough to cut down the zombies coming at us from the buildings across the street. What they hadn’t counted on was shock and panic as half-burnt, near-corpses rose from the piles of the dead. Though shrapnel had stripped flesh from their bodies, the ragged zombies summoned enough strength to pull humans to the ground and into their maws. From a mound of bodies, many arms reached out, their hands like claws.

      Zombies who had somehow survived the fire and the fragmentation blast looked awful and awfully dead. Their charred flesh smelled sickly sweet. Many were naked, their clothes burnt or torn away. As they rose from the rubble, they moved with slow, tortured deliberation. Dazed but determined to feed, they lurched at us from out of the dust cloud. Despite the wounds to their hosts, the brain parasites fought to survive. Covered in wounds that would soon fester, much of their mangled flesh had been torn aside in bloody flaps that opened and closed as they shambled toward us.

      A building had fallen and blocked our escape route. The LAV waited a couple of streets away. There must have been more than one missile. Perhaps the military had taken down buildings in an attempt to barricade the downtown area. Alphonse and his crew couldn’t get to us and keep a clear escape route. The LAV wasn’t far but we had to run to it.

      The wounded zombies were not fast, but there were enough of them rising and reeling out of the dust that soon our escort’s gunfire lacked deliberation and skill. The shots and shouts became more and more wild. The nightmarish echoes of gunfire, panic and pained screams bounced around, seeming to come from all directions.

      Crenshaw ordered ten men to keep firing to lead the surviving zombies away from the LAV and back toward the Box. “Defend the lab and hole up on Level 2! We’ll come back for you with more reinforcements!”

      The remainder of the team kept firing, clearing our way  to the LAV. When the rear hatch dropped, I heard the crunch as the armored door crushed skulls of the fallen. I wondered if the sudden light of day was the last thing those zombies’ brain parasites sensed. Maybe the last of the AI puzzled over the sudden illumination for a second or two before shutting down.

      A couple of zombies reared up beside the armored personnel carrier and lunged for Chloe. Apparently Shelly Priyat had reloaded down on Level 3 because she shot the pair of zombies in their faces.

      As gunfire rang out in volleys behind and around us, Chloe, Shelly, Crenshaw, Arsenault and three more men in biohazard suits clamored in. Tom and Jerry did not wait for more runners to catch up. The hatch rose and shut with a metallic thud. They might have saved one or two more humans had they waited a moment. That was not to be.

      In the passenger compartment of the LAV, Alphonse was surprised to see me. “Back from the dead?”

      “I got delivered from Evil,” I said.

      “You got away from us.”

      “I’m back with a vengeance and ready to party, laughing in the face of death, living on the razor’s edge, this time it’s personal — ”

      “Somebody shut him up,” Crenshaw said.

      “You’re going to want to talk to me while I’m still sort of me,” I said. “I don’t know how long I’ll last. When the AI figures out what it wants to do … well, I don’t know what will happen, actually.”

      “I’m more interested in your cerebrospinal fluid, right now,” Chloe said.

      “Take me out to dinner first?” I suggested.

      “I’m not on the menu, Mr. Harmon.”

      “You could be the dessert menu. Please be careful around me. I bite but, like I said, it’s not me. It’s just my teeth. It’s the AI telling me what to do. It’s irresistible. I’m programmed — ”

      Shelly yanked a black bag down over my head. Then somebody took a cheap shot and slammed his fist into the left side of my head. It had to be Crenshaw. What Crenshaw didn’t know was the nanites were busy shutting down pain signals from my nociceptors. I didn’t know the word nociceptors, but somehow they did.

      I was aware of my jangled nerves but I felt no agony as Crenshaw targeted the joint of my jaw with another hard right hook. Thanks to the AI boiling through my head, pain was just a signal now, easily dismissed. I was not myself and becoming even less so. Little by little, my humanity was slipping away. I never thought I would miss pain, but now its absence worried me.
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      CHLOE

      

      I took a few things with me from the Echidna Biosystems lab. We had the corrupted disks from the weapons lab computers and zombie tissue samples. We took Daniel Harmon with us, alive and infected. The thing I left behind was my confidence that everything, no matter how dark it might seem, could work out for the better in the end.

      Downtown Toronto was on fire from Eaton Centre to the Queen’s Quay. Only God could count the dead. The streets were a sea of sadness. Whoever was in charge bombed Toronto so we could escape. I doubted I could arrive at a solution that could make my escape worth the price paid.

      A tank cleared our way again but the LAV didn’t have to travel all the way back to Port Credit. It seemed we’d only just cleared the perimeter of devastation when Alphonse steered us in a sharp turn that took us to an empty school grounds. As the LAV rocked to a halt, I heard the beating of rotors.

      Jerry hauled me to my feet. “Word came down, you’re a VIP. You’ve got a ride waiting at Pearson. You’ll fly from Pearson to Suffield.”

      “I said we aren’t supposed to go there — ”

      “It’s just a stop to switch aircraft, Doc. Then you’ll go on to your final destination, wherever that is. Not my business and above my pay grade, ma’am.”

      Final destination made me think of those movies where Death stalks people at every turn. I don’t believe in omens but, when Jerry said those words, it sure sounded bad.

      “You’ll take a short trip on a Cormorant helicopter,” Tom said. “As soon as the hatch drops, run to the helo. Everyone else will bring up the rear.”

      He moved down the line and touched Shelly’s arm. “You’re to stay with us, Officer Priyat. Sorry, but I don’t have you on my list to get past the velvet rope. Everybody goes but you.”

      I stepped behind Tom and pulled Shelly to her feet. “Do you want to stay?”

      “Of course not but — ”

      “Then come with me. See this through to the end. You saved my life back there. I need a bodyguard. You’re it. Guard my body. If I don’t make it, who’s gonna fix this mess?” I sounded more confident than I felt.

      Shelly gave a small nod.

      “Good. For a minute there, I thought I’d have to get Crenshaw to handcuff you and drag you on the helicopter.”

      Crenshaw heard me and let out a dismissive guffaw.

      That pissed me off so I added, “If Crenshaw’s coming to my party, you are definitely invited. She’s with me, Tom.”

      “But she’s not on the list.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Officer Priyat is on my list.”

      I handed the box of specimens to Shelly. “Hold on to these and guard them with your life … you know, while you’re guarding me.”

      The LAV’s hatch dropped and the Cormorant was just touching down as I reached it. The LAV’s chain gun fired, competing with the roar of the helicopter’s rotors. When I peered back toward the highway, I saw people in the distance running toward us. They ignored the gun and kept coming. The one in the lead was a young woman. A pack of killers ran behind her. At this distance, I strained to see but I couldn’t tell for sure if she was infected. Did she run so fast because terror drove her? Was it hope for escape? Or was it raging, murderous hunger?

      I hope she was a zombie because Alphonse cut her down, same as the others. Maybe she’d been an awful person before the Picasso epidemic struck. I wanted her to be someone who deserved her fate, a crazed serial killer maybe. Chances were excellent she was just another person who paid her taxes reluctantly but on time, drank too much coffee, browsed Facebook too much and worried about the future. Odds were she was just like me.

      I boarded the Cormorant and we rose into the sky. I watched the LAV tear back the way we’d come, back to the city of smoke and blood. They still had to go back to rescue the rest of the security detail at Echidna. I envied Alphonse, Tom and Jerry a little. They had a job to do that was well-defined. They knew what they had to do. I had a big box of tissue samples, a bodyguard and an infected man who seemed awfully eager to murder me with his teeth. The rest were a bunch of guys with guns. Without anything to shoot, they’d probably just hang out and watch me fail to stop Picasso.

      We landed on the tarmac at Pearson beside a huge plane. Someone mentioned it was a Globemaster III. It felt odd to board an aircraft by walking from the runway and up a ramp at the rear of the aircraft. Maybe that’s why I paused at the top of the ramp to look back. I soon wished I hadn’t looked.

      When we’d arrived at Pearson from Aruba, all flights had been canceled. People were still trapped in the airport. If anything, the crowding had become worse. People from nearby communities ran to the airport hoping for a flight to escape the epidemic. Men, women and children pressed to the glass and pointed. They all seemed to be pointing at me.

      The plane’s engines were already powered up. I couldn’t hear those trapped people, but by their faces I could tell they were yelling, pleading to join me. A Globemaster III is a big plane. There was plenty of room.

      Shelly urged me forward. “C’mon. If you want to save them, siddown! Let’s go. We can’t save them all and if we tried to save a few, there’d be a riot. We could lose the plane.”

      I did as I was told, strapped myself into a bucket seat and closed my eyes. I didn’t open them again until I felt the rumble of the wheels stop and we lifted into the air, buoyant and above it all.

      Or so I thought. The pilot pulled us into a steep climb as the engines roared. I hate flying at the best of times. This wasn’t the best of times. I turned to Shelly in the seat beside mine. I had to yell to make myself heard. “What’s he doing? Does he think this is a rocket ship?”

      Shelly shrugged. “He’ll level off soon. I gotta get out of this biohazard suit. When I can get to a bathroom, I’m going to pee for about five minutes straight.”

      “You can take it off anytime. Unless Harmon bites you, you’re not going to get infected now.” I pulled off my hood. The air inside the plane was not fresh. It smelled of metal and jet fuel. Still, it was a relief to be free of the biohazard suit, scratch my nose and stop breathing hot, stale air that fogged my faceplate.

      Shelly seemed to take that as a good indication she could take hers off, too. The rest of the security detail followed our example. We all looked shiny with sweat, hair askew and relieved to be out of Toronto’s zombiefest.

      I looked out the window hoping for a glimpse of blue sky. Another plane, identical to our own, flew beside us. Beyond it, two fighter jets escorted us. And still, we climbed at a steep angle.

      Bill Arsenault was out of his suit, too. He appeared in front of me, steadying himself by a hanging strap. “The other cargo plane has some of the infected we’ve gathered up.”

      “Jesus! For what?”

      “You need to experiment some, right?”

      “The way you say that makes it sound like I’m Frankenstein. I’m a biomedical engineer. And what are those jets for?”

      The CSIS agent didn’t smile. “Don’t mind those Hornets. They’re just here to make sure we get there.”

      “Why wouldn’t we get there?”

      “Forces are at work, Chloe. Forces beyond our control.”

      “Feels like everything is beyond our control,” I said.

      “Something bad is going to happen in a couple of minutes. Stay in your seats and hold — ”

      It wasn’t a couple of minutes. That was the moment the gray day went white, then orange. I squeezed my eyes shut but brilliant light swallowed us. Even when I covered my eyes with my hands, it was too bright.

      A question formed in my mind but I was too dazed by the afterimage of the flash to bring out the words.

      As I opened my eyes, Arsenault threw himself into the seat beside me. He struggled to pull at the straps to buckle himself in quickly. “This doesn’t feel like minimum safe distance.”

      For a second I thought we’d collided with another plane. Or we were on fire. Or someone was trying to shoot us down. Anything was preferable to my dim suspicion. The obvious answer was too horrible.

      The blast wave hit.

      Arsenault was a few seconds too slow getting buckled in. We were thrown sideways, then down and up. The engines screamed in protest as thunder ripped over us. The noise hurt my ears. The vibrations and reverberations shocked my system and shook my heart. I thought the sound itself would tear us apart.

      As the plane lurched into a dive, the straps of my seatbelt clamped down as if to choke my torso and squeeze out my guts. Turbulence heaved the aircraft and threw Bill Arsenault from his seat. He slammed into the ceiling first and then hit the deck with equal, resounding force.

      The Globemaster rocked and wobbled as the pilot fought for control of the aircraft. Debris of some kind peppered the fuselage and something metallic gave way. The plane dipped and fell again. Small holes appeared close to the rear of the plane. The air pressure changed. Wind whistled through the damaged fuselage and dust whipped through the compartment. The Globemaster abruptly began to climb again. All we could do was watch helplessly as the CSIS agent’s limp body slid along the floor to the rear of the plane.

      “Murphy just screwed us again!” Crenshaw yelled.

      He looked crazy to me. I yelled, “What?”

      “Anything that can go wrong, surely will! Murphy’s Law!”

      “What’s happening?”

      “They pulled the trigger!” Crenshaw screamed, near hysterical. “They pulled the trigger too soon! The men I said I’d come back for are burning to death or blown apart right now! And we’ve been dosed!”

      We rocked sideways again and my seatbelt pulled so tight I could barely breathe. I reached out, grabbed Shelly’s hand and squeezed. She squeezed mine in return.

      “I’m gonna have bruised ribs,” I said. “How about you? You okay?”

      “I, uh, I-I don’t need to p-pee anymore.”

      It seemed like a long time passed before we leveled off. As soon as I could, I unbuckled my seatbelt and, moving from strap to strap, made my way to Arsenault. His scalp was bloody. He might have survived the knock to the head if that was his only injury. However, his neck was a loose spring. He wasn’t breathing and I could detect no heartbeat.

      One of the security detail, a man with a bright red goatee, waved at me to get my attention. “You gonna start compressions⁠— ”

      “It’s over for him. Maybe he’s lucky.”

      Crenshaw was crying and laughing at the same time. Something had broken in him, too. He pointed to the body at my feet and yelled to Daniel Harmon, “Are you going to finish that?”

      People have weird reactions to the unexpected and unspeakable, battlefield reactions. Soon, everywhere would become a battlefield. Stephen Hawking was right: Artificial Intelligence would spell our doom as a species. He saw our end coming but even that one in a billion genius could not have predicted what form it would take. The zombie apocalypse used to be a joke. The joke was on us.

      Our pilot sounded haunted when he came over the speaker. Confirming our worst fears, he announced, “From here … Toronto is … gone. Looks like all of it. All of it.”
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      DANIEL

      
      No one said a word for a long time. We flew west. We thought about the city we loved and all we had lost. Even if they rebuilt it someday, as they did Hiroshima, it would never be the same. Toronto was supposed to be one of the safe and happy places. Now it would be synonymous with death and destruction. A chapter in a history book — if there would actually be history books in the future — wouldn’t do the city justice. Toronto. Toronto The Good, they used to call it. And, by and large, we were good.

      Losses to history are abstract. Losses remembered by people are always weirdly specific and personal. I’d miss the funky stores on Queen Street West. Since I was a kid old enough to ride the subway and streetcars by myself, I’d wander down to the Silver Snail on Saturday afternoons to check out comics. I wouldn’t call my stash of comic books a collection anymore, but I owned a decent library of graphic novels. Undoubtedly, it was all on fire. My mint copy of Watchmen was probably burning as the protective mylar sleeve melted around the ashes. I’d never gotten around to reading the latest book in the post-apocalyptic series, Y: The Last Man. I’d left it on my bedside table. On my last night as a human being, I’d opted to scroll through Instagram looking for bikini models instead of reading. And, of course, just about every friend, enemy or date I’d ever had incinerated.

      There’d be no more vanilla bean hot chocolates at the Second Cup on my cheat days. I’d miss The Horseshoe Tavern and the shawarma place on Spadina, just south of Queen. No more late night feasts in Chinatown with the boys, either. I liked taking dates to the top of the Plaza when things started to get serious. I loved the view of the city from the Plaza.

      No more people. I’d miss the people the most even though, at present, my body’s first instinct was to eat them. Everyone I knew had been erased as if they’d never existed. Would Toronto be a no-go zone for a generation? Would they start up a new Toronto farther north? How does one even start to bury that many people? Or would the bodies all be incinerated in the blast?

      Depending on the size of the explosion, how far out would the damage go? Were people still alive in North York? Did my sister get my email? Did she and my father make it out of the city? Had anything survived the blast? How many zombies survived?

      That’s the problem with easy solutions: Often, they aren’t solutions at all. I remembered a project in school where I had to research the explosion of the first atomic bomb used against Japan. I still remembered the haunting shadows of people burned into walls by thermal radiation. Most people think a nuclear blast is so fierce that it vaporizes populations instantly. If only that were true. People burn. They die from the trauma of the explosion’s impact. Then comes the killing radiation sickness. The irony of Hiroshima that stuck with me is that, in the first seconds of the nuclear age, the blast buried someone working in a library under a pile of books.

      I watched Crenshaw weep openly and wail loudly. I’d once seen him make shitty jokes about finding a dead baby in a garbage can. He’d bragged about his low heart rate contributing to his uncanny ability to snipe from long distances. Crenshaw had seemed to be one of those guys who complained about the pay but stayed on the job because what else could he do? He wanted action and acted eager to shoot people. Now, of all the people on the plane, the ETF sniper seemed the most upset, unable to rein in his emotions. I’d been wrong about Crenshaw’s tough guy image. All the time I’d known him, he’d been pretending to be someone he was not.

      Maybe that’s true for everyone. One thing I’ve learned from the apocalypse is that we don’t really know anyone until we see them under stress. Too bad I had to learn that lesson this way. Maybe I would have gained that knowledge had I gotten around to reading Y: The Last Man.

      After a long while, Crenshaw looked over at me. “What are you looking at, Danny?”

      I said nothing.

      “Why are you eyeballing me, Danny? You mad dogging me, man?”

      “Curious, is all.”

      “What? You’re the zombie who can talk, so talk.”

      “How long did you know Hamish Allen?”

      “What?”

      “Funny that you were his accomplice but you ended up shooting him, isn’t it?”

      A couple of the others heard me over the drone of the plane. Perking up, they leaned in to listen.

      Crenshaw stared at me, his mouth hanging open. “What did you say to me?”

      “You heard me. These guys heard, too. Hamish Allen told me you were the guy who was supposed to get him in the isolation truck and take him away safely. You messed up. You shot him. You unleashed the airborne brain parasites. You thought you were killing me but you ended up killing everybody, didn’t you? How many pieces of silver were you going to get for that job, Judas? Were you going to retire to Fiji or something?”

      “You bastard.” Fresh tears ran down his cheeks.

      “Don’t worry, Dale. Any evidence of your treason is burned up. No one will ever know for sure but you and me.” I glanced around. The faces of the men on his security team had turned to stone. “And these guys’ll know, of course.”

      “Allen did not tell you that.”

      “You’re right, Dale. Hamish didn’t put a name to his
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