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  for my children

you will always have a home to return to




and for Scott

because at the end of the world, 

I will still choose you








  
  Save others, snatching them out of the fire. —Jude the Apostle



The noise is why we’re aching; The silence is what we fear. —Alias Grace



This is not the path that takes us home; This is not the scar that ends the fight. This is not the final victory march; It’s heaven raining down tonight. —Pocket Rochelle
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Prologue

2 days after labour day | rabbit mountain mine | ninety feet below ground


Somewhere beyond this deep stone coffin, my husband’s body lays among the wreckage of my city. I have wasted so many hours fantasizing about being a widow and now, with reality weighing down on me in all its stench and hunger and unfamiliar voices, it is nothing like I imagined. It is, in fact, empty. The freedom I longed for is strangled in this pit, and I am lost. 
I will always remember when the lights went out because, before this moment, I’ve never known more than the murky gloaming of asphalt and traffic. A life in the city ensures you gain no true context of darkness. Street lights illuminate secrets, making shadows for the ones too awful to accept as real. There are no stars, and even the moon hides his face from the dusky dealings that go on in twilight corners. And even though my own life is riddled with an ugliness that was pushed upon me, an ugliness I worked so hard to hide from my neighbours, I’ve always believed in the general goodwill of humanity. I believe in evil too. I’ve worn it in the bruises on my arm and the way my hip aches in the winter from that time I “fell” into the coffee table; but it wasn’t until this inky blackness slunk across my vision that I understood what it meant to be truly blind, susceptible to every finger of damnation that waited to trace along my spine. This is all a nightmare. What we cannot see cannot be real; therefore, in darkness, there is no law. We have only ourselves, our thoughts, and the sounds of the other trapped souls—whispering, crying, screwing—reminding us that though we are terribly lonely, we are not alone. Purgatory, it appears, is the most crowded loneliness of all.
What happened to me?
Nothing. I am saved. This is my salvation. The salve for a nation. How lucky. How fortunate. How cursed.
Here, deep beneath the surface of the earth, I am in and of the darkness, confined to a future in which I may never see a single star again. Maybe I will paint them, splash a canvas with my memory, try to capture a feeling in oil or acrylic or whatever they have for me here. There is still a little paint under my fingernails. I know because I can taste it when I chew my cuticles in boredom and nervousness.
We are the two hundred. We are The Reaping.
The end of the world hadn’t been a secret. It had been laid out before us like a buffet table and each of us picked up a fork of chance and took a bite on the gamble that the prediction was right and we might be saved. But here? This saving…? It doesn’t feel free. It feels heavy and foul and empty with the kind of weight that leaves me breathless. 
Flashlights bounce like distant ships in the night. The assigned jogging pants are snug around my extended middle. The matching sweatshirt is too short and I cower under the blanket on my cot, shivering not from cold, but from a deep fear as I feel the baby move within me. And something else. Hope?
“Aiya? Aiya, are you okay?” His voice cuts through the darkness with a tenderness that contradicts reality. “Do you have everything you need?”
Why does he even care? 
“Yes,” I say, lying because it is easier now than exploding in sorrow/fear/relief.
His fingers fumble in the darkness until they find mine, slipping something into my palm. “Only a few more hours and then we’ll test the system,” he says. “We will have light again soon.”
“Thank you,” I say. I hear him leave and I miss him even though he is little more than a stranger.
Sitting up in bed, I tear the package from what he gave me and bite into the chocolate. I groan with pleasure. I try to remember what his eyes looked like when he first took off his mask. The mask had been beautiful—museum worthy—but his face… his face was something that truly belonged inside a piece of art. A portrait by Rembrandt or da Vinci. And his eyes? I know his eyes hold a story deeper than the history of the world. Such dark skin. Such rich blue eyes. A strange and poetic paradox.
I knew the story of his birth, just like everyone else in the modern world. I’d questioned his existence, his humanity, the ethics of how he came to be. But to be in his presence… had I ever felt a connection like that before? A moment so purely human and magnetic?
I take another bite, recognizing small pieces of caramel and sea salt. Darkness surrounds this place, but this chocolate, chocolate which I know is nearly the colour of the air around me, is like the sun. 
My husband is dead. The air is stale. I am alive and there is life within me, though the idea of celebrating seems repulsive in the light of all the burning bodies beyond the dome.

      [image: ]Welcome. You have successfully subscribed to the monthly newsletters of Rajiv Montgomery Noah: man, father, prophet, servant. If you believe you are receiving this message by mistake, please unsubscribe by scrolling to the footer. To embrace the official welcome from Mr. Noah, please continue…
Dearly Beloved,
I come before you in complete seriousness and utter humility. I am very pleased to make your acquaintance, though it is with deep regret I speak to you, for I know in the depths of my soul that we shall never meet face to face (but for a 0.0000018% chance). Soon you will die, all of you but for a very small selection. I wish you no harm, please understand. I wish to share my knowledge so that you might champion a salvation of your own; for though I may not have room for you within my kingdom, you might build your own survival, and as such, make our meeting possible at some point when the ash stops covering the sun.
The media claims me insane. I accept this, though I know it is not true. It matters not what others think, it matters only what I know.
When I was 11 years old, I was given a vision, and that vision has shaped my entire life. You may call me crazy. I will forgive you. I do forgive you, though it gives me little peace to do so. You know not what you do. From that defining childhood moment I have steered my life toward building proof that my vision would become reality. I excelled in school. I learned to invest and I made more money before I was 27 than most people see in a lifetime. It was as if the universe was spun in my favour. I poured the money I made into the research that brought me to this moment where I can say with definite surety that the coming catastrophe I have spoken of for so long is a sure thing. I have no crystal ball. I only know the truth.  
I have a dream of pockets, bubbles like the fortress I now build myself, placed across the world, in them dwelling the working souls who will carry on this so-called humanity. And yet, pipe dreams are called so because they are nothing but smoke, drifting off like clouds carried by wind.
I myself am not divinity, though my vision is divine. I am no god, though the crooks at the BBC have called me such in jest. Yes, I am building a kingdom, and yes, I will rule over it, in a sense; however, I am but a man acting in obedience. I have seen the truth and so I act on it. You may laugh at me. You may throw things at me. You may speak ill of me to your peers. And yet you are here, allowing my words into your consciousness. I dare say they might take root and you may find yourself asking: What if he’s right?
So I ask you this: what if I am? Will your last days be spent mocking an old man, or will you pour your energies into the production of good fruit? Do well with your time, people of earth. The day of reaping will come whether you believe in it or not. 
And so I ask you one more time… what if I am right?
Keep your head up, bright eyes. I promise to mourn you well.
Rajiv Montgomery Noah
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Chapter One

1 day before labour day | leslieville


The first time I felt the baby kick my body became sick with terror. What selfish monster would bring new life into a world that was so ugly? And yet, in a dreamy, distant way, I knew he was going to save me. He would show me what it meant to love and be loved purely. Finally. 
Right away, I knew he was going to be strong, though at that point, I sensed him as little more than the flutter of a moth’s wing—so soft I wouldn’t have noticed had I been doing anything other than sitting with my feet up, eating ice cream straight from the carton, and watching some mindless trash television that made me feel smarter than everyone else. Now he was in constant motion; my body no longer my own. I could watch myself morph against his little feet and elbows, and even though it was uncomfortable, I loved him more than anything else in the world. It wouldn’t be long before I could finally meet him.
I went to the sonogram appointment alone. Obviously. “Why should I take time off work for your body issues, Aiya?” my husband had said. I cried in the Uber on the way and then I cried on the table when the technician asked if I’d like to know. A son? How could I make sure he was nothing like his father? I didn’t tell Ryan the results. I let him think I didn’t know because he didn’t deserve to know. Not yet. I prayed that, upon the birth, he would find himself softened, on board with my vision to raise a feminist who never raised a hand or a voice against women.
I began writing fabulous, imaginary stories of ways Ryan could be disappeared from my life. Had he any insight into my inner dialogue he would have been furious. I knew our mortgage insurance would pay off the loft and his pension would support my art moving forward. His life insurance was minimal—at least what I might get in the event of his death. I once saw the papers and noticed the amount on my head was significantly more than the amount on his. When I questioned him, he said it was his reward for putting up with me for so long, but I knew it was because my vocation afforded him a life he couldn’t give up. “Artists usually don’t make any money until they’re dead,” he once joked to a table of friends in the heady days before we were married. I never forgot that. My fantasy life was a full-coloured rendering of a stylish single mother who got to keep the house.
Some days I imagined him hit by a bus. Others, shot in a convenience store hold-up. He always died instantly. Because even though he made me suffer every day in big and small ways, I couldn’t imagine doing the same to him. We were different, he and I. Both strong, but in contrary ways, and I hadn’t figured out how to properly tap into my own strength. Not yet. But I felt it boiling within me.
“You going to accomplish anything before I get back here?” Ryan asked before leaving for work that morning, annoyed at my lethargy.
“Besides getting fat?” I asked, joking but also hoping he might offer some reassurance. “You’re just as beautiful as the day I met you, babe,” or, “Don’t be silly, you’re a vision. Can I get you anything?” 
“Dinner?” he prodded. “A little laundry?” 
There was a sharpness to his voice, a dark undertone that made me want to push myself into the couch cushions like they might protect me from the him that sometimes came out. To be fair, he hadn’t hit me since the test came back positive, but I could tell he wanted to. His hands were fists as he looked at me coldly, his knuckles white. Sometimes it still hurt if I breathed too deeply. He didn’t smile and he didn’t say goodbye as he grabbed his keys from the bowl by the door and slammed his way out to the Jeep. He didn’t even tell me why he had to go into the office on a Sunday—though it wasn’t out of the ordinary for him to have a last minute meeting with the department head or a strategy session with his TA. I was always happy to see him go, even though I knew what “strategy session” meant.
If I knew that was the last time I would see him, would I have let out a different kind of sigh of relief? Would I have stopped him? To admit that I would just let him leave meant that I wasn’t the gentle heart I projected on the world. To deny it meant that I was a liar.
When I imagined his death, I always tried to imagine myself missing him, like a shadow of our early passion lent itself to a period of grief. I could never get there. It’s not normal to miss what you didn’t actually love. The closest I could come to grief was guilt and that didn’t seem like a good investment of my feelings.
My mother told me it would get better. She said every relationship goes through rough patches. I asked her whether my father had ever made her feel so small she forgot who she was. She told me I was being melodramatic. You made a choice, love. You said a vow. We stand by our word. What are we without them? And what would the neighbours think?
Her words cut me deeper than any mark Ryan ever left on me.
Don’t be a baby, love. Grownups have to make grownup choices and they’re not always fun. Fun exists for children.
I thought maybe she was a liar. I also wondered if I needed to start trusting my father less.
“Are you happy, Mom?”
“Well, I have you, don’t I?”
I tucked myself deeper into the couch and clicked the mute button on the remote, letting the subtitles flash across the screen, revelling in the soft silence that suddenly wrapped itself around the loft as it always did the moment after Ryan left. I heard the steady thrum of street noise beyond the thick windows, a welcome constant that prevented me from feeling fully isolated.
My name wasn’t on the mortgage. Ryan said my career was volatile; it could disappear at any moment. He was one year away from getting tenure at the time, and though it was my art that provided the downpayment, my name was not on the paperwork. 
I knew he took immeasurable pride in the fact that we lived within a retired printing factory in this newly gentrified section of Old Toronto. When I had suggested we look for a home in the suburbs to be near my sister he had scorned me for always wanting to be ordinary. He grew a pretentious moustache after we moved in, and though I wanted to hate it, I loathed how well it fit his face. We matched this loft, he and I—an artist and a professor—and I had to admit I loved the wide open space that lent itself well to creativity. And though my art hung on the walls in the hallway, the loft never felt like mine. My large piece, a lovely blend of greys and pinks called “Haunting Été” would have fit beautifully over the fireplace, but the great room was where he showcased his collection of “real art”—postmodern and aggressive. He called it brave. My work leaned more romantic. He called it boring.
This home, with its stark white walls, expensive furniture, and chenille blankets, it embodied peace in every dust-free corner. The war only entered on the back of the master, the “who do you think pays the bills around here?” even though we both knew it was me.
I knew (hoped?) it was only a matter of time before I found the courage to leave him. I just needed the cash in my secret bank account to grow to a sufficient enough point that I could fund my escape. Before we filed for our wedding license, he had joked about getting a prenup, but never followed through. Had I known then what I know now, I would have encouraged it in order to protect what I had. To leave him meant to also sacrifice my career. Yes, I would be able to rebuild. My work had enough of a modest demand that commissions would help me carry on; but not without the cost of “his share” for which he would surely fight.
The truth was, I brought in more money with gallery shows and corporate collections than he brought in as an arts professor, but he refused to acknowledge it. I spent all day in stained overalls with a topknot while he wore expensive jackets from Harry Rosen on Bloor and Tom Ford glasses with fake lenses that made him look professional and aloof, but also sexy. Even after all this time, I could see the man who wooed me, and though I didn’t find him attractive in the same way I did as an undergrad, I understood why people were drawn to him—charisma and confidence makes a heady brew—but they didn’t get to see the monster beneath the tweed. That was my burden to bear. He mocked me and my work, but I suspected it was bred of jealously. I once told him that those who can’t make art teach it—a sentiment I never again repeated.
My prints had been making steady sales for over a year since a gallery owner and friend helped me build out a website and target SEO so perfectly that my business account rested just below $80,000. After I registered as a sole-proprietorship and was careful to only touch the account for art expenses, I was able to file my business taxes and maintain my position as Ryan’s dependent, having zero personal drawings, and he was none the wiser. Of course, this meant keeping two sets of books: one for Aiya, the print seller, and one for Aiya, the artist who sold originals to collectors; but it turned out to be easier than I expected, and perfectly legal.
I had the number of $150K in my head. That was the goal. That was when I would leave him. That would pay some legal fees, the income tax I would have to pay by pulling money out, and get me set up in a little apartment with room for a baby and an easel.
I was going to paint my own life. I was going to be happy.

      [image: ]Rajiv Montgomery Noah was an eccentric billionaire of Indian-American descent, raised in a buttoned-up Toronto household when he immigrated as a young boy. He rose to fast fame on the controversial development of his synthetic womb, The Adi Pod™, that he might be both mother and father to his offspring—though they weren’t thought of as such until they were “born” and showed they could breathe on their own.
He had tried his hand at politics when his business was so robust it could be run without his constant attention, but he found the pretend civility of the Canadian senate too hard to stomach and realized he could do so much more without the noose of party affiliations around his throat. Besides, Canada didn’t have a strong Communist party, and though he could have turned it on its head and reimagined it into a true changer-maker, the world wasn’t ready for that, no matter his power of influence. “Communist” was too tainted by history, bastardized into something criminal and hated, far from its genius intentions with little hope of a pure recovery.
The capitalists, of course, called him a hypocrite, but he responded by giving vast amounts of his accumulated wealth away. They called him a showboat. “The interest you make in a day is less than this cheque,” they would say, accusing him of burying the lead. “Then give back the cheque and I’ll find another cause,” he’d respond. Of course, they never did. He invested in tech and deep sea exploration and a little family owned business in Newfoundland that made interesting cheeses. He built libraries and funded art galleries and held 51% ownership in over two hundred start-ups. “There are two kinds of rich men,” he was famous for saying. “One that looks inward and one that looks outward, and never the two shall meet.”
At only 53, his hair had gone prematurely white, encasing his head like a wild mane. Rejecting his political aspirations at 45, he escaped to the northern mountains, falling in love with the vast Canadian wilderness and its people. His boundless amounts of capital was held in various (wise) investments and vaults across the globe, and he slowly began to bleed them dry as he built the kingdom he called Eden. Propelled by his mother’s dying words, a vision he had at 11 years old, and the inspiring works of Sir Thomas More, he ignored all naysayers and began to spread his gospel message.
The world upheld his story with a reverent hilarity, following his antics because it made for good television, shaming him in a round-about way reserved for royalty. His eccentric look only exacerbated the whole spectacle.
His website, rajivmontgomerynoah.com, had only one page at first glance, a bleak white screen with “and there shall be much weeping and gnashing of teeth” seemingly handwritten across it. The font was active, and one needed only to hover the mouse over top for a little popup text box to appear: The End Is Nigh. Cling to hope all ye who enter here. When the message was clicked, a subscription form was revealed, into which one might sign up for the free monthly edition of Rajiv’s Gospel.
There were more than eight billion people occupying the planet. Estimates put Mr. Noah’s subscriber list at seven hundred million, though any marketing guru would tell you that of that vast number he could count on about two percent to be actual, active followers, steeping in his words every time a new newsletter was pushed to inboxes, and becoming unpaid evangelists for the sheer whimsy of his draw. AI generators transcribed each message into whatever language the subscriber requested upon sign up, and he’d had to build a dedicated nest of servers to support his simple website and automated subscriber list because it was too large for any of the regular email services available. His influence was beyond calculable. And though most people signed up for a laugh, there was enough sense in the information he shared that a general rumble of “what if he’s right?” spread like a slow disease across the world. Even at one percent, seven million people could make a lot of noise. Even the Church of England couldn’t boast so many active members. Starbucks Rewards changed their slogan to “More active users than Rajiv Montgomery Noah” for a time, but it only resulted in pushing additional people to the newsletter rather than their lattes. Because a man who could solve the global epidemic of infertility might surely know something about helping the human race survive other global disasters. That was attractive in the way any odd thing is attractive. And human nature meant people didn’t want to get left behind.
Not once did he try to monetize his newsletter, though a report in Forbes magazine estimated he could have brought in one million per issue on ad revenue alone. The newsletter was never about money for Rajiv though. He didn’t need it. He only wanted to spread his message. He was not Jim Jones; he was John the Baptist.
Like Pablo Escobar, he invested in the poor community where he finally put down roots, building beautiful homes for the unhoused, and championing support programs for the largely Native population, even going so far as giving huge amounts toward the local schools, building his own trade school, and then employing a large number of its graduates for a salary far beyond anything their resume could have garnered them in the North. He was nothing if not a long-term planner. And aside from his generosity, he was nothing like Escobar, inviting instead an obsession for his knowledge rather than an addiction to cocaine. “These are skilled tradespeople,” he said in an interview. “Being born into poverty and a neglectful government doesn’t have to determine a future. I was not born to riches, and I quickly became an orphan. I learned to carve my own path. I made my first millions on an idea that many laughed at. I am proof that one needn’t be a White man to make change.”
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Chapter Two

60 days before labour day | eden


Long before talks of the world ending, a man defied the law and was tossed into a pit full of terrifying lions. He spent a night with the beasts, and emerged unharmed in the morning to the great relief of his friend, the king. It was for this man that Daniel was named, and though his father told him it was actually for the author Daniel Defoe “that you might chase great adventure,” he knew in his gut that survival was at the heart of his name’s blessing. 
On the table before him lay twenty-four masks, each with a moulded silicone interior to snuggly fit the face of its intended. No expense spared. The manes—all of varying colour—had been harvested from real lions from a sanctuary in Tanzania. No harm was caused, of course, the lions had died after an illness moved through the pride. Daniel’s father had made a sizeable donation in exchange for the fur. Frivolous and arrogant, no doubt, but he had to admit that the masks were beautiful—or they would be when he was finally finished with them.
Adding a gloss mixture to the acrylic dollops on his palette, he dipped his brush and added the first sweep of colour to the ninth mask. Each was unique in its own way, and he loved seeing the wild faces come to life even though this was far from his formal training in art restoration. He had only just returned from Santa Reparata in Florence after four exciting years of honing his craft, uncovering an uncanny knack for reproduction, though he was warned thrice by his professor that a good reproduction might make him rich, but it could also steal his future.
Little do you know… Daniel thought.
Thinking of his father brought a great weight onto his shoulders even though he was pretty sure he believed in him. That was an uncomfortable place to be: balanced between faith in a father and faith in a world that had survived beyond everyone who ever stepped foot upon it.
He couldn’t remember a time his father hadn’t preached the same sermon: his personal Book of Revelation. Passion and conviction can go a long way to entice others into a fantasy. But was it a fantasy? He didn’t think so. And even if it was, what harm was being done?
He splashed a swipe of burnt umber above an eye hole that had been carefully carved out with a razor—large enough that the wearer could have clear vision, but not so large as to spoil the illusion of the lion. His own skin was dark enough that he wouldn’t need makeup to blend his face with the mask, but he knew some of the others would require the aid of cosmetics to achieve the effect of his father’s vision.
Being employed by his own father meant there was always money in his bank account. No need to embrace the romantic starving artist identity, especially in northern Ontario where residents weren’t exactly breaking down the doors to find an art restorer. Hundreds of people had been welcomed onto the payroll to build his father’s kingdom. That was good too—an honest, economy-sustaining investment.
He pushed a deep blond colour—almost brown—into the mane, building a shadow from the pale bridge of the nose up to the thick hairline. These masks though… was this good?
He remembered the claustrophobia as liquid silicone was poured over his face, the straw he breathed through, the cotton pads and tape that protected his eyes as the goo covered him. I’m not getting paid enough for this, he had thought. But, of course, he was. Not that it would matter, in the end.
“Why the theatrics?” he’d asked his father.
Rajiv had smiled sadly and rubbed his thumb along the body of the brass lion figurine that was never far from his reach. “You will be like Narasimha,” he said. “You will be the solution to the earth’s destruction.” Daniel knew this was an almost-quote from his long dead grandmother, but he never quite grasped the connection that his father held as sacred.
Narasimha, literally translated to man-lion, is the fourth avatar of the Hindu god Vishnu and said to have incarnated into a part-lion, part-man being to slay Hiranyakashipu and thus end religious persecution and calamity on earth.
His father led with a strange stew of faiths, combining his mother’s tradition with that of his adoptive parents; in truth, it was more like he created his own religion—the gospel of Rajiv—and what’s the worst that could happen? Nothing he preached was illegal. Even these masks, when it came right down to it, were participating in nothing for which permission hadn’t been given.
Daniel wondered if the theatrics were actually a hint of doubt, a crack in his father’s conviction. If the human race was doomed, why should their faces be hidden when they executed The Reaping? Could it be that his father actually feared for this pride of two dozen? That, in the event his prophesy is proven wrong, these twenty-four would be responsible for grave mistakes the government would be unlikely to ignore? For now, the idea of them was entertainment. Soon, it would be fear. And yet, no one would be touched who did not ask to be chosen.
Daniel hated that one of these masks fit his own face. He didn’t want this role. He didn’t want to participate in what it meant: the gathering, the reaping, the peopling of an empire—kidnapping when it came right down to it. It was “the after” that he felt excited about. If his father was right, his future meant unlimited time for art, recreating the masters, existing in a studio of endless projects. He would never grow tired of van Gogh and Anguissola and Caravaggio. Rockwell would be fun. Even Banksy—though he was going to save that one until at least a year in—the lion one (obviously)—to remind himself that being in the lion’s den didn’t mean the sun wouldn’t rise again one day. Already, a near perfect Monet sat on his easel, the canvas the exact size of the original, the precise touches of paint so true that even an expert would struggle to know it was, in fact, a reproduction.
He touched Moriah’s mask, the third one, and he hated that it fit the face of his sister, his twin—though they looked nothing alike, she being small and scrappy, him being tall and dark and introspective. As he returned from his studies in Italy, she returned from Montreal with a law degree. Both groomed with purpose from the moment of their first steps which were, incidentally, twenty-two minutes apart, his sister leading the way even though she was born twelve minutes after him: Daniel steered towards creativity, she towards academia.
He looked out the studio window to the town square as he washed his brushes in the stainless steel sink he had insisted upon when he was invited to provide input on the blueprints. The view was beautiful and calm. He could see bees amongst the flowers near the fountain which meant the ecosystem was settling. A worker was installing irrigation lines along garden rows way out in the back field. He thought of Camilla, his sundress-wearing lover who warmed him through two Italian winters before she left him for a teaching job in Sweden. The view here would have been brighter had she been out there wandering barefoot in the perpetual summer. In his heart he knew he would never see her again. His long fingers ached to paint her memory into the Monet, but that would be veering from the course, and his father was a focused and unartistic—though wildly visionary—driver. His sigh hit the window, making a little grey patch against the air-conditioned pane that dispersed like the hem of Camilla’s skirt swinging around a corner as she disappeared from view on that day nearly ten months ago. Sunlight beamed through the glass-like bubble that contained this little forever-world. I’m going to miss that, he thought. If my father is right.

      [image: ]The ruins of Rabbit Mountain Mine lay nearly ten kilometres southwest of the old Stanley station on the Canadian National railway, a line that had been closed for some time. Once only accessible by wagon, stripped back to receive large trucks in later years, and then overgrown when the mine was finally shut down for good, Rajiv had employed a crew to make the mine road passible once again.
When silver was discovered in 1882, the mine was worked by shafts, levels, and cross-cuts which extended along the main vein system for 370 feet. In a drift-covered valley, trending northeast between cliffs, the mine slowly returned to nature until Rajiv did an intensive clear-out of rock and trees, resulting in a massive expanse of empty space that butted up against the main mine entrance. It took a full year and eight million dollars to truck in the over half a million cubic yards of the top soil required. And because the local infrastructure couldn’t support his endeavour, he first had to purchase the trucks, hire his own drivers, and make arrangements to have additional top soil brought into Thunder Bay from all over Canada via the railway. It was only then, with bits of Cape Breton and Saskatchewan and the Yukon all coming together to form the foundation of his new world, that construction began on the dome.
Thunder Bay burst to life as it hadn’t seen since before the second world war as tradespeople moved from all over the country, following up on Mr. Noah’s promise of secure work and high wages. The economy exploded, a beautiful school was built, a couple chic new coffee shops opened as well as new restaurants and a huge apartment complex by the water. Even an indoor skydiving experience opened its doors. The homeless population was served as Rajiv himself approached people on the street, offering them jobs and lodging in the dormitory he’d erected outside the mine. He employed social workers and counsellors and a full-time cook staff who kept the cafeteria—built beside the dorms—pumping out three hearty meals a day that mine staff did not have to pay for.
He erected thick walls around his compound, barbed wire, cameras, electricity pumping through cables both below ground and above. Gothic metal gates, heavy as the mountain itself, offered the only entrance to the otherwise impenetrable fortress. At the apex of the arch, just like in the setting of a horror movie asylum, EDEN was formed of metal into the design of the gates; at the centre, where the gates met, a lion reared its head, its eye shaped like a keyhole though there was no key that could ever open such gates. They were powered by something much more than the turn of a screw. Each morning, the gates opened to allow the workers to enter. Each evening they closed. It was dramatic in the way of a Roald Dahl story. When asked why he chose Canada, Rajiv said it was because few other places offered such space. “The mountain will shield me, the mines will protect me, the north already knows about fire and ice.”
After the main building was completed—an imposing structure of white brick and white pillars not unlike the American White House—Rajiv oversaw the construction of his town. He was the god of this place—this Eden. “Let there be homes,” he said. And there were homes. “Let there be grass planted and vegetables grown.” And there was grass planted and vegetables grown. “Let there be an algorithm designed to tell me who the two hundred most deserving and practical souls are who should be brought into my home and nurtured into the first generation of a brand new earth.” And so it began.
In his one and only television interview after he broke ground, streamed from within the newly constructed mansion because he didn’t want to leave his complex, nor would he allow any outsider to come in, he announced his plan to an eager world:
“Death is coming. Three years from now the world will be smouldering ashes and I will be here, untouched. Myself and the few souls I deem fit to relaunch the new era of human history will be safe. I am building a fortress that will withstand every conceivable assault.”
“Why do you believe the world is ending?” the nervous satellite interviewer asked.
“When a lion smells the smoke that will destroy his home, does he lie down and wait for the flames? Of course not! He gathers his pride and he sees them to safety. I am the King of the Beasts. I have smelled the smoke. I will watch you die.”
Melodramatic Noah Postulates Within His Ark, read the headlines the next morning.
“Is your plan to hide in the mountain, when whatever is coming comes? We’ve studied the old maps. We know you’re building your ‘kingdom’ by the opening of a retired mine.”
Rajiv’s lips turned up and his eyes reflected a merriment that the topic did not invite. “I’ve never tried to be secretive about this location. My plan is not for you. This world will end. All you see before you will be stripped away. Only the righteous will survive.”
“And you would call yourself righteous? The man who tried to build a platform on the eradication of borders, the man who championed a world-wide Kingship that would put you above the influence and veto power of every worldly power? The man who totes communism as if it’s a white flag? Surely you must have known you would be laughed from your campaigning perch?”
Rajiv leaned back in his seat, a smirk bringing a touch of ironic glee to his features. “And yet you, sir, are a subscriber to the very thing you mock right now.”
Caught, the interviewer paused.
“I had my team check. Just to satisfy my own curiosity. And there you were. In fact, you’ve been a subscriber for more than a year, haven’t you?”
The interviewer cleared his throat. “Research,” he claimed, but his voice betrayed his embarrassment.
“The divinity of my vision makes me insusceptible to your ignorance,” Rajiv said. “Have you touched a flame before, sir? Have you felt it burn your flesh? The day will come when you will know its kiss with an intimacy that will destroy you. You will know, in an instant, that I was right. I will be your final thought. I will have your final breath. You will bang on my gates as I tuck myself within my cocoon. You will be devoured by the vanity of your disbelief, and I will emerge, spread my wings, and father a new earth. The last breath of this existing world will be the first breath of mine.”
A year after that interview, construction on the dome began. No one seemed to know what it was made of. It was impossibly thick but clear. “Double paned,” he released in a newsletter. “Fused silica panes on the exterior and tempered alumino-sillicate glass on the interior. This dome would survive an atmospheric reentry.” People speculated that the seams were somehow a conduit for collecting sunlight from the panels, channelling it into a power source hidden somewhere within the walls. When completed, it seemed to onlookers like a massive bubble sitting atop an impenetrable wall, entombing a stretch of land as large as a small town. The gates faced the sunrise, the mountain pushed into the west, and concrete silos were erected on the southwest and northwest, rising out of the mountain like grey, sinister pimples. “Secondary protocols” was all anyone was told, though cameras caught some massive mining equipment disappearing beyond the gates and reporters theorized the mine beneath the dome was being expanded even further. And though this didn’t satisfy the question of the silos, the world assumed the two were connected.
The initial tests were televised. The bombs weren’t nuclear, but they each had a projected blast radius of three city blocks. Rajiv ordered four dropped against the outer perimeter. His own people filmed him from the inside, standing calmly in the centre square of Eden, arms hanging loosely at his side, head tilted back, eyes squinting in the sunlight as he watched the fighter jets approach. Not a bead of sweat. Not a hint of doubt. There was a peace about him that rattled the non-believers.
He lifted a com piece and spoke into it with rich confidence. “Three, two, one, release.”
The jets veered off as they dropped their packages. Beyond the Eden bubble, drones hovered, waiting to capture the blast, kamikaze victims on the brink of their own destruction.
It was awesome. The explosion was deafening and so bright even Rajiv had to shield his eyes. The mountain trembled and rocks fell from great heights, slamming off the glasslike surface, never leaving so much as a crack. Not even a scratch. Flames licked against it, yet still it stood.
Rajiv spoke through the falling dust, streaming his reaction out to an eager world. “My faith is in vision and in science. One does not exist without the other. This could be your future. This could be your home. I would welcome you as my child. Watch your mail. Drink the nectar of salvation. It is your RSVP to the big dance.”
It was an hour until the dust settled enough to see beyond. What had been a lush, green landscape was reduced to ash and craters. It looked like the surface of an uninhabitable planet. The dorms that once held
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