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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.

      

        

      
        ~ Notes from NEXT

      

      

      In Book One of AFTER Life, Emergency Task Force Officer Daniel Harmon was part of the team sent to secure Echidna Biosystems (also known as the Box), a research laboratory in downtown Toronto. There he encountered Dr. Hamish Allen, a scientist bent on destroying a mind altering bio-weapon. Daniel’s mission failed. The nanotech was released on the city and Toronto is falling to a disease like no other.

      Daniel has become a zombie and, worse, he remains aware of his violent actions, unable to control his raging cannibalistic urges. If unchecked, the nano Artificial Intelligence will spread to everyone’s brain. Yes, even yours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTER LIFE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          P U R G A T O R Y

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPISODE 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “The rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the works of their hands …”
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        In this prison we call home,

        every heart will turn to stone.

        These cages of flesh and bone,

        rise in heat,

        burn fast

        and too quickly cool.

        Not much mercy, more the fool.

        Let out a brave laugh.

        Untether your tears.

        We are only more than we appear

        when we grow larger

        than each fear.

      

      

      

      DANIEL

      I fed on the guard’s body first. I’d seen the movie in which a bunch of soccer players resorted to cannibalism in the mountains. This wasn’t like that. It was as if I were watching a very realistic and gory video game from the first person perspective. Something else was at the controls. The weaponized brain parasites wriggled in my brain, taking over and telling my body what to do. I was no longer Daniel Harmon, Emergency Task Force officer. Unfortunately, I wasn’t the dead variety of zombie, either. My actions were no longer my own.

      I watched as I yanked the clothes of the dead aside to get at the meat. I dove for the soft parts first: the throat and abdomen. Ears are chewy and tough. It’s easier to tear meat from the finger bones than I would have thought.

      I wanted to throw up but I couldn’t. My revulsion was alive but my objections remained intellectual and unheard. I would have screamed if I could. Instead, I ate and, despite the gore and my disgust, my body was ravenous.

      Someone told me once that if you don’t stop a dog from feeding, they’ll simply keep eating until they die (like what happens with people, but quicker.) That’s how it was with me, feeding off the carcasses on Level 1 of the Box.

      I was not totally divorced from my body. That was the confusing part. I could feel everything but I could not change anything. I felt no desire for my grisly meal but I did taste every wet morsel. I couldn’t vomit. Instead, I could chew hungrily. To a starving man, a spleen is the same as Black Forest cake. A casual bystander would surely conclude I was enjoying myself.

      As if in the thrall of some strange drug, I felt stronger with every bite. Energy pulsed through me. My skin tingled and my muscles felt full, cranked high with kinetic potential like tight steel springs. I moved with an ease that made me feel I’d finally be a threat on the basketball court. If only zombies played basketball.

      I heard screams from far away, up the ramp and out in the sunshine. I was curious about what was going on in Toronto’s streets. I guess my brain parasites were interested, too. I lifted my head from the large woman before me, leapt to my feet, and ran up the ramp.

      I didn’t kill the woman or the security guard I ate, I thought. Someone else had murdered them. The next murdered meal is on me. So far, my crime was “committing an indignity to a dead person.”

      I knew a cop who had arrested a naked sicko in a cemetery on that charge. Now I’d join the ranks of the sickos. Whatever was in control of my body wasn’t a person I could argue with. I didn’t receive a message or hear a voice. I sensed no ghostly presence. I ran, working on automatic, empty of volition. It is a curious thing to be carried along on a wave. I felt like a passenger and the thing that was controlling my body was a hit and run driver.

      As I emerged from the Box and onto the downtown street, I guessed what the brain parasites wanted: live prey, fresh meat. The robotic brain parasites infesting my skull wanted to chase someone. The zombies in the Box acted like wolves and I was a member of the pack.

      To my left, the ETF’s biohazard isolation truck was parked on the curb. The engine was still running. To my right, executed bodies lay in a line, bloodied and still. Beyond those dead lay many more.

      And there were people like me. The infested were on their hands and knees, bending to their awful work, ripping, tearing and chewing. Downtown Toronto was a war zone. The humans had already lost the battle and the infection was spreading fast.

      No, I’d been told infection was wrong. Hamish preferred infestation. A super parasite powered by microscopic robots was an infestation. Or maybe it was more accurate to say zombies had infested Toronto. Did that distinction really matter now? Not to me and not to the parasites. They only wanted to feed and reproduce.

      So this is how the world ends, I thought. When the aliens finally came down to Earth to check us out, they’d find a bunch of carnivorous apes that once wore clothes.

      But what would come after that? Would the zombies form tribes or herds? What would happen after the food ran out? By food, I mean the kind of meal who runs around screaming in terror and used to have dreams of owning a cottage by a lake. Would zombies end up devouring each other? Probably. Brain parasites weren’t worried about contributing to a healthy human future where we could continue to enjoy trenchant HBO dramas and share amusing cat memes on Facebook.

      Then I spotted her across the street: My prey was a woman clothed in a torn blue uniform. She wore a gas mask. She carried a riot shield and a police baton. The mask obscured all her features except her hair, frizzy and matted with sweat. She must have lost her helmet.

      I willed my body not to join the hunt. I didn’t want to go after her, to climb on her back and smash her to the street, to feed. They say that if you don’t want a wild animal to chase you down, don’t run. That didn’t matter. I would have gone after her even if she managed a casual stroll, I’m sure.

      I experienced bodily ecstasy on par with orgasm as I sprinted after my intended victim. I’d never taken PCP, but maybe that experience would be similar. It felt that good to run, to stretch out into long loping strides. I’d never run so fast or hated myself more. I may as well have been shouting down a well for all the good my silent screams did.

      She headed for the isolation truck. Powerless to stop myself, I sprinted so hard the air pumping through my lungs felt like an ice cold drink of water on a hot day. Blood thrummed in my ears. I drooled in anticipation.

      The woman saw me coming, climbed in the back, and yanked the door to the isolation truck shut behind her. Trucks meant to contain hazardous materials don’t lock from the inside. We lock in the threats from the outside. I grabbed the handle, threw the door open and leaped in. When I played basketball, my vertical was never this strong. I bashed into her riot shield and kept pushing to slam my victim into the compartment wall. The truck rocked beneath us as I struggled to get past the shield.

      That’s it! Keep that shield up! Keep it between us! I’m on your side! I’m so sorry about this. I’m not driving my own bus here. I’m so sorry!

      But I was sure that, in the end, I’d kill her.
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      CHLOE

      

      I wandered through the milling crowd with a bottle of wine. The plan was to take this opportunity to meet the movers and shakers at the bio-cyber symposium. It was easier to have something to do instead of hanging out alone waiting for people to come to me.

      Then a thin guy in a ridiculously shiny suit called out to me, “Wine girl? Oh, wine girl!”

      I stiffened and slapped on a smile before turning to face him. He sat at the edge of the party with a large man in a cheap, ill-fitting suit. “My name is Chloe, actually! Chloe Robinson!”

      “Chloe Actually! C’mere!” He raised his empty glass higher and jiggled it back and forth as if he was ringing a little bell. “I prefer ‘wine girl!’”

      Moron. I knew trying to be social was a shitty idea.

      Thomas Dill, my boss, had told me that mingling with people after the afternoon session on medical applications for nanotech would be good for me and the company. “Make more connections. Meet more people than you would just standing around.”

      “I do some of my best thinking when I’m ‘just standing around,’” I objected. “Besides, they’ll see me as a waitress. I was a waitress in university and hated it. That’s why I’m here, to get away from drunks pinching my ass.”

      “No one will pinch your ass. I’m simply suggesting you find a way to be a little more … approachable. You know … friendly.”

      “I am friendly.”

      “You’re intimidating.”

      “If they’re intimidated, that sounds like an Other People Problem.”

      “You run your own lab,” Thomas said, “but connecting with colleagues and clients is part of the job, too.”

      “People aren’t my forte. I’d rather just climb into a box and think for a few years.”

      “You’re the youngest woman to ever hold your position at this company. Your role carries responsibilities — ”

      “Sounds to me like you should have promoted other young women a long time ago, then.”

      Thomas let out a long-suffering sigh. “A little flexibility and gratitude thrown my way would not be amiss, don’t you think?”

      “Gratitude? I produce results. It’s an exchange. I bring a lot to the table. Yours is a suspicious proposition, Thomas.”

      “I don’t mean to say I’m proposing — ”

      “Propositioning.”

      “Maybe you missed your calling as a lawyer, Chloe.”

      “If you’re accusing me of being argumentative, it’s only because you’re giving me something I have to contend with.”

      Thomas cleared his throat and began again, “I flew you to Aruba with the best of intentions. I’m hoping to forge alliances and develop new accounts so — ”

      “The conference is shit, Thomas, but I am looking forward to hearing the Foo Fighters play. I saw a clip of Dave Grohl online doing an excellent Christopher Walken impression. Have you seen that? Grohl is the man! He’s amazing.”

      “Why exactly is this multimillion dollar conference shit?”

      “It’s July in Aruba so it’s hot as balls. I should be onstage talking about how my division is developing AI to optimize human hormonal performance. Instead, all these venture capitalists seem to be interested in is weapons development. These guys will be on their deathbed fretting about Islamic extremists while they die of prostate cancer. My work might cure that someday. I don’t think there will ever be a cure for terrorism.”

      “Okay, okay.” Thomas gave a smile that was supposed to placate me. “What you don’t seem to understand is our weapons division funds your research.”

      “Short-term, long-term, I get the math. I’m good at cost-benefit analyses. It’s what tells me I should be back at the lab instead of mixing with the fancy people.”

      “You’re making me wish you were back at the lab. This is an opportunity to network. You want to talk to other researchers but it’s the people with the purse strings you need to court first.”

      “Courting. That’s an interesting turn of phrase.”

      “These are important people, Chloe.”

      “Like the guy from Dubai — Mr. Tarkasian? He’s the one who asked if I was sleeping with you.”

      “Oh? What did you tell him?”

      “I told him what I told you on that subject, Thomas.”

      “Ah. A hard no.”

      “I found it easy to say no.”

      “Ouch. What did Tarkasian say?”

      “He asked if I was brought along to accommodate new customers.”

      “Accommodate? Meaning?”

      “You know what he meant. I told him the tech I’m working on could save his life but I’d rather watch him die.”

      “Chloe! Jesus!”

      “I came here to work and to dance to The Pretender. No time for assholes.”

      “I should have left you in your lab. You could have listened to Foo Fighters on Spotify.”

      When he invited me to the Aruba conference, Thomas told me a bright light from every department would be attending. In the end, I was the only woman on the company jet and I only saw a couple of other department heads. The situation didn’t sit well but I’d dealt with this sort of thing before. The head of Human Resources was on my speed dial if the flirting leveled up to anything I considered dangerous. My work was valuable to the company and I wasn’t afraid to speak up. Thomas knew not to push me too far. They didn’t want to lose my input and they definitely didn’t want a lawsuit.

      “Wine girl!”

      Which brings me back to the thin guy in the shiny suit.

      “Where’ve you been all my life, wine girl? I’m thirsty!”

      “Chloe Robinson, with Prometheus Rembrandt BioSystems,” I said.

      “Prometheus Rembrandt. Heh. When companies merge, the juxtapositions can really come out ridiculous, can’t they?”

      “Do you want white wine?” I asked.

      “White, yes.”

      I hefted the bottle. “That’s a tragedy, I’ve only got red.”

      “You’ll find a bottle of white over by the bar, honey.” He brayed and looked to his silent companion. The large moon faced man was probably worth a billion but dressed like a flood victim. Though he was deep into middle age, his cheeks were marred with acne. I felt sorry for him. He wore a tragically lopsided toupee and I guessed he had no friends to tell him the truth about his artificial hair.

      The big man glanced up at me a second. Our eyes met and he looked away quickly. I suddenly liked him quite a bit. He seemed to have the good sense to be embarrassed by his companion.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then I sat beside the man in the shiny suit. “What’s your name, ‘honey?’” I asked.

      “A name you should already know. My company does enough business with yours — ”

      “Uh-huh. I guess you’re not as famous as you think.”

      It was his turn to stiffen. “We are one of your company’s best customers. Why don’t you go fetch me that drink and we’ll talk about it?”

      I was furious, of course. My rage was made worse because Thomas appeared before I had a chance to call the man out on his shenanigans. My boss did not look pleased but I gave him a bright smile. I could afford to be sassy. AFTER was the next generation of technology that could save the world. I didn’t understand then how urgently the world needed saving.
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      DANIEL

      
      I watched as my left hand curled around the top of the riot shield. The cop smashed my fingers with her baton. It hurt, but not as much as it should have. I tried again, faster. She attempted to smash my fingers but I was too quick for her the second time. I wrenched the shield away. She pulled the pistol from her holster and almost managed to point it at my gut. I slapped the Glock 22 out of her hand before she could pull the trigger.

      I wondered what she would taste like. Had she showered recently? What if she had hepatitis or lyme disease? Would I contract it, too? If the microscopic parasites were airborne, how many people would get the disease? Would I eat her or would I bite her to make her like me? The world had changed in the space of an hour and a half. What were the new rules?

      My right hand flashed out and grabbed my victim by the throat. She struck my elbow with the baton and it stung badly, as if a thousand bees buzzed up my arm.

      I lunged, jaws snapping, and she recoiled with such force that she bashed her own head against the wall. She didn’t drop the baton but her grip loosened enough that prying the weapon from her fingers was no more difficult than taking a stick from a determined child.

      I had her. All I had to do was grab her throat again and close my fist. Then I would feed. I would feed the parasites running my brain and, if I concentrated really hard, maybe I could mouth the word sorry between bites.

      She dropped to the truck’s floor and I followed to bring my weight down, intent on pinning her. I would have killed her then but she still wore the gas mask. To my surprise, she reached for a can of mace that had been ready on the floor. She sprayed me in the face and I reeled back just as I spotted two more cops climbing into the back, riot shields held high, bearing down on me.

      Two darts pierced my chest. Taser. All my muscles stiffened in torturous spasms. I fell to the deck. My fellow officers began to beat me down. Good for them.

      The pain was bad. I waited patiently for the feeling that I was beginning to go away. It did not come quickly or easily. They hit me across the back, butt and legs too much and not enough in the head. They grunted with the effort, swinging their batons hard. I lived, impatient to die.

      Someone’s knee came down on the back of my neck. As I stared out the back of the truck I saw someone in a silver asbestos suit shooting a thirty-foot arm of fire from a flamethrower. Joint Task Force 2 must have arrived to incinerate the bodies in the street, torching the evidence of how the world began to end. As the man with the flamethrower burned the bodies, a sickly sweet smell permeated the air. The bad smell came from burnt hair. The sweet smell wafted up from the cooking bodies. Cannibals didn’t care if their meals were raw or cooked, but the smell and noise might attract more zombies back to the epicenter of the outbreak.

      I saw an amazing thing then. Startled, the man with the flamethrower looked up as a cannibal ran straight at him. It was a young woman, tall and athletic. By the way she pumped her arms as she sprinted, I had the feeling that she might have been a track star. Muscle memory is strong.

      The guy with the flamethrower turned his weapon on his attacker. From ten feet out, she caught the flames straight in the face. The first thing a flamethrower does is burn off oxygen. The victim burns second. First, they asphyxiate. The woman had enough air to scream and leap.

      I watched her attack unfold as if watching a movie in slow motion. Her scream echoed around the canyon formed by the office building. Her clothes were on fire and burning off her body. The arc of her leap put her above the flame. The man was too slow to react. In a movement as graceful as any Olympic athlete, she crashed into him with both feet to his chest.

      He stumbled back and fell over a corpse. She was still burning as she ripped the hood from his head and tore through the thin skin of his throat and into the carotid. She only went down when someone shot her with a heavy calibre machine gun.

      Seeing it all in slow motion, I had time to watch and think. I noticed the moment the hunter became the hunted. I felt the defiance in the scream of the attacker. That was not pain or anguish in her voice. That was a war cry full of power. There was something incongruous, a nuance I never would have sensed before. The cannibal’s attack was a noble failure, so visceral and wild in its abandon. On the force, we always dehumanized our enemies. Here, in diseased attackers who were already barely human, I felt something new stir in me. For the first time I touched the possibility of respecting an enemy.

      The harsh bite of steel cut into my wrists. I heard the ratcheting click of handcuffs secured far too tightly. The beating continued. I closed my eyes and accepted my punishment gratefully. I’d failed my mission. I deserved this.

      Soon I’ll lapse into unconsciousness. Then I’ll be dead for real. Thank you.

      This is not the apocalypse anyone expected. Endings are tricky that way. Every civilization stumbles, teeters and falls to ashes, dust and ruin. Everyone and everything falls out of memory. The surprise is that we are at all surprised.

      Darkness enveloped me. This is death, I thought. It’s
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include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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