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For Tana.



The Future is a Dark Place




I danced along a silver line with the devil by my side.

I came down like lightning from the sunless sky.

I did something only just human without being just:

I took lives within the blink of my eye.




The problem began long ago. In fits and starts it existed as long as history had recorded the shuddering progress of mankind. The arrogance of self-awareness was a blessing that had been preordained to become a curse, and from it grew a natural propensity toward hubris. It was almost inevitable that what shone brightly would die in blackness brought about not by nature, or any understanding of nature, but by way of simple, almost pure, ignorance. Never was a species more capable of closing its eyes than mankind. Never was a species more capable of self-delusion.

Early in the history of men an assumption was made that because mankind was progressive there would always be an option to progress beyond the natural constraints of the world. Any assumption, once made, either falls by its fallacies or is shored up by successes that may have no essential relationship to the actual faults behind the assumption. People tend not to question successes, and seldom do they perceive the underlying problems that grow when a bad assumption remains untested for too long. The signs of failures may be obvious, and the outcomes clear, but until a breaking point is reached the actual causes often remain mysterious to the people who have to suddenly change, who have to survive the newness that comes when reality imposes itself on the misunderstandings of human beings. Without slow change the stress of what is wrong eventually reaches an overwhelming boundary, and the constraints suddenly become a reality that diminishes hope. The imposition of reality is punishing even for the prepared, and destructive to all others.

In the nineteen-nineties there were riots in civilised places; violence was widespread; it was going to get worse, but no one feared it because it was really nothing new. The precise cause for fear could have been easily found in the history of civilisation, because everything was written in the past a hundred times over, but history, as retold by those with a desire to retain what they had taken, made complacency easy. Men who were thought wise expressed the obvious: the world had always been full of violence, and this was just the way it was, no better or worse than it ever had been. This observation was a small truth that clouded a larger truth, clouded the reality of what was taking hold, because in the excuse of life always having been so the beginning of the end was not recognised as the faint initial presentation of a trigger waiting to be pulled by a crisis.

In those early years it might have been possible to curb the trend that was becoming a threat, but the problem was ignored in favour of progress. Embedded in that progress were the seeds of the destruction assured by a selfish disregard for objective truth. Faith in technology was a sap to the masses of lazy minds that were consistently distracted from assessing why the life they led remained as fragile as the lives led by the first faltering humans who has crawled out of the morass all those millennia ago.

People were the problem, but successive generations divested responsibility in favour of self-gratification. It was always easy to blame the dead, and preach to the unborn about such civil ideas as conservation, reclamation of the environment, and responsible consumption. The problem with preaching to the unborn though is that they will be born, and when they are born the request that they live a lesser life is contrary to self-preservation. Guilt also drives those who preach to preach to others, not to themselves and not to their tribe of choice, whether it be their family or their nation. Guilt and lies collapse the better part of humanity beneath an imperative – survive and proposer at any expense.

In the early part of the twenty-first century the generation that made consumerism a religion suffered a conscience check, declared the environment a critical mess, and proceeded to make it the responsibility of their grandchildren to remedy the problems they had created. Globalism was a mantra of liberal minds, and, as the Far East industrialised itself, the opportunity for cheap goods overwhelmed all rational thought beyond that mantra. Yet, when a nation produces nothing of intrinsic value, all the while consuming goods and practising superficial global wealth redistribution in the name of humanitarianism, the nation betrays its own interests by developing a dependency on imports and deteriorating within where the soul of its foundation lies. Historically every fallen civilisation did the same, on different scales, and as the cycle repeated in modern times the right to rule shifted. Had a power shift accompanied the right to govern it might have been that what came to be would have been a better world, but just as those who preach cannot bear the truth they might tell, so too those with power cannot bear to surrender it to wisdom.

In two-thousand-nine when the first truly global financial meltdown struck a fairly mild recessionary cycle was presented as a terrifying threat, leveraging society for the benefit of the rich, who in turn did nothing to rectify the underlying cause of the human crisis. And the structural economic changes that they desired wrought a wicked toll on average workers. Public funds were absorbed by irresponsible wealthy dilettantes, leaving little in the way of a cushion for successive generations; and out of this massive market corruption developed a new form of democracy, where the idea of governance by polling was turned from a stuttering misstep into a high art. But then democracy did not have far to fall, because the freest nations were already autocracies. True democracy had died silently, given over to corporatism.

This global financial stutter could have been a wake up call, like the intermittent social violence of the early nineties, but reality could never compete with marketing, and massive bailouts without any real implementation of changes that might prevent a repeating cycle of entrenched greed was sold to the populace as necessity. All things necessary, from the environment to the very root of the future of all societies, were betrayed in the name of global financial stability. Corporatism was ingrained at that instant in a simplistic lie, retold enough to be accepted, which is that some entities were too big to fail. It would have been more truthful to say that those with power gave wealth to those who had given them power, but the mass of humankind might have resisted that gross indulgence.

Yet to claim the early days of the shift to globalism was the cause of what was to come also forfeits the truth, and to imply the financial crisis in the first decade of the twenty-first century was the pattern for the end of the world would, at best, be disingenuous. What really happened was what always happens when any civilisation convinces itself it can overcome a challenge. Change was averted for a while. It would have been easy to begin to change, to reach toward goals that might have mattered, but destiny was given away as the wealth was redistributed well enough to mask the most serious deficits of the societies involved. The wound in the civilisation of mankind was plastered over for a while longer, making the chronic weakness of a species more acute by the hour.

The generation that argued sacrifices must be made committed to this salvation not the privileges of their generation, but the privileges, the very lives, of their grandchildren. No, they could not salve the wounds they had struck into the heart of their civilisation, because their privilege was an entitlement. The responsibility for changing was to lie in the hands of the young, a generation or two raised to consume everything, to expect rapid gratification, and to live the way their parents taught them; a generation unequipped to surrender their future for the sake of those who would come long after them. And, brutally, this shift of responsibility was extended even to the unborn without a surrender of the authority that might have made the future brighter. The lies came fast and furious in the face of an aversion to real, fundamental change.

On the environmental front alone mankind was dooming itself with its propensity to place conscience above action. Failed presidential candidates and self-appointed ecological guardians preached about how those who had the most must do the most, and all the while those who had nothing destroyed all hope of recovery. The world’s largest national polluter eroded the gains made by the richest participants in the fight against climate change, and by twenty-fifteen the global temperature was on a track to rise an aggregate four degrees, a prediction scoffed at by many only two decades earlier. The weather shift was not universal, not even entirely global, but the fundamental seasonal shift destroyed the security of scarce resources. And it was not the promised global warming scenario that punished, but the shifting of seasonal normal to a degree where none could predict the environment well enough to flourish reliably. Always it was a scramble of technology against a reality that was changing as fast as the human race stood steadfast and unchanging.

But the problem never was environmental, and the economic impact of attempting to treat the environment merely crippled four of the world’s wealthiest post-industrial nations. Yes, climates changed, but the problem was not the change so much as the lack of change. People refused to make a significant change in individual behaviours that had long doomed the species.

The planet was never capable of sustaining ten billion savages.

By twenty-thirty-five the violence of nineties was nearly forgotten when the climate change created a political crisis in the heart of a new superpower in the east. China had pushed itself into a position of dominance in the world, and its environment suffered the fate expected whenever a vast population blindly grasps at economic success with a short-term view. Unspoiled potable water became a critical need, and the shortages led to a diplomatic spat when rivers from former Soviet territories were redirected. Protests from the west might have helped, but when the master acts the servant often quietly obeys. The dependency in the west on cheap products from the east created a vacuum of support for the northern Asian states. China went to war for water.

But to blame China for what happened to the world would be unfair. China went to war, but the history of the world was set long before that happened. They were a tipping point, and nothing more.

As the climate changed, not growing consistently warmer at all, but instead growing more unsettled, people became fed up with doomsday predictions. The aggregate changes were too small to motivate real concern in the majority, and the costs of addressing the changes were far too high for any sacrifices to be made gracefully. People believed technology would save them, as it always had, and when the most extreme effects of the changes became evident they simply turned away from science for explanations. It was always so. Whenever taking personal responsibility failed mankind the species resorted to blind faith, and in clawing toward faith dread fundamentalism became empowered. Fundamentalist faith betrays the silent, and the wise, because fundamentalism embodies the art of dismissal. Wisdom falls on the salted earth of fantasy and myth, and it is easy to shout down truth in favour of acceptance. Faith is a fickle friend though, for it relies upon deities being wiser than men. Maybe there was a God, but God never cared. Why would any deity care about a species with such a miserable sense of entitlement and such a poor record of applying its gifts?

When China went to war for water the northern Asian states were already suffering massive crop shortages that led to a weakening of their defensive capabilities. They begged help, and the west turned a blind eye to the actions in the east until it was too late. But, as it often has, the world creates its own heroes, and the demonised Islamic nations suddenly stood and defended many of the very people who had demonised them. And religious stupidity made an enemy of every god, because dependency on China for cheap goods was a prime excuse to allow the fundamental Christian right to send military aid to their friends in the east. Corporate government could never be humane, and what had begun in two-thousand-nine was a trend that was absolute by the year the real fight to survive had to begin. Corporatism was so deeply embedded that there was no voice left to decry the betrayal of all that was right in favour of the easy path to lay silver in the palms of those who had yet to suffer.

The rest was history, and was, as always, to be written by the winners…but for once there were no winners.

China mistook desperation as an echo for weakness of will. The northern Asian states, propped by Middle Eastern countries, fought bitterly until the United States sent their military machine into the heart of Islam and forced the rescuers to return to their own front. Finally, bereft of hope, a single state on the border of northern China resorted to an action that set the last world war into motion.

A forty megaton nuclear weapon detonated in northern China poisoned the very rivers where the disputed water came from, and with that act the Chinese government turned westward toward India for new supplies of the precious fluid. The two nations fell into an immediate conflict that cast the west into disarray. Basic goods suddenly became untenable because the poisoning from the bomb in China ruined supply chains and created a severe toxicity problem, and supplies from India became crippled as resources there were redirected toward an aggressor that had so recently been an ally. A billion souls at war could almost stop the inevitable turning of the world.

Anger became madness, and seventeen nuclear strikes in Asia drew Europe into a brief war with China, not to defend former allies, but because allowing the conflict to continue would certainly end the world. By then the rational leaders were gone, some dead and many more simply too blinded by rage to understand the internecine nature of this final conflict. Worldwide the bulk of politicians were neither irrational nor mad, but only what politicians always have been – self-serving and weak.

World War Three began and ended in seven weeks.

The bulk of the nuclear war was fought in northern Asia and Europe. Exchanging warheads for eleven days flattened Balkan and Mediterranean states, and sadly the first of the exchanges was, in the most pathetic sense of the term, a mistake. A battered platoon of soldiers in the Urals decided death by their own hands was better than a slow and brutal death at the hands of the Chinese. They formed a plot and overtook a weapons site, launching seven warheads that China mistook as coming from central Europe. China responded by launching nineteen at Europe’s heart. Europe struck back reflexively.

Two weeks into the war the war machines were no longer fighting for water or land, but simply to end the fight. Every latent aggressive inclination was boiling past logic. By then it was clear in the west that the critical failure to reign in the expansionist tendencies of the supplier of seventy percent of all durable goods had led to a crisis that had nothing to do with the massive radiation clouds sweeping around the globe. To feed six hundred million people without forty percent of the food supply available, with all imports from the east now gone, was simply impossible. The violence first seen in the nineties became a laughable prelude to what happened upon the sudden failure of supply chains, because human animals are governed by the need to eat – and starvation motivates the worst of the animal instincts that comprise mankind’s substrate.

By the time World War Three ended it was not because of a decisive military victory but because the aggressors had killed themselves. Ninety-two percent of all available nuclear devices in Asia and Europe had been expended, and the fallout devastated almost half the population. Those that remained were set upon by a series of influenza strains that mutated rapidly to kill eighty percent of the infected within two years; but it was an avian flu mutation that dealt the final blow. In the Middle East, ravaged by fallout, a strain that was never scientifically named took hold eight months after the last nuclear exchange. As people tried to escape it they managed to reach Africa, and the environmentally devastated African nations saw the disease spread so rapidly it overwhelmed them within five weeks.

Violence in the western world was growing, with water and food in critical shortage for the first eleven months after the war. By then domestic production was coming online, but then the problem of environmental damage came to the forefront. There was still hope, but it faltered when the first cases of a human crossover virus behaving not unlike Ebola were reported in Brazil. By the winter that followed the disease had spread into Central America, only stopped at the Mexican-American border when the might of the United States military created a killing zone that saw thirty-two million human beings massacred in a five mile wide belt at the northern end of Mexico. Cruel though it was it probably was a necessary choice – though by then it was also a hopeless gesture.

Five distinct strains of influenza, two avian mutations, and an Ebola-like virus began to ravage the confines of North America despite a virtual lock-down of all borders. Combined with relatively mild radiation sicknesses, and widespread immunodeficiency, the medical community was overwhelmed. The most stressed people died, and domestic food production began to falter. The world was ending, and religious fervour became an intrinsic part of the larger problems.

Two years and six days after the end of World War Three the North American Compact, the territories of the former United States and Canada, elected a governing body. The rest of the world was damned already, and by then there were no more refugees dying at borders. Recon passes at high altitudes confirmed that there seemed to be almost no survivors in Asia, Europe, South and Central America, or Africa. What few remained were poisoned, starving and beyond help – because all that remained to provide help was a Compact that was turning inward while violence burned cities and people desperately fought to live in a diminished and hungry state.

From the violence came a new brand of peace guard.

The Civil Guard was proposed and installed in seventeen months by the governing body of the North American Compact. The military units that had been guarding coasts remained, a shrinking human wall as their members died of sickness; and into the midst of surviving cities came paramilitary specialists that became known as Urban Recovery Divisions. Their primary objectives were to apply the strict letter of the law to quell urban unrest, to bring order from chaos so that some semblance of civilisation might survive the continuing decline. Their purpose was noble, to recover the civilisation at its densest core, but like all things noble it was a misguided gesture come far too late. And it was corrupted by the fact of its desperation.

Five months after the Urban Recovery Divisions became a reality, the strongest, brightest and best surviving men and women, often the youngest, were suddenly locked in a battle not to quell civil disobedience but to fight an unwinnable civil war. Their enemies were the military units that gave up useless posturing off coasts and decided to carve out something of their own. To bring order from this civil decline the Urban Recovery Divisions were given new powers. In defence of the laws of the land they were given the authority to enforce the law with lethal force. Oversight of their actions was implied, but the reality was they were given the powers of executioners.

One of the members of the governing body was a man whose name did survive into the future, as did his words on fateful winter day when the Urban Recovery Divisions new powers were tabled in the Assembly of the Compact. Alexander Lord, a respected member of the governing body, less of a politician than a true statesman, rose and said, “This is madness. Look into the eyes of the man next to you, and ask yourself if what you see there remains human. To abandon all hope and create a police state is madness. We are not headed to Armageddon; we have been living past it for years. If we pass these measures we will doom what little is left of the world.”

Alexander Lord was assassinated three days later by a man whose name was never known, and the measures passed unanimously under the guise of a bill encoded as the Urban Recovery Divisions Extension Services Bill. The civil wars ended in two years, and to ensure survival the governing body did what all autocracies do to remain in power: they suspended human rights and enforced a strict code of law, curbed population growth, and created a network of approved industrial centres to use what little technology remained to stay alive.

In a world shattered by war, famine, disease and violence there was nothing left to save mankind but for its vaunted technology, and perhaps technology really was the grace of mankind. And the human race survived even if technology could not ultimately save itself. Twenty-five years later the world was a ghost of itself, and people walked in it as spectres of a once great species, fallen far and faltering still.





Spring




The darkness fell like the veil of hate it was.

The world was boiling with rage and pain.

The sins of our forefathers betrayed us all at birth.

The future was washed away by the acid in the rain.




Razz stumbled along in the darkness of an empty city street. She was dressed in a short plaid skirt and ragged halter top. Over it she wore a blue windbreaker that had been patched so many times it was more patches than its original nylon fabric. Her feet were bare. Spots of blood showed on the inside of her thighs and on the back hem of her skirt, which, had anyone been around to look closely, would have been seen to be on backwards. Her face was swollen around her eye and cheek, and there were further traces of dried blood around her nose and brow. Her light brown eyes stared forward, unwavering and unaffected by the dark world around her. Something had happened to her, and the world didn’t care, but somewhere inside she still could. Despite a brutal life in a world that was nothing but a parade of despair she still cared enough to want the world, or someone in it, to place some value on her.

A scream, long and shrill, flared from the darkness behind her. It wasn’t a new sound, and she had heard screams in the night over the course of her entire life. The night swallowed the sound and returned to its impenetrable silence, but she expected the shriek would return. She waited for it, and for once she was disappointed. She would never know who had just died, or why, but that had been a final scream from someone who was probably not much different than she was. That she had the capacity to empathise with this nighttime stranger did her an unrecognised justice.

Chilly raindrops smacked her face and again roused her into movement, though she didn’t remember having stopped. Instinct drove her to survive, though part of her wanted to die. She had suffered, and a pointless life had become hopeless; she felt empty. Being dead couldn’t be worse. She wanted to die, but her body was begging for warmth and that survival instinct was powerful. Her body knew if she lived even a little longer the physical pain would fade, and maybe even the intensity of her emotions. Her body didn’t much care if she was heartbroken, or if she was shamed, or if she was desolate. The aspect of her that was a human machine wanted life to continue, and it had no patience for surrender. Her courage was at its core, but this was also an aspect of her unknown to the larger world.

There were dark buildings all around her; the city was a corpse, and ghosts were everywhere in its remains. For no discernible reason one of the larger buildings drew her to it, and she walked into it past a set of unlocked, partially open double-doors that had been boarded up so long ago the wood was long stolen away and the frames were empty. Inside the small foyer there were two more sets of double-doors, side to side, but they were impenetrable, securely shut against the weather and the creatures of the night. The glass there had also long been broken from the frames, so long ago that what remained of it on the floor was near enough dust as not to shred the soles of her bare feet; and that missing glass had been replaced by heavy sheets of plate steel that were welded in place. Across the plate steel was graffiti in blue paint that made the statement: Deth to all Hunters.

She turned and walked back into the storm. Her mind had imposed a death wish on her body. It was better to freeze to death than go on living in pain, with the shame of not being able to defend what little she had – herself. Mired in that grief she sat against the wall by the edge of the building and drew her knees to her chest. The rain was washing her body clean, but there was too much water to cleanse her soul. And her soul was fragile, too fragile to survive the deluge. Her heart was so heavy, drowning in tears no longer surfacing, she barely noticed the faintly acid tang of the rain soaking her body; but then the rain had always tasted acidic in her lifetime, and it was a harmless taint. Somewhere inside she knew it was also too warm for her to freeze to death, but she knew it was wet enough for her to catch the dead-cold. It would be a slow death, but not as painful or as slow as living.

The sound of tires pulled her from her daze and she rose. Again instinct was betraying her; she had been taught to run at night, and not ever to be seen. There was nowhere to go but the place she had just been, so she slipped back into the shelter of the foyer and crouched behind one of the bent outer doors. The boxy land rover that prowled past was uninterested in little girls who were hiding from the rain; uninterested in her pain, in her life, or in her death. Behind its windshield she saw only a shadow of the driver, and the wraith there chased away fragments of dreams she had already mostly surrendered. She had always been told of this wraith that his eyes were everywhere, and despite not caring about life she shivered. Her eyes, moist and bloodshot, roved to the graffiti sprayed across the steel-reinforced entryway: Deth to all Hunters.

She sat against the wall and stared at the locks beneath the letters. It took her a minute to convince herself she could pick them and get inside, where she would be dry and warm. She crawled to them and ran her fingers across the old locks; she was tired, and foolish, and mistaken – she had never picked a lock, and she had nothing to pick one with. Her fingertips traced them, maybe hoping for a miracle, but she was spared the warmth behind the doors. The three flame throwers rigged there, if triggered by the parting of the contact between the two halves of the door, would have immolated her. It was not the warmth that she was due, and in its own insignificant way the Universe was caring for one lonely, crumbling soul.

The rain had now become what it always became, a thick fog that swept the streets and clung to everything like a heavy wet blanket. What little spray there was now came down more as sheets of mist than drops, teasing with a promise of pure water, though what fell now remained undrinkable in its natural state. There was some purity in the world, but none of its wafted from down on high.

Razz left the building and walked along the street, pausing at the mouth of an alley when a trash can in it rattled. She was frightened by the clatter of metal, frozen in place. She hoped another monster was there, because a monster would end her life; but all she saw was a bored grey cat exit the can and leap onto a tangle of long-abandoned metal carts. There it paused, unhappy with its dampness despite having escaped the worst of the rain. It became her sole focus. For her it was, in that moment, something magical; a graceful and deadly predator that was content to be admired. To it the state of the world was of no importance at all. Like Razz it had never seen the old world, but unlike her it was satisfied with the new one – it had rats and mice to eat, and a warm place to hide. It studied her as she studied it, apparently unafraid and unaffected by her misery.

She followed it when it finally decided to prowl off down the alley, a feline shadow moving slowly near the base of the wall of the building where she had recently hidden from the passing wraith. At a partially collapsed fire escape it climbed upward three flights to where the stairs were gone, ending just below a twisting arrangement of strange exposed ducts with slits cut in the outside edges at irregular intervals. It leapt up into the open end of duct, and even after it was inside she saw it through gaps in the length of the pipe, ambling along with a casual indifference about whether she was watching. At a dogleg in the duct it paused, turned, and stared at her through a hole before it hopped to the next section and repeated its meandering walk. It repeated the dogleg change of direction for each section until it reached the end of the ducts where the pipe went through a bricked window into the building.

The cat was gone.

She took a step off the bottom step of the fire escape stairs. She had been following it without really thinking, but now she did and she considered the oddity of it. It was the first live cat she had ever seen, though they were not said to be uncommon, and she had wanted desperately to touch it. All she knew about them came from a thin picture book about a curious black kitten. The book had been her most treasured possession – her only possession – and it was gone forever. She had hidden it under a mattress at the shelter and would never see it again. There had been no time to retrieve her book. Her storybook was gone. She had never been taught to read or write well enough to do more than look at those faded pictures of the playful black kitten, but it was all she had owned and it was gone forever. With it went hope that anything in the world was better than the bleakness of life.

She sat on the bottom step, the rusted metal icy against the backs of her bare thighs. She gazed into the mist that was again becoming rain, her eyes dancing along the bricked windows of the exterior of the building, the fact they were all sealed making a vague impression on her, though she never finished the thought this awareness was trying to impart. She was too soon distracted by a mewling, and looked down to find a black kitten moving toward her feet, its phosphorous green eyes reflecting what little starlight made it to the earth from the angry heavens. It studied her, then shifted and clumsily began climbing the steps past her. She wanted to touch it, but it was so small, and so miserably wet she was afraid to harm it further than the rain had already done. She watched as it barely managed the gaps between the bent mesh steps of the fire escape, finally coming to the base of the pipe. It jumped and missed, fluffed itself, and sat with a patient expectation that somehow the welcoming duct might reach down and fetch it. Its dilemma reminded her of her hapless attempt to get into the same building past its sealed front doors.

There was still enviable innocence in Razz, and, despite her present disbelief of it, there was enough hope in her heart that she fleetingly believed the kitten in the pages of her lost book had come alive and followed her through the darkened streets to the dreary alley they were in. She wasn’t thinking, her childish fantasy governing her reflexes, when she climbed the stairs toward the kitten. The damp fog surrendered to rain again, lighter than before but no less depressing. At the landing by the end of the ducts she finally stopped, and the kitten mewled at her and came furiously toward her feet. It swished its small body against her legs with abandon, not yet thoroughly soaked and willing to deal with a human to avoid that disgraceful fate. Its crying was reminiscent of a baby’s, but indignant as only a cat could produce in defence of its righteous requirement that it always, always be in the right.

Gently, afraid to hurt such a fragile creature, she squatted and picked it up. It was unafraid and seemed glad when she tucked it up under the flap of her jacket. It knew she was incapable of harming anything so helpless, and it offered her the instinctive trust of a needy animal. No one had helped her when she was in need, but she had no cruelty in her. She took it to the duct and set it on the lip of the lowest pipe. It seemed pleased to be in the contraption, out of the rain that was now coming on harder, and it stared at her face as her tears came as hard as the rain. There wasn’t a sound attending her tears, which were rapidly losing definition in the rain. Standing and stepping away, she waved and whispered, “Good bye.” Her voice was empty, a mere apparition of a human voice, one not at all uncommon in the modern world.

She turned a half-step to go and the kitten cried, leaping down to pursue her. As it rubbed against her legs and purred loudly, now disregarding the rain, she paused and squatted again. Its lure was impossible to resist, and as she touched its head it arched its back and ran back and forth beneath her fingers. There was so little love in the world that affection showed by a stranger meant everything to the tired waif. The cat, its dignity severely damaged by the damp, was nonetheless convinced it deserved her attention, and it was willing to prostitute itself with a sense of strong entitlement overwhelming any possibility of further shame.

For a moment Razz was happy, and she smiled. She had a pretty smile despite her bruises, and like most human survivors she had good genetics that kept her teeth healthy with minimal care. She was resilient; all the living were. It was a sad fact that what remained of humanity was strangely much stronger than the larger human race that had brought itself so low.

The kitten was pleased to get a smile, and so ran to the pipe and this time hopped into it successfully. It turned and fell to its side, rolling and slapping playfully at drips coming from the edge of the rim above. Razz approached and it wrestled her fingers as she scratched its chest, purring to beat the rain and a distant peal of thunder.

With sudden feline grace it twisted and regained its feet, fled into the pipe, and leapt up to the next level out of sight.

Razz set her hand on the mouth of the pipe, her smile lingering. The world was empty again, but for the rain, the thunder, and the stagnant smell of a dead and dying city. Her smile washed away and she turned to look over the landing she was on. If she jumped she would die and the hurting would forever be gone. Intent on finishing the world’s work, she took a halting step to the nearest collapsing rail.

The kitten stopped her. From somewhere in the pipe it cried, drawing her eyes along the tight passage to the end of the first section. It was peering down over the edge, its tiny emerald eyes steady and unblinking. It cried again and she thought of her book, of that faded paper with its unread words. Gone. Yet, a few feet away a kitten, a living kitten, was gazing at her with a curious expression of bemused concern. The book was gone, but the living memory of it was only just beyond reach.

The duct was securely bolted to the wall, sturdier even than the fire escape. She leaned and crawled into the pipe, though she was only a few feet in when she became certain it was too narrow a passage for her. She would never reach the kitten. The pipe was too narrow and the turn ahead was too sharp. She tried to slide back out and discovered then how truly cramped she was. She was stuck, unable to generate leverage with her arms that would offset the distance she had come into the duct-work.

The kitten was wondering why a human was trying to crawl up the cat pipe, but was more curious than alarmed. It lay down and watched her squirming, vaguely aware she was a girl because it had seen pictures of female humans, though her gender was irrelevant to its perception of these savages. Even had it any sense of the separation of human genders it would have been disinterested; it paid little heed to information contained in pictures, because pictures were no threat, and it had already grown enough to wisely focus its memories on threats. Useless memories were a human curse. For the moment the kitten was content to wonder at how bizarre was the behaviour of this human intruder. What was she crawling up a cat pipe for? What curious behaviour for something that belonged in a flat picture.

Razz could see the kitten’s eyes. Without them to judge distance she might never have reached to the turn it was sitting on. Doing so allowed her to pull herself forward, which was somehow preferable to staying stuck in one place, though she wasn’t presently conscious of any compulsion to move or to survive.

Her momentum alarmed the cat and it fell back to the next turn to watch her progress, thinking her clever but inordinately clumsy and certainly stupid.

In the elbow bend now, she sat and found enough light to just make out the shadow of the curious kitten at the next turn. It looked comfortable, with its head cocked to one side as if to ask why she was stuck in its pipe. It hovered there and its silhouette gave her a goal, something to follow even if unconsciously.

The process of advance and retreat continued until the last turn. There Razz ended her journey, stuck in an awkward position, unable to see anything more because of the absence of even feeble starlight. The smell of wet kitten was all she had, and that smell, combined with the stagnancy of the air, made her cough.

A pair of green eyes blinked suddenly from ahead at the corner where the pipe led in past the bricked exterior of the building. The eyes blinked again and the kitten stepped toward her cautiously. She did nothing, still and silent, and so it turned with a triumphant air and retreated indifferently to the last corner. It was relaxed because it knew the truth: The silly human was stuck. Though there was no malice in its mind, it considered getting stuck served her right for being foolish enough to have crawled into a cat pipe in the first place.

Being so near the last turn made Razz try harder to move further, though her conscious mind, and her unconscious, saw little value in the effort beyond maintaining momentum. The twist she was in was the hardest yet because of how her legs were positioned. She was sitting in the elbow joint, facing the last section. She would have to twist most unnaturally to avoid breaking her legs. There wasn’t enough duct before her to allow her to crawl on her belly, and then twist at the waist to enter the building.

An orange tomcat, easier to see in the darkness than the black kitten, exited the building proper and froze. It hissed, ears instantly back, and then growled lowly before retreating out of sight. It was less trusting than the kitten that was still watching her, the tomcat’s experience of humans having taught it to expect the worst of them. It discerned this building was one of the few safe places for its kind, and the idea that an unknown human was invading the sanctuary disturbed its sense of moral pre-eminence.

Razz could feel progressive cramps in her arms and legs, and knew she had to move soon if she could move at all. By waiting any longer she would be trapped forever in the pipe. For the sake of the cats, believing by dying there she would trap them, her body and mind agreed she had to move out of their tunnel. She reached toward the hole in the bricked window, fingers straining. And now she was stretched lengthwise in both sections at the turn. She bent her chin to her chest and stretched her fingers out farther. Two caught a spike she hadn’t even seen, and she pulled herself forward using it. A sudden sharp ache in the backs of her knees made her stop and she twisted awkwardly at her waist. The joint edge of the elbow section and the straight pipe above slit her side and she gasped, her heart surrendering hope. But by then she was around the turn, free of the pain in her legs, and able to pull on the spike until she got far enough into the last section to lie on her back, her feet now on the bottom of the bend she had been sitting in. Her skirt had been dragged down farther, snagged on the edge of the turn. She could feel blood warming her skin where she had scratched her backside, suffering a long shallow incision from the middle of her back to the bottom of her left buttock. It hurt, but it was a dullness compared to the torture she had endured earlier. Spent, though, she closed her eyes and tried not to sob aloud.

The kitten was wary now, aware she was trickier than expected. It had gone into the building past the bricks and was hovering there. Still, it liked her for her spirit, and her good sense to help it earlier, so it cried to get her attention. The cry made her open her eyes and twist onto her side to look around the last turn toward it. Her left hip was further scraped by the motion when it brushed the spike that she had hauled herself along by, but determination kept her moving. She twisted, moved forward, and was finally into the long stretch of duct just inside the building. Her halter top was at her waist and her skirt was gone, snagged away on the spike, but she was now entirely free of the turns. And there the kitten was, strolling away leisurely into the pitch, turning every so often to look back at her and make sure she was following. It had decided she too was a stray, and since she had navigated the cat pipe she was therefore as much a cat as necessary to be kept.

Razz followed through the maze of ducts, unaware how frequently she avoided death, her faithful pursuit of the feline ahead her unknown salvation. The kitten was leading her along one of the few safe paths, guided by its sense of smell. It could smell the warning scent placed in every tunnel that contained death. One wrong turn would kill, and it was moving with an accuracy only a feline possessed. Despite Razz’s reasonable pace she was soon sobbing for breath, her lungs aching, choking on the feral stench inside the ducts. She couldn’t identify the cat replant spray that was guiding them, but its pungent undertones and the stink of a thousand cats were making her eyes and nose water.

Then suddenly the duct came to an end and she fell out of it onto the edge of an old desk. The fall winded her, and an attempt to stand was rapidly abandoned when the breathlessness made her dizzy. Instead she got to her hands and knees. She knelt for many long minutes, coughing to clear her lungs. It was a relief to finally vomit.

When she sat back against the wall her kitten walked up and rubbed against her arm, purring. All around her, lounging on broken office equipment, were cats of every variety and size. Some hissed; others ignored her diligently. The building was otherwise as quiet as a tomb, a tomb where cats lived and ruled and humans merely died.

She was still looking around dumbly when the kitten tired of her. It jogged to the outline of a door; she rose and followed. It navigated a heap of chairs and raced down the hall to where a light bulb was burning beside two closed steel doors; she lurched after it. The doors led to an elevator, and trying to pry them open would have meant death by electric shock. Razz had never seen an elevator to know what one was, and though the light bulb seemed strange and out of place – what use did cats have for light bulbs? – she knew too little about light bulbs to understand it shouldn’t have been lit. No matter, for she was focused on her kitten, and by blindly following it she managed, by mere chance, to avoid the three tripwires between her and where it was standing by a door. Beyond the door were stairs, and she dutifully followed it to them and upward.

The climb exhausted her, and half way to the top she sat. The kitten retreated to the middle of the next flight of stairs and groomed itself. She thought it was waiting, but in reality it was simply tired, too, and was resting itself. It only vaguely recalled being chased once by some things that had meant to eat it, and it had decided it could wear her down with a chasing game like it had worn those predators. It would draw her on, and closer, and then when she pounced it had a mind to skilfully scratch her and escape. Yet it had decided not to scratch her too deeply, because still, though she was irrelevant to it, it did like her for being so stubborn as to chase for so long.

Razz still didn’t understand the lights in the stairwell should have been dark. After the long crawl through the musty air ducts the light was too uplifting to question its existence in a tomb full of felines.

Eventually they continued their game and came to the top floor of the building. The stairs ended there at a steel door that was barred, with nine heavy locks on its various apparatus. The cat reached the door and skittered through the electronically operated cat door at its base. The stronger light beyond the door flashed into the dimmer stairwell, a welcoming warmth, almost like the sun had risen in whatever world lay beyond the barrier. Settling to her knees, Razz pushed on the animal flap and found it as firm as if it too was barred. She knew the locks were impassable, and while she didn’t understand how it worked it was evident the flap only admitted cats. Magic or science were the same to her, so she simply accepted the fact of it. She sat and sighed. Then she stood and wearily started downstairs, having taken only a single step before the kitten poked its head out through the flap to see if she had gone. Startled she was so near, it jumped and ran backward, and having reflexively reached to pet it her fingers were beyond the edge of the flap. It didn’t lock closed, stopped in its fall by her hand. She knew this gap was tighter than the pipe, but she was now determined to complete her journey so she bent to enter through it. No rational reason lay behind her continued pursuit, unless the desire of her body to live for a while longer was the cause, though there was no echo of proof in her mind to suggest it was.

It took her half an hour of intermittent resting and struggling before she found herself in the well-lit hallway beyond the fire door. Her jacket, discarded to help her fit through the cat door, was now on the other side, and the flap had locked behind her. Abandoning any thought of recovering it, she passed the open door in front of her and came into a better kept hallway. It was wider than the first and small tables were placed along it. On them sat living potted ferns, and above this passage the ceiling was carved open by barred skylights. The sky above the translucent glass was now brighter blue than the pale paint of the hallway walls, revealing she had followed her kitten through darkness and pain, through an entire night – the promise of sunlight had been real. She was now standing almost naked in an indoor garden of sorts, and her kitten was gone.

She pulled her halter top down over her hips to hide the bruises there and crossed her arms over her breasts. Hugging herself, she slouched, exhausted and aware that no matter where she was she would starve to death sooner rather than later. She stood there in the nascent sunlight for a long time, unaware of its passing.

A sudden thud broke past her depression and she turned toward the sound. Someone was outside the door she had just crawled through, drawing back the first of the deadbolt locks. Even though she was reacting slowly she knew they would have seen her jacket and her blood. She panicked at the thought, running down the long hall to its terminus. The double doors there were secure, so she turned and retraced her steps to a branching hall she had passed. The double doors at its end were as solid as the first she had run to. The only other door, across from the short corridor she had entered through, directly across from the door the owner of the garden would be coming through, was her last option. She ran to it and it opened, so she slipped inside before the last of the locks were undone. She leaned against the wall of the closet. Through a crack in the side of the warped door frame she could see the main entrance. The last bolt was audibly thrown, but the fire door remained shut. Seconds passed before it finally banged open, making her jump, revealing no one beyond it. She put her hands to her mouth to prevent a scream and tried to be absolutely silent.

A man came into view the next instant, moving swiftly around the corner and planting his back against the wall so he could face the direction the long hall led. He was tall and thin. His pump rifle was carried with the butt resting on his abdominal armour, and he was clearly prepared to kill any intruders he found. Her jacket, looking like a castoff rag, was hanging over his shoulder. She didn’t need the light from the skylights to recognise he was  a Hunter. His leather and Kevlar armour was proof enough, and though she couldn’t decipher it the number fifteen was embossed in bronze on his left shoulder-pad, a symbolic proof of his vocation. The scattered stubble on his chin had a peppering of grey, and an old gunshot wound scarred his cheek, making the smattering of stubble irregular. His black sunglasses hid his eyes, but his mouth was a thin, dispassionate line – like a malicious slash in his face. Hunters were supposed to be the law, and justice, but they seldom were; this she knew.



