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Valentines in an Apocalypse

The Vancouver Public Library’s central branch building was an iconic structure. It had been modeled on the Coliseum, giving it a cylindrical appearance with a freestanding, elliptical, colonnaded wall on one side that contained the offices and reading rooms. It had been built with a total of nine floors including the subterranean storage locations. Unlike the real Coliseum, floor-to-ceiling glass windows dominated the structure offering a view of the books and tables inside while contrasting with the light brown granite walls. It was an iconic building, made even more by the broken and shattered earth buildings in the distance and the gleaming, twisted metal alien structures surrounding the structure. Even after six years from the System apocalypse, Vancouver was still recovering, a mish-mash of recovered and rebuilt buildings with the new System created structures standing side-by-side. It was only because Vancouver’s Shop had been located in the central branch that it had been spared from damage.

Damage, but not change. Dotted around the library square were beam turrets, the automated weapon systems constantly shifting and tracking potential threats. Shield projectors, barely taller than a man and looking like old-time phone booths – one painted an iconic blue – were strategically placed around the perimeter, ready for activation at any moment. Luckily, Vancouver itself was now a Safe Zone, leaving the weapons to lock and dismiss the never-ending slew of unmutated pigeons, and the occasional flying individual. Teddy Loh barely noticed any of these sights as he hurried in to begin his work shift. Even after the fall of civilization, it seemed the 9-to-5 workweek was still honored. 

A misstep, an unseen slope in the ground had Teddy stumble. He splashed a little of the coffee he clutched in one hand on his black jumpsuit, and watched as it fell off without leaving a single stain. The apocalypse might have brought many things with it; death and destruction on a level that he had never even imagined, magic and aliens in vast numbers and this strange System and character sheet – but it had also brought sci-fi level adaptive clothing that refused to take stains, that refit themselves to their purchasers on command and regulated body temperatures better than anything that he ever had. It’d also brought small conveniences, like the muscular, fast-regenerating body of his and supposedly, an extended lifespan. The System had even taken away his need for glasses, leaving Teddy with 20/20 vision for the first time in four decades.

Eyeing the empty spot where he had stumbled, Teddy flagged the anomaly on his System. As he swept a hand through his slowly greying, shortcut brown hair, he let his gaze rest on the clock in the corner of his vision. 8:55. No time to verify the issue. Just another mystery in the System. There were others who would deal with it. 

Inside the enclosed atrium of the building, Teddy took a right turn and entered the main foyer of the ex-library. Even now, numerous individuals browsed the remaining stacks, though most of the first floor had been transformed. These days, instead of a group of helpful attendants, a bank of computers and the popular news section; the library had become the closest thing to an adventurer’s guild that the city had.

Where librarians used to work, city attendants stood, taking questions, offering advice and generally directing newcomers and struggling citizens to jobs that best suited them. Even with all the technology and the System on-hand, a human touch was still needed for some. In another section, more attendants and a select few merchants stood around, accepting quest rewards, System registered items and minor crafts. Unregistered corpses and items were all dealt with outside of the library, since those could not be handily stored in an inventory. But all those were just sideshows to the main attraction of the library.
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