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Chapter One

A Taste of Toronto
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rose missing petals

secretly hoping for change

shows only its thorns
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Todd Scott stood before his microwave, his mind drawing a blank. It was unclear why he had entered the kitchen, and the appliance refused to offer hints about his mission. He spied into the empty void beyond the dark mirror of its window, searching the lifeless glass for ... for ... and as before, his train of thought stalled.

Voices drifted in from the next room. Self-congratulatory tones mixed with applause and laughter as politicians celebrated themselves in the Canadian House of Commons during a CPAC broadcast of Question Period. To Todd, the sound was little more than buzzing static. The poor reception of the television rendered the words unintelligible, providing a distracting annoyance and preventing him from obtaining answers.

The refrigerator joined the conspiracy, contributing a high-pitched whine to the commotion between Todd’s ears, slowly increasing its volume. And still, the microwave remained inactive, unwilling to share its wisdom. Todd felt its desire to hum to life and its refusal to surrender to such yearning, a series of sadistic vibrations fluctuating between longing and denial, pulsating intermittently, and sending tremors down the left side of his body. A low-frequency rumble edged into the back of Todd’s thoughts like an impatient growl, a primal language. Todd twitched as though trying to shake the racket from his head, but it would not be silenced so effortlessly. And that bastard microwave was withholding secrets.

Closing his eyes, Todd pushed back at the droning devices, concentrating instead on his breathing, on the beating of his heart. But the rhythm was faulty. The thudding in his chest produced a staccato of three echoing knocks followed by a pause to heighten the scraping noise of his laboured respiration. The pattern repeated like clockwork, mechanical in nature, as though disconnected from his internal organs. And the more Todd tried to close his mind to the outside world, the more he felt it pressing in around him, searching for exploitable cracks until the chatter of the fridge and the spurious bass tones of the dormant microwave rejoined the chorus, mocking him. Todd’s temples began throbbing, a metronome migraine to keep time for the other instruments. Something deep inside was remaking him, creeping through his veins and filling his mind with insect-like thrumming, a million tiny wings oscillating in unison.

Todd inhaled once more and held his breath, and this time, he was rewarded with a sudden respite from the din. In the bleak kitchen light, Todd’s skin was a sickly greyish shade, with dark veins visible on his cheeks and forehead. But within that joyous momentary silence, a measure of four beats, one full bar of relief, Todd was whisked away to another world. Suddenly, tones of yellow, fuchsia, and blue washed over him, warming and calming, irradiating his pores with currents of electricity. But it was a false comfort, a lie to persuade him to lower his guard as his cells continued receiving new instructions and persisted with their mutinous transformation.

Sufficient time passed within that single quieting breath for the shrill noises to taper off, but not enough to entirely chase away the incessant drumming at reprieve’s end. A muffled thumping accompanied the beat inside Todd’s head, bringing back the pounding in his chest as the outside world seeped in, carrying a certain clarity over a catchy rhythm. Todd intuitively nodded to the melody, like a bobblehead on a dashboard. He opened his eyes, revealing ghostly white irises, their milky whiteness expanding and coating his jaundiced corneas, bleaching the tiny red veins and presenting the world in a new context.

In that instant, the music spoke to him as a singer’s voice joined the fray, begging for help and claiming he broke his insides apart. Was that not also true for Todd, his body splitting at the seams, failing in every regard? Yet the world was busy dancing. Dancing? And so was he. The reverberations brought new life to his muscles. The sounds, the lights, and the proximity of physical beings were all united in their undulating and gyrating. And next to Todd, a girl—so in tune with the cadence that her limbs moved like poetry in a lover’s dream—had also become one with the dancing machine. How Todd came to this place of music and melding bodies mattered as little as what he had initially intended to feed into his microwave. Surrendering to the groove, Todd felt drawn to the girl. Her strapless red top exposed her shoulders, guiding his reborn eyes toward the soft skin of her nape. The gold hoop dangling from her left earlobe reflected the flashing strobe lights like a signal, pulling him in. It brushed against Todd’s nose as he leaned close enough to smell the sweat on her neck. He inhaled deeply, and that glistening scent took hold, connecting the remaining link and setting fire to the last synapse. Finally, the pieces fit together, arousing something animalistic within him. Todd knew what he needed to do. They were all cells, part of a larger design, and each one needed to be rewritten, just as he had been.

Another pulse in the medley. The skin on the girl’s neck throbbed, an inadvertent transmission as her heart began to race, naively calling out. And taking his cue, Todd Scott opened his mouth. He bit down hard, his teeth digging into the girl’s throat, tearing open a cavernous wound and freeing a fountain of blood. 
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Change comes about not merely by chance but by choice, and like throwing a stone into water, there are often ripples. Lexikent Labs, conceived within the mind of a desolate child and built on the backs of monkeys, drew inspiration from an innocent and immature quest for answers that, while driven by well-meaning intentions, led to a permanent and consequential outcome with plenty of ripples.

Jim Kent, the son of British immigrants, was a multimillionaire who built his fortune through oil, real estate, and more than a few questionable side deals. Jim’s wife, Laurel, was ten years his junior, a victim of a whirlwind romance, grounded by unintentional motherhood and stuck in a loveless marriage. An artist at heart, Laurel Hudson spent long afternoons dragging blobs of colour across hand-stretched canvases while singing along to recordings of The Temptations, Diana Ross, and anything else with a hint of soul or jazz. Though not remarkably talented, Laurel had dreams, and Jim carried the costs as Laurel travelled the world pursuing those ambitions, painting murals and playing roadie to various up-and-comers. Laurel’s quest for contentment doubled as an excuse for the distance between her and her husband, which grew steadily, physically and emotionally. An inevitable ramification of such an arrangement was that it forced their daughter Alexis to fend for herself. But Lexi Kent cherished the rare moments spent with either of the two strangers who neglected to raise her and sought to emulate what she interpreted as their proudest attributes. Through her efforts to better understand her absentee parents, whether by eavesdropping on late-night business calls from loan sharks or gatecrashing spur-of-the-moment house parties, Alexis acquired a love of the arts and a mind for business. A fair trade for a lost childhood.

Over time, Jim’s business dealings took a few too many wrong turns, and the fortune dried up. With the money gone, Laurel pulled a vanishing act as well. There were no extramarital affairs, nor any need for one. Jim was in love with money, equally obsessed with obtaining and losing it. When the losses outweighed the gains, he sought solace in the arms of his wife, leaning on her to fill the gaps and ease the pain while he grew resentful of the world. But Laurel, whose true passion was the adoration of faceless masses, had no desire to shackle herself to her husband day and night as he retreated from responsibility. She had been unwilling to assume the role of spoiled housewife during the prosperous years, and she was damn sure she would avoid becoming an undervalued live-in therapist to a down-on-his-luck quadragenarian incapable of keeping his hands to himself. And so, Laurel ran. Away from Jim and away from Alexis. She ran to New York and wound up mopping floors in dive bars, a failed singer, waiting for an open mic to deliver on the promise of stardom. But somewhere along her road to fame, Laurel stumbled down a trail of brown sugar, blow and disco biscuits and died of an overdose, never hearing her voice on a national radio station.

After the funeral, Lexi locked herself in her bedroom and cried herself to sleep for a week while listening to Otis Redding and Al Green on vinyl. Just like her mother used to do. But when the tears ran out, questions remained. How could something both kill and heal? How could it grant pleasure, remove pain, cause suffering, and steal life? Like her mother, Alexis found answers in chemistry, though their research techniques differed vastly. Chemistry was the closest thing to magic that science had to offer, a key to unlock the universe’s secrets, and Lexi needed a bit of thaumaturgy in her life.

As an enchanted bean sprouting roots, an idea grew and flourished. Her mother was gone, her father destitute, so Alexis Kent did what she had done her entire life: she relied on herself. Lexi worked, saved and pushed her way through school, investing everything she had in founding Lexikent Labs, a tiny company that drew its name from the only dependable person in her life. Creating from nothing, Alexis nurtured her business with research grants and long hours. And monkeys; lots of monkeys addicted to cigarettes, caffeine, and other substances that major corporations wanted to prove were perfectly safe for human consumption. Eventually, Alexis drew the attention of a venture capitalist who shared a similar interest in the correlation between magic and science, and the business swelled exponentially. Buildings popped up across the country as Lexikent Labs went public, stretching far beyond the limited scope of Lexi’s original aspirations, extending to robotics, GMOs, protective coatings, and countless other products that Alexis no longer bothered to track. In the relentless quest for money, the magic of chemistry slowly converted into the wonders of the stock market and the whims of shareholders. And her dream began to wither until the day came when Alexis could no longer recognize the fruits of her labours. But she had learned a preeminent truth, disappointing as it was, that in all things, too much of anything eventually becomes destructive.

With her illusions depleted, Alexis Kent lost interest and sold her slice of the corporate pie. Humankind was not a species known for its moderation, and she had no intention of following in her father’s footsteps. Hers was never a pursuit of financial gain. Instead, Lexi retired to Niagara-on-the-Lake, where she spent her days painting giant landscapes, listening to the classics on a vintage turntable, smelling the lake on the breeze and enjoying sunset tea on the rocks. Amongst her acrylic trees, Alexis hid tiny monkeys in white laboratory smocks. A touch of nostalgia, nodding to better times; a defeat that felt like a victory.

Yet by withdrawing from the business, Alexis had permitted it to become the greed-fuelled contraption investors coveted. And there was always a downside to such a precise focus on profit. So long as the money flowed, insouciance would spread like a weed. 

 

[image: Rhombus Rhombus]   [image: Rhombus Rhombus]   [image: Rhombus Rhombus]

 

There were three Lexikent locations in the province of Ontario alone, a result of constant expansion into new fields. The robotics division, headquartered in the steel town of Hamilton, focused on artificial limbs, exoskeletons, bioelectronics, drones, and a wide range of innovative devices designed to assist and improve humanity.

In Kitchener, miniaturization was the keyword. Everything needed to be smaller, always, as they developed micro and nanotechnologies for electronics, optics, and communications.

The Toronto location was the company flagship, where Alexis Kent and her many monkeys had laid the cornerstone of their legacy, but it was not the original building. That tiny, cramped laboratory had burned to the ground during a Christmas celebration, having fallen victim to the faulty wiring practices of the early 80s, which had exceeded their limits at a time when alcohol was far from the sole flammable item on the premises. But like a phoenix, a new structure had risen from the ashes, combining research and clinical space for biotechnology, histochemistry, proteomics, genomics, and pharmacology. Serious work for serious workers, in theory. Strict new rules were established and enforced. Company parties, verboten; social interactions, tabooed. All personnel kept to themselves. All of which inevitably led to a decline in the level of oversight.

Nowhere was this culture of indifference more evident than a small testing room at the far end of the third basement, euphemistically named the Play Zone. Initial plans had envisioned the space as an environment for observing the aptitude and developing data of the umpteen rhesus macaques on campus, the traditional Lexikent draftees that lent their bodies to science. But then Michael Jackson passed away, and people began to remember his pet, Bubbles. Some of them openly pondered about the primate’s care and well-being as the late King of Pop’s survivors divided the estate. Such chatter threatened to reawaken the public’s interest in the treatment of animals. And that kind of talk never seemed to paint research labs in a flattering light. It made no difference that Bubbles was a chimpanzee, so long as he had a name. Animals with names often became symbols. As far as the corporate head office was concerned, a monkey was a monkey, and attracting the attention of animal rights activists was not overly high on the company’s list of objectives. Protests + Bad Press = Fewer Research Grants, a deplorable equation, easily resolved. The macaques found liberation via donations to the Toronto Zoo, while rats returned to fashion. Few people ever fought for the rights of rats. The Play Zone fell into a state of disuse for over a decade and a half, not exactly forgotten, but no longer a priority by any stretch of the imagination. The room was vacant when Drake Malek and Grayson Lane began their co-op, a glorified storage room subsumed by janitorial staff. Drake and Gray gleefully commandeered it, filling the space with their imaginations until all they required was a volunteer.

They nominated Todd Scott as their willing and gullible participant. Drake and Gray had discovered Todd during their second year at the university and immediately formed a friendship predicated on his scarcity of wits and abundantly trusting nature, two qualities that eventually led to Todd’s presence in the monkey toy room. By contrast, Todd was merely happy to have formed a lasting friendship of any kind.

He generally appeared bedraggled, more so with each visit, except for his casual, wavy hair, which was far too maintained, as though it were a point of personal pride. A lanky brunette in ripped jeans, worn-out sneakers, and a black t-shirt featuring a picture of Schrödinger’s Cat on a wanted poster, Todd sat upon a blue settee in the centre of the Play Zone and attempted to decipher a crossword while whittling away the time. The cat shirt had been a gift from Grayson, given as a joke when they began their experiment, but Todd wore it every time he came in for a session.

Touching his face where the early signs of a scruffy beard conspired to shade his childlike features, he gave off the guise of a thinking individual while absentmindedly caressing the stubble; a false impression. Scant spaces on his word puzzle bore marks, and there was little chance he would guess any of the correct letters for the remaining boxes. But it was Friday, meaning Todd was supposed to focus on orange tests, though he lacked the aptitude for mind games. Still, Todd spent a surprising amount of time waiting in the Play Zone, presenting frequent opportunities to exercise his grey matter.

The room held three couches and an equal number of matching coffee tables, placed in a triangular formation. The furniture was a collection of rectangles in solid colours; the sofas, in primary tones, the tables, in complementary secondary hues. Craft supplies decorated the purple surface: blank sheets of paper, notebooks, sketch pads, crayons, pencils, and pens. All meant to capture Todd’s experiences and dreams. Mondays were purple. The green table, reserved for Wednesdays, held a Rubik’s Cube, a Cmetrick, a Tower of Hanoi, and a slew of sliding tile puzzles challenging Todd’s problem-solving skills. But the orange workspace proved most incessantly to be the bane of Todd’s weekends. Accompanying his crossword were flashcards, mah-jongg tiles, and jigsaw puzzles selected to evaluate Todd’s retention.

Todd rubbed an eraser across a row of boxes as Drake and Grayson, clad in khakis and matching white lab coats, entered the room. Grayson was wiry and in dire need of a tan, his white skin bordering on pasty beneath the fluorescent lights. Gray’s gaunt features, complemented by a cleft chin and shaggy light brown hair, could have been considered fashionable during the Victorian era, though he lacked the requisite muttonchops and moustache. Drake was of Egyptian descent, clean-shaven and sporting a pompadour fade. His strong jaw, permanently pursed lips, and wide-set green-grey eyes created a contradiction of ebullience and austerity that made him hard to read.

The arrival of the two mad scientists, as Todd called them, always signified medication time. Todd greeted them with a smile, happily surrendering his writing utensils and forsaking his test.

“Got something for me?” Todd asked rhetorically. His voice was nasal, almost congested, a holdover from his French-Canadian roots. Todd had moved from Montreal as a child and had traded his primary language for the far less mellifluous English that dominated the streets of Toronto, but wisps of français still slipped through the grime.

“We can wait if you want to finish what you’re doing,” Grayson replied.

“Naw. I haven’t the foggiest idea what a five-letter word for an ammonia compound is.”

“Amide.” Grayson offered, which only further bemused Todd. Gray brushed the conversation aside with a wave of his hand. “Never mind.”

“Alright, shirt off,” Drake instructed.

As Todd complied, Grayson retrieved his cell phone. “Look my way for a second.” Drake stepped out of the shot as Todd turned his attention toward Grayson, putting on his best strong-man pose, flexing his muscles and flashing a cheesy grin. With such a scrawny frame, it was like watching a child imitate a professional wrestler. Grayson snapped a few photos to be safe, the first couple blurred by his futile attempt to stifle a titter. “Thank you. Carry on.”

Todd returned to his seat, shivering with anticipation, goosebumps forming as Drake used an alcohol wipe to clean the skin on his left deltoid. Drake pried open a package containing a sterilized syringe while Gray set a vial on the table. Judging solely on appearance, the potion was some of Grayson’s finest work. In the harsh industrial lighting, the liquid was the colour of hematite, a metallic black, like oiled steel. Drake introduced a bit of air into the needle and drew the compound into the barrel of the syringe. Turning the needle upside down, he returned some of the solution to the small glass vessel, removing bubbles and correcting the dose before passing the used vial to Grayson, who carried it off to a nearby biohazard bin. Their actions were rote from months of practice, performed without a word. Grayson switched his phone to video mode and began recording.

“Today’s injection is called Black Maple,” Drake explained.

“Sounds delicious.” This was always Todd’s favourite part. A simple prick and a mystery unfolded.

Drake slipped the needle into Todd’s vein and released the compound, then retracted the syringe and handed it to Grayson, who promptly snapped off the end before disposing of it. Drake taped a wad of cotton over the tiny hole in Todd’s skin, and Gray returned with his cell phone, waiting to capture the initial reaction.

Drake stepped back, giving Todd room to put his shirt back on, a surprisingly arduous task as Todd’s muscles responded in slow motion, a good indicator that the drug was taking effect.

“So, how do you feel?” Gray inquired.

Todd’s arms went slack, his efforts at redressing only partially successful, like a marionette with the strings cut.

“Come now, lotus-eater,” Todd mumbled. “You’re not going to sleep on me already, are you?”

Drake looked to Gray, unsure how to proceed. “What did he say?”

Todd continued, his words barely audible. “Something deep inside ... screaming ... wrong move ...” Todd’s eyes glazed over, and a dribble of dark saliva descended from his lower lip.

Drake bent to eye level at his side. “Todd? You still with us?”

Todd’s pupils floated upward like bubbles in champagne. For a moment, he remained motionless as though he had vacated his body. And then gravity took hold. He fell face first with a force like the fist of God, slamming his forehead against the orange table, scattering tiles and cards in all directions.

As the debris settled, Drake placed his hand on Todd’s shoulder, shaking him delicately. His actions elicited no response. “Give me a hand, Gray.”

Grayson stopped the recording, and they hefted Todd’s body, laying him down on the couch and adjusting his shirt. Todd’s eyes remained open, the irises buried in his upper lids.

“Is he dead?”

Drake checked Todd’s pulse. “Nope.”

“Think he’ll be like that for a while?” Grayson asked.

“Probably,” Drake replied nonchalantly. “Wanna get lunch?”

“One sec. Need one more for the record.” Grayson angled his phone over Todd’s face and chest and captured another photo. “Now we can go.”

As they left the Play Zone, Grayson glanced back at their patient, his conscience marred by guilt. He considered the line they chose to cross thrice weekly, a schedule that, barring Todd’s untimely demise, would continue unabated. Todd had suffered worse side effects in the past, and the same would probably be true about his future, but any breakthroughs they discovered would undoubtedly overshadow their ethical sidestepping. Or so the justification went. Their personal Rubicon was a far-off, distant memory, and Gray was learning to ignore that still, small voice.
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Traces of Bossa Nova wafted through what little space was not already brimming with the natter of patrons, as the fragrance of freshly baked butter croissants and hazelnut lattes kept the eatery popular. The interior of the Ivo Café consisted of black soapstone counters, polar bear white walls, and pewter oak laminate flooring. A modern layout of basic geometric shapes dominated the main dining area with small round white tables, each accompanied by two or three black or red crescent-shaped lacquer chairs. The espresso bar and kitchen claimed the back half of the café, with a few stools and tiny square tables across from the cash register reserved for take-out customers awaiting their orders.

Though the colours and shapes presented an austere professionalism, there were hints of a hipster pub hiding within the art that tattooed the walls, the handwritten menus and the garage sale-style condiment baskets. The handcrafted overhead lamps were in a class of their own, designs made of reclaimed wood and repurposed scrap metal that attracted the eyes, then punished them with the glare of bare bulbs.

Above all, however, it was the proximity to Lexikent Labs that made the Ivo Café a regular lunchtime choice for Gray and Drake. With little more than a parking lot separating the two buildings, the most daunting part of any break was narrowing down the menu. And, of course, returning to work. But Gray seemed more hesitant than usual to venture back to the lab. As he dragged his spoon through the last vestiges of his red lentil soup, Grayson bit the inside of his bottom lip, wrestling with contrition.

“You know I have no idea what was in that injection, right?” Grayson confessed, keeping his eyes on his dish as though trying to divine answers from the spices that speckled his broth. “I mixed it mainly for colour, borrowed a few things from some of the other projects in our fridge and made something pretty. I mean, I made some notes and whatnot, but ...” His voice trailed off. It bothered him that he had surrendered to a lackadaisical attitude while blending their latest concoction, but the truth was that Grayson had long since run out of ideas. They had fed so many bizarre ingredients into Todd’s system over the past term with so few positive results that Gray was beginning to grow bored with their experiment.

Drake Malek was at somewhat less of a moral crossroads. Raised around money, he tilted toward the political right, yet not so much that he did not believe in math or science, nor did he waste time worrying about how the government defined a family. Drake agreed that people were far too coddled by the state. He understood there to be many legitimate reasons someone should want to collect firearms. And if a person was willing to expose their body to any combination of chemical and organic substances in the name of medical advancement, Drake was unwavering in his belief that no governing institution had a right to intervene. All of that to say that Drake felt he bore little or no culpability for whatever side effects they subjected Todd Scott to during the course of their experiment. Todd was a consenting adult. And while Drake and Grayson were not financially compensating Todd in any form, neither were they charging him for the materials used, nor the time and energy they invested in him.

“Don’t you just love a good mystery?” Drake pondered aloud, posing his question like a philosopher contemplating the maximum number of clouds the sky could hold at any given time. But a sneer tugged at the corners of his mouth.

Gray shrugged. Tuckered by the internal monologue of dissent, he threw in the towel, accepting the unalterable through the power of self-delusion. “I guess it can’t be any worse than the other stuff we’ve given him.” He slid his bowl to the side, preparing to vacate his seat. “Speaking of which, I think it’s time to check on our monkey.”

Drake picked at the remnants of his grilled chicken sandwich. “All work and no play.” He criticized.

Grayson’s blue-green eyes brightened slightly. “Well, there’s still the matter of our tab.” His grin broadened. “Play you for it?”

Both stubborn by nature, Drake and Grayson had long ago concluded that the best way to prevent inane arguments was to invent a game that was playable in any setting. With their wits as their only tools, their solution was, in essence, a coin toss. But one that they subscribed to faithfully. The game was simple. The defender would suggest a topic, and the challenger would craft a question, concealing the query to a point where the true nature would be rendered unrecognizable, thus setting a trap. Both players would agree upon a third party and wait to see if the prey took the bait. If the mark could be persuaded to choose an option that was either embarrassing or contrary to their own beliefs, the questioner would claim victory. Yet if the target became wise to their ploy or refused to answer, the one who threw down the gauntlet would reign supreme. Grayson enjoyed the game, not least of all because he was the current champion.

“What topic did you have in mind?”

Grayson steepled his fingers like a villain from an old black-and-white silent film. “I was thinking about the controversial subject of eugenics.”

“Selective breeding?” Drake raised his eyebrows, impressed. Stroking his chin, he contemplated his options briefly. “Very well, I accept.”

Gray turned to summon their server, and Drake continued smugly, “But you might as well get your wallet out.”

Gray snorted out a laugh of derision. “Brave words, Drake. I have a feeling you’ll be a bit of a sore loser.” Such audacity was the reason Drake had been shelling out for much of their Thai food deliveries of late.

An attractive waitress approached their table, wearing a bright smile and a tag pinned to her tailored periwinkle blouse that proclaimed her name, BARBIE. Though tied back with a ribbon, a few strands of her wavy, dark brown hair dangled in her face. Barbie brushed the loose curls aside as she spoke. “So, can I get you two anything else today?”

“Just a couple of coffees to go, Barbie,” Grayson replied sweetly. “That and the cheque would be nice.”

Barbie stepped away and returned a moment later with the bill.

“Java will just be a moment. They’re brewing a fresh pot.” She placed the invoice in the centre of the table, knowing that they always paid together, with no discernible pattern as to who would pony up the cash. Content to let them sort it out, Barbie turned to leave again but stopped mid-stride as they beckoned her back.

“Barbie,” Drake began, “I was wondering if you could help us with one more thing.” The time had come for him to make his move. “My friend and I are having a Malthusian debate, and it would be of great benefit if you would weigh in on an issue for us.”

Barbie regarded them nervously, her sight moving from one to the other, uncertain how she would rise to the task. “Um, okay.”

Shedding his joviality, Drake presented a solemn façade as he conveyed his dilemma. “In an overpopulation scenario, which solution do you consider preferable: genocide or cannibalism?”

Her confusion was plain. “Well, I don’t really know—” It seemed as though Drake would finally break Grayson’s winning streak.

“Pervert!” Grayson cried out indignantly. A hush fell over the nearby tables.

“Huh?”

Mystified, Barbie’s attention gravitated toward Gray, who seized his opportunity. Leaning to the side, Grayson hid his mouth with his hand and whispered conspiratorially, “He just asked if you spit or swallow.”

Though hushed, his volume remained loud enough to reach Drake’s ears, the revelation feeling somehow more sordid, thanks to Grayson’s holier-than-thou tone. Barbie’s eyes widened with shock as Drake protested vehemently, “What? No, wait! That’s not what I—”

Too little, too late.

Fuming, Barbie smacked Drake and stormed off, but Grayson wasted no time basking in the light of victory. “Pay up,” he commanded.

Cradling his sore cheek, Drake eyed his opponent in bewilderment. “What?!”

“I won. She slapped you.”

Drake’s mood swiftly veered toward fury. “You cheated. You didn’t give her a chance to answer.”

“Sore loser.” Gray chided, “A win is a win. So, pay up. And I suggest you include a nice tip.”

The temptation to renege was strong, but the ground rules were clear. Drake dropped a few twenty-dollar bills on the table as he stood. “Looks like we’re gonna need a new place for lunch.”
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Todd Scott slept, his mind fighting hard to reboot. Black Maple was unlike anything that had graced his bloodstream before. Little black-blue dandelions exploded across a silver field, drifting toward a red sea. Spores taking root, blossoming. A blanket of thorns jutting out.

And then, nothingness. A moment of pure darkness, as the dream was interrupted, like the flicking of a switch.

Todd was suddenly sitting upright, choking and hacking furiously. His lungs felt like sandbags, each breath burning and raw in his throat. Rushing to the mini-fridge, Todd fished out a plastic bottle of water, wrenched the lid, and began chugging its contents.

His hand jerked, the joints in his fingers going rigid, and the bottle slipped from his grasp. The world was swaying, and his legs were not ready to support his weight. Shakily, Todd made his way toward the yellow sofa. He gripped his noggin, trying to hold it together, leaned over the purple table and closed his eyes. And when he did, a faint buzzing quietly tickled the inside of his ear. The hubbub began working toward a slow crescendo, the skin near his cheekbones quivering. Todd squeezed his head tighter, held his breath, prayed for the sound to go the fuck away.

And briefly, his prayers seemed to be answered. The noise, the pain, all of it stopped. He exhaled and opened his eyes, cautiously releasing his head. His arms vibrated as though he were coming down from a caffeine high. His hands felt swollen like he had slept on them, cutting the circulation.

Something was very wrong.

Todd reached for a box of crayons. There was a pen which would have been better suited to the task, but his mind was obsessed with the package of vibrant marking sticks. He struggled to open it, but the flap refused to lift. His fuzzy, twitching fingers were no match for that cardboard rebellion. Todd tugged with greater force, clenched his teeth, strained and pulled, and eventually, the container ripped apart, scattering the rainbow-coloured wax across the writing surface. Selecting brown, the closest within reach, he began composing his note. Each letter was a chore to draw, and as he inscribed the final characters, his eyes began losing focus.

He stopped writing to massage the bridge of his nose, and a sudden whooping cough forced its way out of his mouth, projecting a dark fluid that speckled the page. Exasperated, Todd tossed his crayon. Still hacking and wheezing, he summed up the last of his willpower, returning to his feet. The pain shot back like spurs in his arteries, but Todd pressed on.

Something was definitely terribly wrong.

Squinting, Todd took a few steps and tripped over the green table. A venomous rage seeped into his muscles, and he upended the surface, sending plastic games and that infuriating Tower of Hanoi flying. Growling, he fought back tears while using the red sofa as a crutch to prop his way back to his feet. Whatever his mad scientists were playing at, it was incompatible with his system, unequalled by any of the previous times he had come in for an injection. For the first time since the experiment had begun, Todd regretted his decision to be their guinea pig, surrounded by objects he hated, suffering alone underground. Todd no longer felt invincible; he felt like he was dying. But if this was the end, Todd was determined to face it in the comfort of his own home.

The thought of his apartment was like a shining beacon in the fog of his mind, and with great difficulty, chasing after that rousing light, Todd Scott stumbled out of the Play Zone for what he knew with utmost certainty would be the last time.
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Crossing the street, Gray and Drake made the short trek from the Ivo Café back to Lexikent. The lab was by no means impressive, a beige box marked only by a single black door and encompassed by an enormous parking lot. From a distance, the vertical slats of siding gave the property a corrugated cardboard appearance. And while multi-tiered, most floors were below street level, deliberately creating the illusion of a far smaller structure. The Toronto lab was cold and uninviting by design. The investors had no intention of encouraging tours or attracting public scrutiny. Not everything that went on at Lexikent was strictly above board.

Between the parking lot and the building, a row of well-maintained black maple trees further obstructed the view of the laboratory, discouraging curiosity. However, as the sole consistent source of nature in Grayson’s daily life, the maples were an inspiration. Gray had often entertained the thought of naming some masterpiece of invention after them, sharing the wealth of their beauty with a widespread audience. And, with a single injection, he had finally done just that.

Grayson sipped his coffee while flashing his key card against the reader by the door. A buzz and a click, and the dark port popped open. The deep-rooted scent of formaldehyde wafted out to greet them as they entered the sombre building, and Drake unconsciously touched his cheek where Barbie had slapped him. A twinge of pain shot toward his eye, and Drake stopped prodding the tender area, downing a bit of java from his to-go cup instead, an attempt at washing away a mouthful of unpleasant accusations. He was reasonably confident that he had never been struck with such force by a woman before and felt a grudge forming around the swollen tissue. In Drake’s mind, “hits like a girl” had violently gained new meaning.

There was no reception area at the point of entry, as the greeting desk and designated waiting zone were located off-site, a few blocks west of the lab. Inconvenient by design, the distance reduced workplace interruptions and surprise inspections. By contrast, the door to Lexikent Labs led directly to a corridor that smelled of antiseptic cleansers and stretched the length of the interior, tracing the outside wall and guiding foot traffic toward varying destinations marked by steel fire doors and digital keypads. To the right, a windowless surface gave the building a clinical, almost penitentiary vibe, the texture of the cinder blocks barely noticeable through countless coats of pale mint green paint. At eye level, a horizontal row of photographs relayed the corporation’s history through framed snapshots of investors posing before each new location. On the left side of the hall, a glass divider showcased the principal lab, composed of endless rows of cubicles, metal shelves, and cabinets full of various equipment for weighing, measuring, mixing, and inspecting. Worker bees buzzed about in their smocks and goggles, lost in the constant hum of machines and endless clicking of data entry. Even with its open-concept layout, the workspace was a claustrophobic monochromatic maze, a configuration reflected both in the main basement and on the upper floor, continuing the pretence of a legitimate business practising transparency and honesty. The lower basements contained the biosafe kitchens, housed the animals, and were far less accessible to the public.

“I’m pretty sure Barbie spat in your coffee,” Grayson said with a snicker. “So, in a sense, she answered your question.”

“And I’m pretty sure you owe me a refund,” Drake grumbled.

Refusing to return to the issue of his alleged foul play, Grayson shifted gears. “The problem is that you have no respect for women.” He stated matter-of-factly. “Which is why you’re still single, by the way.” An extra little dash of salt for Drake’s wound.

Drake’s hand unconsciously skimmed his cheek again, and he flinched. Cutting his eyes at the catalyst he used to call a friend, Drake complained through clenched teeth. “While I take offence at your obvious attempt to pigeonhole me as a misogynistic Neanderthal, I’m curious as to your excuse.”

“I’m a nerd.” Grayson proclaimed defiantly.

Drake was determined to wallow in his self-pity a smidge longer. “The real issue,” he continued, the bitterness still evident in his tone, “is that I was a fool for assuming you’d play by the rules.”

“You’re just mad that I thought of it first,” Grayson replied. He took another hit of caffeine before changing the topic again. “Wonder how Todd’s doing.”

“Probably has a third eye by now.”

“Wouldn’t that be lucky,” Gray exclaimed gleefully, his previously dour mood brightened by victory.

They reached the first bend of the hallway, where a trio of elevators stood in a row, the primary of which limited travel to above-ground levels, mirrored in that regard by a staircase in the distant corner. The second lift had restricted access to the main basement, while the third required a key to call and bore a metal plaque above the door inscribed with a Latin declaration: apathia radices in urbe capit et populum venenat. What secrets lay along that path was anyone’s guess.

From the lower floor, a secure freight elevator granted the only method of accessing the two sub-basements, where all doors utilized authorization cards and passcodes. As draconian as those measures seemed, moving Todd in and out of the building was surprisingly easy. Drake and Gray had befriended an outgoing guard, who explained that a simple lie and a cash transaction were the only barriers to obtaining a duplicate key. The codes remained at their default setting, conveniently printed in the security onboarding manual.

Drake unlocked and opened the door to the Play Zone, and he and Gray assessed the mess. Todd was gone. Grayson discovered the note, and read it without touching the page. “Looks like Todd left us a message. Says he went home. Wasn’t feeling well.”

Drake approached and eyed the paper. Twelve large letters scribbled in sepia wax; the text shaky yet legible: GONE HOME SICK.

“His handwriting is improving,” Drake replied, returning to the door.

“Where are you going?”

“It’s Friday. Todd’s gone home for the day. I believe that means our work here is done.”

“Don’t you think we should clean up a bit or go and check on him?” Gray asked, a note of genuine concern in his voice.

“Isn’t that why God invented Monday?” Drake grinned devilishly, holding the door, motioning for Gray to lead. “Besides, I finished that new batch of shine I was making.”

“I had a feeling.” A few months prior, they had consumed enough moonshine to seriously consider altering the direction of their career paths, with a mind toward becoming street buskers in the Arctic. Remembering that experience, Grayson admitted to himself that they were lab monkeys in their own right. How could what they were doing to Todd be any worse? Conceding defeat, Gray walked toward the exit. “Hopefully, it’ll taste better than the last batch.”

“After a few sips, will it even matter?”
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Life had not been following Adeline Dennis’ plan.

Dele, as her friends called her, was not the brightest girl, yet she had determination. She toiled ceaselessly and graduated from high school with decent grades, not at the top of her class, but a strong contender. And after so much effort, a celebration was in order.

Adeline was hardly affluent but had managed to scrape together enough money to take a trip to Vancouver. Her best friend, Delia Gianopoulos, had an aunt who lived out west and was willing to provide them with board and lodging during their vacation, making the impossible just barely affordable.

Dele and Delia, fun in the sun.

She could practically feel it. But life had a funny habit of pulling the rug from under Adeline’s feet. And a week into summer, it did, when Dele’s father had his second stroke. It was different from the first one, which was mild, like a warning shot that left him with his confidence shaken and a numbness in his arms. The symptoms of that first attack faded with time, and her father eventually returned to the factory, but a little bit of fear had crept into the Dennis household. Adeline and her mother pestered him regularly about his health and dietary regime. Beer was no longer an option; smoking was forbidden. “Happiness,” he decried half-heartedly, “has been outlawed.”

But the second stroke was far worse, ravaging his memory and taking his continence. Fatigue was his only constant. His days of bringing home the bacon had concluded. The disability cheques were a fraction of the industrial electrician’s salary that they had become accustomed to, and her mother’s job could either keep a roof over their heads or put food on the table, but not both. Thus, Adeline’s plans changed.

Goodbye, vacation. Farewell, college tuition. Hello, second job.

Adeline worked hard. It was what she was good at. And that was how things went all summer, until the second Friday of August, Dele’s nineteenth birthday. She was still in Toronto, instead of on a beach in British Columbia, where she would have been watching the waves of the Pacific Ocean glisten against the sunset. But Dele deserved a good time, even if it meant taking the day off from work. From both jobs. She had earned it. At least, that was what her mother had said. So, Adeline donned a tiny pair of white denim shorts and a red strapless top that matched perfectly with the go-go boots she had borrowed from her mother’s closet. She threw on some gold hoop earrings and went a little “Aladdin Sane” with the makeup.

Her mother’s words became a mantra, with Dele constantly reminding herself that she had earned a bit of fun. But the ride downtown was long enough to leave room for doubt. Adeline sat alone on the subway for forty minutes, feeling like an idiot in all that face paint. Although it set off her laurel green eyes nicely, it also garnered a lot of looks, and Dele was an apple-shaped girl with thin arms and legs, a little heavy at the waist. Like most girls her age, she was sensitive about her appearance, uncomfortable under scrutiny, and the cold metal frame of the seat against her bare skin functioned as an inescapable indicator of precisely how revealing her outfit was. Reiterating her mantra, Dele tried to keep her eyes on the floor, but often caught herself glancing around self-consciously, worried one of the other passengers might be snapping creep shots with their phone.

So much for relaxing. So much for a good time.

The train let out at Union Station, and she walked the six or seven blocks to Bar 52, where Delia and her friends stood in the queue. They loudly wished Adeline a happy birthday, hoping to elicit sympathy and gain quicker admission to the club. Their ploy succeeded, and the gateway opened for an evening of bliss, her friends making a beeline for alcohol, while Dele drifted toward the music. She just wanted to dance and forget about the stresses of life as she wore a hole in the floor with her mom’s boots. Adeline boogied until her skin was flushed and her muscles were tense. She would pay for it in the morning, but tonight Dele intended to party until she dropped.

The DJ slipped into a dark ambient beat, and Adeline swayed to the rhythm. She tried not to notice the ghoulish-looking guy who stood next to her on the teeming dance floor, eyes closed like he had narcolepsy or something. She tried not to read too much into it, reflecting on her commute to the club and remembering to relax. The DJ had been playing his own compositions all night, cutting in vocals from old songs to keep the crowd moving, but it took Dele a minute to recognize the lyrics from “Closer” by Nine-Inch-Nails. She assumed the creepy guy also picked up on it as he broke from his trance and began bobbing to the sound. He opened his eyes, exposing what Dele assumed were special contacts. The all-white orbs were unnerving but also sort of cool, so Dele shrugged it off. After all, who was she to judge with her pink lips and eyeshadow, not to mention the large reddish-orange and blue lightning bolt that covered the right half of her face?

The chorus approached, and her mind returned to music and dancing. Adeline was embarrassed to admit it was her favourite part of the song, though she assumed it was everyone’s favourite part. Adeline was elated, her blood pumping. She wanted to shout out the words. Tell the world of her animal instincts. But before a sound could climb up her larynx, the sleepwalker pushed in closer, his breath hot against her. A frisson of fear traced its fingers up the back of her neck, her senses suddenly heightened by a rush of adrenaline, yet the warning signs came too late. Dele felt the teeth dig into her skin, tearing at muscles and opening veins. And the words in her throat transformed into a heart-wrenching screech.

Once again, life had pulled the carpet out from under her feet, for Adeline Dennis’ last dance was over.
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“Get off of her!”

Tall, strong and confident, Oliver Amell had the physical build of someone who spent his days doing countless salmon ladder pull-ups and nights dreaming up new vegan recipes. His crew cut and five o’clock shadow functioned as a vain attempt to disguise his pretty boy countenance, but Oliver’s square jaw, blue-grey eyes, and high cheekbones were better suited to modelling than brawling. Yet the combination of his chiseled pecs, abs and biceps gave him the audacity to attempt to separate a twiggy cannibal from his meal.

Oliver took Todd Scott by the scruff of his neck like an errant kitten and shook him a little to get his attention, forcing Todd to relinquish his prize. Adeline released a gurgling shriek, her blood spraying under a flickering strobe light. She struggled to contain the flow, desperately covering the wound with both hands as the arterial flood gushed between her fingers, but it was a fruitless endeavour. Dele collapsed to the floor in a puddle of her own making, spasming to the pulse of her heart, her breaths quickly growing shorter. And Todd shifted his focus.

Face covered in gore, teeth gleaming, Todd fought against Oliver’s grip, clawing and kicking, though not seeking freedom. The slippery bastard was squirming his way closer to Oliver. Todd’s intent became clear, and Oliver raised his other hand at the last possible moment to block the attack, trying to protect his face, but it was a miscalculation. Todd’s appetite was not finicky. Any bit of meat would suffice. Todd bit down hard, cleaving metacarpal, tearing flesh and gobbling Oliver’s opposable digit while displaying an appallingly satisfied grin, like a kid with a mouthful of chocolate. Freaking out about his suddenly thumbless left hand, Oliver released the munching maniac, and once unleashed, Todd tackled a second man, pinning him to the floor, sitting atop his chest and eating his leg.

Panic erupted. Partygoers began pushing to escape the madness, subsequently extending it like ripples. Others misunderstood what was happening and fought back. The crowd folded in upon itself, dealing blows indiscriminately. Speakers toppled. Bottles smashed. Bones broke. Bystanders trampled one another as the pandemonium raged, and clubbers rushed the doors. Todd joined the exodus like a wild animal, embracing the warm night air. His message was in the blood that covered the floor and walls. It was in the veins of his victims, awaiting discovery. And soon, it would reach a wider audience as it spilled out onto the streets of the unsuspecting metropolis.
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From the outside, Bar 52 looked like the rear loading area of a warehouse. Two floors of ash-coloured bricks; two large doors painted to resemble playing cards: the five of hearts and the two of spades. Often referred to as The Pick-Up, the inside was typically a meat market, but the evening’s bedlam had morphed it into an abattoir. And no one was looking forward to picking anything up.

Positioned at odd angles near the club, ambulances and police cruisers illuminated the parking lot and surrounding walls with their flashing lights. Several victims sat on curbs and gathered near the entranceway, crying and hugging; some wrapped in heavy grey blankets despite the hot summer weather. A couple of stretchers supported full-body bags. Paramedics checked injuries as they made their way through the survivors, determining urgency and priority. Cops surveyed witnesses and found more questions than answers.

Officer Amanda Clark had been with the Toronto Police for just shy of four years. At five and a half feet, she had a bookish appeal. Librarian-esque, with her cinnamon-red hair pulled back in a ponytail and green eyes hidden behind a pair of horn-rimmed glasses, Amanda was in no way an imposing figure. However, she believed it was unnecessary to be intimidating in her daily routine. Officer Clark met plenty of good people and found that, as with any other career, if you approached someone politely and respectfully, they usually responded in kind. On most days, she enjoyed her job, but on that particular Friday, Amanda questioned her choice to join the service.

“Don’t worry, kid. You’re safe now,” Amanda said, her voice soft as she draped a blanket over a young man’s shoulders, tousling his hair and attempting to lighten the mood. He looked up at her, registering the dark navy uniform, from the red stripe along her cargo pants to the black name tag on the right breast pocket where a small Canadian flag and the letters “A. Clark” identified her. He forced a weak smile but could not conceal the fear in his eyes. Amanda wanted to say more, to share something reassuring or impart a comforting anecdote. But honestly, she was quite a bit shaken in her own right, having never seen anything like the mess inside the building before. It had made an indelible impression on her, and Amanda would give anything to unsee it. She withdrew from the exchange, not that the young man noticed. He had already turned away, wordlessly staring at the concrete beneath his feet, consumed by trauma.

Wiping her hand on her trousers to clean away the hair gel, Officer Clark was heading back toward some of her peers when an odd thing caught her attention. One of the packaged stiffs sat up. A body bag, positioned atop a stretcher, wriggled like a dark plastic worm sniffing around and prospecting for tunnels.

The nearest paramedic unzipped the bag, assuming that some moron was pulling a prank. And instantly, the horror that was previously inside the nightclub found its way to the outside world.

Appropriately, a colourful streak of lightning marked the ghostly visage of the corpse within the sack as it sprang at the paramedic with shocking velocity, chomping into his shoulder. Without thinking, Officer Clark drew her sidearm and pulled the trigger. Amanda had never fired her gun while on duty; she never took it out of the holster other than to service it, use it on the range, or put it away. But at that moment, her senses awakened. Her hand shook from the recoil, vibrations travelling up her arm as the acrid stink of burnt gunpowder filled her nostrils, and thunder echoed in her eardrums. Everything around her target blurred, losing saturation, while the dead thing in the cadaver pouch grew as vibrant as the sun, a sun that exploded. Shards of skull and wads of meat fell to the gurney and sidewalk in large splotches of red, black, and off-white, like the fattest raindrops in the world. And with that single shot, any remaining calm dissipated.

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Two

The People in Your Neighbourhood
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ouroboros turns

fate of dust and mortal frame

all-consuming dance
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In the Greater Toronto Area, there were more than eighty LCBO locations, ranging from tiny nooks tucked away in the lobbies of residential buildings to extravagant big-box stores. Most, while tastefully decorated, were not particularly special, yet one location set the bar incredibly high.

On Yonge Street, between Price and Shaftesbury, stood what was formerly the North Toronto Railway Station, erected in 1915. The building closed its doors fifteen years later when Union Station began diverting trains from the area, and a decade after that, the Liquor Control Board of Ontario took up residence, christened it the Summerhill LCBO, and began filling the rooms with shelves of alcoholic beverages. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, substantial renovations increased the retail space, pushing the west façade to the sidewalk on Yonge and adding a loading dock on the east side, all while restoring the aged facility to its former glory, making it one of the largest and best-stocked liquor stores in Toronto. And without a doubt, the most aesthetically pleasing.

The limestone structure was constructed in the Beaux-Arts tradition, accented by magnificent arched windows and crowned by a rich, deep cornice. A one-hundred-and-forty-foot clock tower, modelled after the Campanile of St. Mark’s in Venice, complemented the northwest entrance; a tipping water fountain and public sitting space enriched the Scrivener Square piazza to the south. Inside the main terminal gallery, marble walls supported a thirty-eight-foot ceiling decorated with elegant bronze circular light fixtures crafted to resemble train wheels. Although it was hemmed in on all sides by a flourishing neighbourhood, the Summerhill LCBO refused to be overshadowed. Its grandeur was simply undeniable.

Amid such beauty, something ugly had begun to stir. As the sun shed its light upon the first traces of Saturday morning, an ambulance idled at the mouth of the north parking lot, blocking the sidewalk and part of the entrance. Ryan Leong had exited in a hurry, telling his partner not to bother getting out. Jeff Holt was more than happy to oblige. Close as they were, he had no intention of holding Ryan’s hair or whatever. Jeff was comfortable in his cockpit, thumbing through news feeds on his phone while hoping Ryan would hurry the fuck up and get his shit together.

But that was proving to be a challenge. Ryan Leong braced himself on the waist-high hedges that hugged the ivy-covered wall of the condo development at the opposite end of the lot and tried to unleash the undigested portion of his late supper, gagging and dry-heaving to no avail. Drenched in sweat, not from the heat but the pain, Ryan felt like a hand had been shoved down his throat and was digging around, tugging at the lining of his gut as though searching a deep pocket for loose change. It had only been a few hours since that dead bitch had tried to devour his shoulder, but already the painkillers seemed to be wearing off. Excruciating discomfort was practically Ryan’s only sensation. That, and an insatiable hunger. His stomach was like a black hole drawing everything inward. His heart beat irregularly, skipping every fourth note as though giving up the ghost, only to reignite and repeat the pattern. A rasping wheeze barely inflated his lungs as he inhaled, leaving his abdomen feeling like it was constricting.

And his thoughts kept returning to that crazy white chick with a lightning bolt painted on her face and a large hole in her neck. He never should have undone that zipper, though, in his defence, he could honestly say he had never had a corpse try to eat him before. In hindsight, the makeup was appropriate; the girl struck fast, and the pain was shocking. She bit right through his jacket and tore a chunk out of him. But even with the throbbing ache stretching down his left arm and up his neck, it could have been worse. At least he was confident she was dead now. That cop, Amanda something-or-other, had put a slug in his attacker before she could get another mouthful, exploded that decorated face all over Ryan’s chartreuse vest. And who knows what would have happened without that officer’s quick reflexes and skilled marksmanship? Of course, Officer Whatever was probably having a hell of a time explaining that mess to her higher-ups.

Just thinking of what it would be like to file that report sent a quiver down Ryan’s spine, the shudder becoming a spasm as his stomach lurched again. Tears flooded Ryan’s eyes. God, just let it out, he prayed.

“Been there, buddy. More ‘n I can count.” A gruff voice called out, taking Ryan Leong by surprise. Back on the sidewalk, a short distance from the ambulance, a homeless man had set up shop. He sat in a lawn chair, holding a handcrafted fishing rod with a coffee cup affixed to the end by a nylon wire, a creative means to inspire donations. Ryan had failed to notice the dirty little man before, but suddenly, the panhandler was the only fixed point in a hazy world.

Ryan’s heart knocked three times against his chest. He covered his face and exhaled forcefully, and his breath caught in his windpipe like a lump. He moved his hands to his throat, doubling over, choking and gasping. Something had worked its way inside, and he wanted it out, needed it out of his system. But it was ripping a hole in his belly and filling the void with a fierce craving for meat, raw meat, living. The hunger screamed in his head. Ryan wanted to scream along with it. And all the while, the coin fisherman kept swinging his cup like a pendulum, ticking away the seconds until breakfast. Ryan could smell the man’s skin sizzling in the heat of the morning sun, that pungently sweet, unwashed fragrance, like crab apples left to rot on a hot summer sidewalk, nauseating and overpowering. The scent kept drawing Ryan in, calling to him.

A viscous strand of black saliva began to brim and overflow Ryan’s lower lip, stretching earthward as he stepped toward the short man in the foldout seat. The moocher never glanced in Ryan’s direction, never saw the teeth parting as the twitching EMT increased his pace, slobbering and looking jolly rotten, the colour draining from his skin and taking his lifeforce with it. Something snapped, and Ryan Leong no longer occupied the body of the charging creature. All appetite and savagery, the undead paramedic began feasting on the vagrant.

The air filled with a high-pitched screech, and the sadistic monster looked up with eyes a ghostly shade, his face a crimson smear. The sound also drew Jeff Holt’s attention from his handheld device for the first time during the gruesome interaction. Jeff stared out the driver’s side window at his partner Ryan, hunched over the bloody body of a hobo, while some terrified pensioner shrieked in horror. But Jeff’s mind was slow to process what he was seeing. The old lady raised her hands as though warding off an attack and began backing away, though not hastily enough. Ryan lashed out, nipping the elderly woman’s palm before falling to the sidewalk, his feet entangled in the lawn chair and fishing kit. He bucked hopelessly against the collapsed seat, and the scared senior eagerly seized upon her chance to vamoose, running and squawking as if the devil himself was chasing her.

“Oh, my shit!”

Jeff rushed toward his colleague, accidentally placing his hand upon Ryan’s wounded shoulder to get his attention. He pulled back reflexively, apologizing, and paled at the sight as his partner looked up. Ryan’s face and shirt, plastered with bile and blood and bits of human organs, were a mess of monochromatic red hues, sharply contrasted by the whites of his eyes and teeth. Ryan released a snarl, his lip curling in anticipation.

So much meat. So much hunger. Jeff Holt never had a chance.
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“The next station is Pape. Pape Station,” the recorded voice announced as the subway train headed east.

Lynnette Kohl whimpered meekly to herself while cradling her left hand, rocking her body back and forth, attempting to steady her nerves as tears left streaks of mascara down her cheeks. She had wrapped a lavender scarf around her wound, the delicate fabric blemished with dark blood stains. Lynnette was a mess, shivering from fright; the harsh fluorescent lights bringing on a splitting headache. In all her eighty-three years, Lynn had never witnessed anything so jarring, so horrifyingly god-awful, as an emergency care provider devouring an unhoused person’s bowels like a wild animal scavenging roadkill.

Try as she might, Lynnette was unable to push the image from her mind. And the stench was worse, lingering in her nostrils, and in the back of her throat, thick and putrescent, like she had joined in on the foul mastication, gorging herself on the poor man’s flesh. But above all was the sharp sting in her hand where that brute had bitten her. It felt like someone had inserted pins into her nerves and was continuously flicking them. Agonizing twinges stabbed their way up her bony arm, the pangs causing her muscles to twitch involuntarily. Arthritis in her joints only served to amplify her suffering, but she had no desire to seek medical aid. After being assaulted by one paramedic and seeing his partner climbing down from the ambulance as though he was determined to partake in the stomach-churning cannibal exhibition, Lynnette Kohl had no intention of ever visiting another hospital or clinic. No, there was nothing in the world that Lynnette wanted more than to get home. But had home ever seemed so far away?

As always, there had been a delay on Line 1, the distance to the changeover at Bloor-Yonge feeling like an endurance run measured in inches. Heading east on Line 2, it seemed like Lynnette would never reach her destination, as the connecting train kept to the ridiculously slow crawl between stations. Transit overflowed with the usual commuters of the weekend rush, and the tourist traffic brought in by festivals, yet no one sat next to Lynnette. And not because she occupied one of the blue priority seats intended for elderly, pregnant or disabled passengers. Many riders actively ignored her, distancing themselves by hiding behind books and game systems or using headphones to shield themselves from their surroundings. Some pretended to sleep; others feigned interest in the advertisements overhead. A few snuck glances while doomscrolling on devices, but no one wanted anything to do with the distraught old woman and her blood-soaked scarf.

Lynn, however, was just fine with being shunned. Her trust in strangers was at an all-time low, and she had more than enough on her mind to distract her from the gawkers as the throbbing continued, stretching further, the pulses like tentacles of electricity, trying to grab at her heart. Until one shock succeeded. The pain was so sharp and sudden that it threw Lynnette from her seat to the sticky, filthy floor. Her body convulsed violently, her fingers balling into white-knuckled fists as her arms and legs pretzeled. Her neck and jaw went rigid, and she shook and sputtered. Some of the other passengers began to worry, a few crouching about her tiny body to better inspect her condition.

“I think she’s having a seizure. We need to get something in her mouth,” a self-appointed medical know-it-all declared. “Someone, call for help!”

A hand in the crowd reached for the yellow emergency alarm strip, setting off a constant beeping noise accompanied by an automated message over the public announcement system. “Attention. Attention. The emergency alarm has been activated, and emergency services have been alerted. This train will be holding at the next station for further investigation.”
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