



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  
 





  To my parents, Don and Peggy Roberts.




  Your support and love knows no bounds.




  
 





  CONTENTS




  NOTHING




  MASON




  ARIES




  CLEMENTINE




  MICHAEL




  ARIES




  NOTHING




  MASON




  CLEMENTINE




  MICHAEL




  MASON




  ARIES




  NOTHING




  MICHAEL




  MASON




  NOTHING




  ARIES




  CLEMENTINE




  MICHAEL




  MASON




  NOTHING




  ARIES




  CLEMENTINE




  MASON




  ARIES




  NOTHING




  MICHAEL




  MASON




  CLEMENTINE




  NOTHING




  ARIES




  MASON




  ARIES




  MASON




  CLEMENTINE




  MASON




  ARIES




  MASON




  NOTHING




  
 





  NOTHING




  I’m standing at the edge of existence. Behind me, a thousand monsters descend. Their disguises change with each stride.




  When they look in a mirror, do they see their true selves?




  Arms open wide. In front of me is nothing. No one ever knew how existence would end. Sure, they made assumptions: fire, flood, plague, etc. They studied the skies for locusts and watched for

  rain. They built their cities, destroyed the forests and poisoned the water. Warning signs left behind in the ruins of ancient civilizations have been misinterpreted. The sins of mankind are always

  to blame. But who would have guessed it would be so grey? So empty.




  Is there really a way back?




  Hello? Is there anyone there?




  Sorry, wrong number.




  There are too many thoughts to cover in such little time. I knew they would find me. I’m glowing in the moonlight. My darkness was too bright to hide forever. They find all of us

  eventually. They play the odds and they’re up a thousand to one.




  In front of me is nothing. No bright lights, no darkness. No energy. Just nothing.




  There is no future because we no longer have a past. Our present is devised of basic survival and it’s about to end.




  They have made sure of that.




  I am Nothing.




  I am existence.




  I am pain.




  I kneel down in the dirt and write some of my last words. I’d speak them but there is no one left to listen.




  

    Game Over


  




  
 





  MASON




  ‘There’s been an accident.’




  No words have ever been so terrifying.




  It was a sunny day. Beautiful. Early September. He’d been laughing. School had just started. Someone told a joke. Mason had finished first period and returned to his locker when the

  principal found him. Pulled him aside and away from his friends and spoke those four words.




  There’s been an accident.




  Twenty minutes later Mason arrived at Royal Hospital. They wouldn’t let him drive. His car was back at the parking lot. Mr Yan, the geology teacher, drove. He’d never even met Mr Yan

  before. He’d never thought to study geology. Since when did any of that matter?




  It was sunny outside. Bright. Hot. The girls were noticeably wearing fewer clothes. Warm light filtered through the Honda’s window, warming Mason’s jeans. He absently thought about

  removing his hoody but the consideration was too casual. Too normal. How could he think of being warm? How selfish was he?




  The teacher offered to come in but Mason shook his head. No. His head bounced up and down when asked if he’d be all right. Yes. He’d be sure to call the school if he needed a ride

  home. Yes. As he drove off, Mason noticed that Mr Yan’s white Honda Civic had a dent in the bumper.




  Another car drove through a red light and hit her. Side collision. Your mother was the only one in the car. She’s at the hospital. We’ll take you there. You can’t drive

  – you’re in shock.




  Shock? Was that what this was?




  Somehow he made it inside. A woman in Admitting told him where to go. She was eating a bagel. There was a coffee stain on her sleeve. A permanent frown tattooed into her forehead, her mouth

  drawn taut against her teeth. She pointed towards the main room and told him to wait. There were too many people around. More than the waiting room could hold. It seemed awfully busy for a

  Wednesday afternoon. He couldn’t find a seat, so he squeezed his slender frame into a corner between a vending machine and the wall. From there he could see and hear everything.




  Ambulance lights flickered through the windows. Paramedics rushed to bring stretchers through the emergency doors. Doctors shouted in the hallways and nurses ran with clipboards and medical

  supplies. People crowded the tiny waiting-room chairs. None was smiling. Most stared off into space while others spoke in hushed voices. A woman a few feet away, kept opening and closing the clasp

  on her purse. Her eyes were red and puffy, and when she looked at Mason tears welled up and rolled down her cheeks. She was holding a pink blanket in her lap; drops of blood stained the fabric.




  Mason looked down at his sneakers. He didn’t want to see any more. His shoelace was coming untied.




  Eventually a doctor called his name.




  ‘They’re taking her into surgery,’ the doctor told him. ‘There’s nothing you can do except wait. We can call someone if you’d like. Are there other family

  members you’d like us to contact?’




  There was no one else. Just Mom and him. Mason’s father had died five years ago when he was twelve.




  ‘Will she be OK?’




  ‘We’re doing the best we can.’




  Not an answer. That wasn’t a good sign.




  A nurse brought him coffee. The paper cup burned his fingers but he didn’t drop it. Instead he raised the liquid to his lips and took a large gulp. Burned his tongue. He barely noticed. He

  placed the cup on the waiting-room table and promptly forgot about it.




  His phone began to ring. People glared at him. A mother with two small children looked at him as if he was pure evil. There was a sign on the wall reminding people to turn off their mobiles. No

  electronics were allowed in the emergency room. Why hadn’t he noticed it before? He hit the power button without taking the call. There was nothing to say anyway.




  More ambulances arrived and stretchers and paramedics piled in through the doors. The waiting room went from being crowded to ridiculously out of control. Where were all these people coming

  from? They were beginning to overflow into the hallway. No one seemed to know what was going on.




  There was a television mounted in a metal frame above the heads of an Asian family who didn’t speak a word of English. The grandmother was lying on a stretcher pushed up against the wall

  by the nurses’ station. The orderlies didn’t know what to do with her. Stretchers filled with people were lining the hallways. The hospital seemed to have run out of room.




  The television was turned to a local channel, and a talk-show host was interviewing someone about some upcoming movie. The volume was low, and very few people paid attention. Mason watched for a

  bit; it was a helpful distraction although he couldn’t hear the words. He was still pressed up against the vending machine. Glancing at his watch he discovered it was almost two. He’d

  been there for four hours and had no idea what was going on. Was his mother still in surgery? He thought about asking the nurse for an update but changed his mind quickly once he saw the queue of

  twenty people screaming for attention. No one else was getting information, why should he be any different?




  ‘Mason Dowell?’




  The doctor had stopped in front of him and Mason hadn’t even noticed. He was holding the same clipboard from before and his face was stern and unreadable. Blinking several times, he looked

  down at the paperwork with heavy eyes.




  ‘Is she OK?’ The words blurted out. He hated the sound of his voice. High-pitched. Breathy. Panicky.




  ‘For now.’ The doctor wouldn’t look at him. ‘We’ve managed to stop the internal bleeding but she’s still unconscious. All we can do is wait. I think it might

  be best if you go and get some rest. I can try and arrange for someone to take you home.’




  ‘Can I see her?’




  ‘There’s nothing to see. She’s just resting. We’re very busy right now. Go home and get something to eat. Make some phone calls. Come back later tonight and you can see

  her then.’




  Someone gasped.




  Both of them turned to look. The waiting room had grown awfully quiet. Everyone stared at the television. Someone rushed over and turned up the volume.




  It took Mason a few seconds to realize what he was looking at. The talk show had been replaced by a news bulletin. Somewhere live on location. Fire trucks and police cars blocked off the remains

  of a building. They were using hoses to control the flames that burst through the destroyed structure. Emergency lights flashed and people rushed about but it was impossible to recognize them

  because of the smoke and dust.




  ‘I repeat,’ the news announcer’s voice said in the background. ‘Tragedy strikes at local Saskatoon high school. Channel Nine doesn’t know all the details yet but we

  believe that four men and three women entered the school around one thirty, armed with explosives. The bombs were ignited in the gymnasium, cafeteria and about five classrooms. There is no word on

  who did this and if it’s linked to a terrorist organization. We are not sure of the casualties yet but estimates are in the hundreds. They’re bringing some of the bodies out

  now.’




  The camera panned over to the building where officials were bringing out black bags. The glass entrance was destroyed and half the doorway had caved in but Mason had walked through those doors a

  few hours ago.




  ‘That’s my school,’ he said.




  No one heard him.




  ‘I’ve never seen anything like this,’ the announcer said. Her voice was shaking and constrained. She was no longer reading the script; the words leaving her lips were her own.

  ‘The whole school has been destroyed. It’s all gone. What kind of monsters would do that?’ Tears glistened in her eyes.




  The studio camera panned over to the left as a police officer walked into the shot. His forced expression filled the screen. ‘If you or anyone you know has children attending the school,

  please do not come down here. I repeat: do not come down. There is nothing you can do to help but there is a number you can call.’ Local numbers came up on the screen. ‘I repeat, do not

  come down. The authorities are busy and cannot help you.’




  The camera panned across the parking lot and the hundreds of cars that remained empty. Mason spotted his Toyota Corolla next to a smashed Ford truck covered in rubble. Funny, his car looked

  untouched. There didn’t seem to be a single scratch.




  ‘That’s my school,’ he repeated.




  ‘Son?’ The doctor put his hand on Mason’s shoulder. ‘You’d better go home.’




  ‘Yeah, OK.’ The weight of the entire hospital crushed down on Mason’s back. He needed to get out of there and make some phone calls. Find out what had happened.




  ‘Let me get someone to take you.’ The doctor looked around the waiting room. ‘Stay here and I’ll go see who’s getting off duty. Give me twenty minutes.’




  ‘No, don’t bother. I can go myself.’ Mason zipped up his hoody. If he hurried, he could get to the school in less than half an hour.




  ‘I don’t think—’




  ‘It’s fine.’ Mason stepped backwards. ‘I’m not that far away. I’ve got to go. I’ll be back in a few hours. I’ll – um – eat something

  like you said. Take a rest. Have a shower.’




  The doctor smiled. ‘Do what you’ve got to do. We’ll see you this evening. Your mother is lucky to have you.’




  It was still bright and warm outside. Sunny. Beautiful. Shouldn’t it be darker? Mason stumbled over the kerb, nearly falling right into the path of an incoming ambulance. Stepping

  backwards, red lights washed over him as the vehicle sped by. His mobile phone bounced out of his hoody pocket but he managed to grab it before it hit the ground. Turning it on, he remembered that

  someone had called earlier. There was one new message.




  ‘Dude!’ The voice on the recording was his friend Tom. ‘I heard about your mom. I’m really sorry, hope she’s all right. I’ll call you the second I’m

  done in class. Let me know if you’re still in the hospital. I’ll head down. Gotta go. Coach’ll have me running laps if I’m late again.’




  There was a beep and a voice asking him if he wanted to replay the message, save or delete it.




  Running laps. Gym.




  Explosives.




  Tom had been in the gym along with all the others. Kids he’d grown up with. They were all the friends who shared his life. He should have been in the gym. He would have been if it

  hadn’t been for those four horrible words. Had his mother just saved his life?




  He scrolled through his phone until he found Tom’s number. Pressed the button and held it against his ear. Waited for it to ring. Nothing happened. It didn’t go straight to

  voicemail. Not even a recorded voice telling him to try again.




  Ending the call, he looked through his list of numbers. Dozens of them, all friends – every single one had been at the school. If he called them, would he get nothing but dead air? He

  wasn’t brave enough to try to find out.




  Flagging down the first taxi, Mason climbed in and asked the driver to take him to the 7-Eleven a block from the school. He’d walk the rest. He ran his fingers through his tousled brown

  hair nervously, trying to distract himself – anything to keep him from kicking the back seat and screaming.




  He needed to see. To make sure. He wouldn’t allow himself to believe it was real until he saw with his own eyes.




  
 





  ARIES




  The man on the bus had gone insane.




  At least it seemed that way. He was rocking back and forth in the seat, muttering to himself in a language that Aries didn’t understand. Twice he got up from his chair and wandered down

  the aisle, stopping every few steps to shake his head and cover his ears. Finally he plopped down in the seat right in front of her and rummaged through the pockets of his coat.




  ‘What’s wrong with him?’ Sara hissed in her ear. Her eyes were wide and she was pressed back in her own seat as far as her body would allow. She twisted strands of hair between

  her fingers, something she did only when she was nervous.




  ‘I think he’s mentally ill,’ Aries whispered back. She glanced around, avoiding the stares of other people who were trying hard to pretend the insane man didn’t exist. A

  few rows in front of her, a guy around her age watched her intently. A book was open in his hands but he didn’t appear to be reading. His eyes were dark and almost hidden behind his longish

  hair. He gave her a tiny smirk and she pulled her gaze away, her cheeks burning.




  ‘They shouldn’t allow those sorts of people on the bus in the first place,’ Colin said from the seat behind them. He was the drama king of the school and Sara thought he was

  the greatest thing in the world. Aries thought he was arrogant and liked himself a bit too much. She put up with him because of Sara. Isn’t that what friends did? They’d been

  permanently linked since they were little and she’d walk across fire for Sara. Putting up with an obnoxious boyfriend like Colin was part of the best-friend code. She knew she’d put

  Sara through worse during their years of friendship.




  It was a beautiful Vancouver evening, one of the nice ones where it wasn’t raining, and they were on their way back to Clayton Heights High School for evening rehearsals of Alice in

  Wonderland. Aries had the role of Alice and Colin was still complaining about Ms Darcy, the drama teacher’s, choice of play. There was no male lead in Alice in Wonderland and Colin

  was determined to let the entire world know he’d been robbed.




  ‘What if he attacks us?’ Sara said. She was going to be the Queen of Hearts, a role, she joked, that had been created just for her. Sara didn’t understand why little girls

  wanted to be princesses when they could be queens. Even her cellphone had a tiny dangling jewelled crown attached to it.




  ‘He won’t do anything,’ Colin said, and he wrapped his arms round Sara. ‘Not while I’m here.’




  The man suddenly let out a stream of curse words that made almost everyone on the bus blush. Colin’s cheeks reddened and instantly he didn’t look so sure of himself. Letting go of

  Sara, he leaned back in his own chair and looked up. Reading the bus advertisements suddenly seemed more important than reassuring Sara.




  Aries rolled her eyes and pressed the buzzer. They were getting off at the next stop. Colin would be able to leave without his cowardice being properly revealed. The moment they got to school

  Colin would probably tell the story about how he’d been preparing to stand up to the crazy guy on the bus. Then Sara would smile and kiss him on the cheek and pretend he was the hero he

  wanted to be. Aries would politely join in, keeping the secret truth to herself. Boys could be ridiculously stupid sometimes.




  She looked back at the strange guy and he was still watching her. He’d put the book away but he wasn’t getting up. One leg rested on the seat, slender fingers tapped absently at his

  knee. So intense-looking. She tried to place him; did he go to her school? She couldn’t tell for sure.




  Colin got up out of his seat, clinging to the safety rail. Sara joined him. Aries zipped up her backpack and was about to move when the insane man turned round and looked right at her. She

  froze, her bum half off the seat when he reached out and grabbed her arm. His fingers were icy cold.




  ‘Pretty girlie,’ he said. ‘Brace yourself. It’s about to open.’




  ‘Excuse me?’




  ‘Couldn’t keep it closed forever. Too much hate. They found a crack. Let it out again. Here we go. Ten, nine, eight.’ Spittle flung from the man’s lips and his grip

  tightened on her arm.




  ‘Let go of me,’ Aries said. She pulled backwards but it was useless. She grabbed hold of his filthy hand and tried to prise his fingers off. She didn’t want to touch him; the

  greyness of his skin was clammy. His clothing was filthy and he smelt faintly of sour milk. Crumbs were stuck in his beard and his cheeks were pockmarked and scabbed. Her stomach lurched as she

  asked him again to let go.




  ‘Hey!’ Colin yelled out, but he didn’t move to help. He was frozen. Sara stood beside him, her mouth wide open but no sounds came out.




  ‘Seven, six, the cities are collapsing around us. Five!’ the man said. ‘Game Over! Four! Hear the screams. Feel the power! Three!’




  The bus lurched, rising up over the top of something and then crashed back to the ground. People fell forward in their seats. There were screams as several people slammed about in different

  directions. Colin staggered against Sara, sending her down the aisle, crashing against an old lady with groceries. Mandarin oranges rolled away and a bottle of spaghetti sauce exploded. The strong

  smell of spiced tomatoes filled the air.




  But Aries and the insane man didn’t move. His eyes were fixed on her. She looked right into them.




  She expected his eyes to be bloodshot. Crazy people always had bloodshot eyes in books and movies. It was the standard insanity cliché. But his weren’t. They were something

  else.




  The veins in his eyes were black.




  ‘Two.’




  The bus lurched again, the driver slammed on the brakes and more people screamed. They came to a sudden stop in the middle of an intersection and other cars honked their horns in protest. A

  high-school girl was thrown forward, her purse dangling from her shoulders. Her back cracked against the metal railings. People surged out of their seats and on to the floor, trying to get free.

  But the doors weren’t opening. Men banged their fists against the glass windows.




  Still Aries and the crazy man didn’t move.




  ‘One.’




  The ground exploded.




  The bus staggered forward. The road beneath them began to break apart; pieces of concrete vibrated and scattered as if alive. A fire hydrant burst, water surged upward, raining down into the

  intersection. Power lines swayed until wires tore and fayed violently. The lights from the businesses and street surged and went dark. Cars hit their brakes and crashed into each other. Through the

  window, Aries watched people trying to climb out of the wreckage everywhere while others ran for the safety of the parking lot and pavements. Beside the intersection a grocery store rocked on its

  foundations. Glass shattered, sending tiny projectile missiles in all directions. People covered their heads with their hands to avoid being sliced apart. They fell over each other as they tried to

  keep their balance on the shaking ground.




  A moment ago people were frantically trying to get off the bus. Now they turned and started pushing their way back in. The ground kept vibrating and the bus groaned and heaved; a giant chunk of

  concrete smashed into it from behind, forcing the back of the bus up into the air several feet.




  Aries could hear Sara calling her name but she couldn’t see her through the confusion. People were all around her, crawling along the floor, climbing over the seats, banging against the

  glass to try to save themselves.




  ‘What’s happening? What’s happening?’ Someone kept repeating the words over and over. Another person was calling for help. Others were screaming. The crazy man began

  shouting something over the noise that sounded foreign. She couldn’t tell if he was laughing or crying.




  Somewhere in the distance there was a loud explosion. The windows shattered, forcing Aries to cover her head and duck down between the seats. Bits of glass rained down on her, catching in her

  hair and bouncing off the back of her hands. The crazy man had released his grip. She no longer heard him but he was close. She could still smell the scent of sour milk.




  A delivery truck sped through the intersection and crashed into the side of the bus. The collision was powerful: it rocked the bus and it tilted over on its side. Aries grabbed hold of the seat

  and held on tightly. Bodies crashed against her. For a brief second she saw Colin’s face pressed up against her leg but he disappeared quickly in the sea of struggling bodies.




  The ground continued to shake.




  Hours? Minutes?




  And then it was over.




  The bus was deathly quiet. Aries lay there, her back against the metal window frame and the broken cement, unable to think about anything. Her leg hurt but not enough to make her think it was

  broken. Liquid dribbled down her face, making her forehead itch insanely. She couldn’t free her hand to scratch or check if it was blood. Was she bleeding? She wasn’t sure. There was

  too much weight pressed against her chest. Her arms were stuck. Too many people were lying on top of her. Breathing deeply, she inhaled dust and started coughing. The taste of copper was heavy in

  the air.




  Wiggling her fingers, she tried to pull her hand free. She had to yank hard; her arm was stuck underneath someone’s back. She pushed against the body that weighed her down, almost

  screaming when the head rolled towards her, showing the insane man’s face. A tightness stretched across her chest, cold air filled her lungs and she was positive she’d stopped

  breathing. The edge of her vision darkened into a tunnel; she was going to pass out.




  What if he woke up? His lips were practically touching her cheek. The sour-milk smell invaded her nose. If he moved, she was going to have a heart attack on the spot. She looked straight up

  through the broken windows at the sky. Pictured how good the fresh air would feel against her skin once she got free.




  A hand reached out. ‘Here,’ a voice said. Fingers tightened round hers, giving them a gentle squeeze. The hand was warm and soft. Firm. Reassuring. The dark-haired guy appeared in

  front of her. With his free arm, he grabbed hold of the crazy man’s jacket, yanking the body off her.




  ‘Is that better?’




  She nodded. Somehow she managed to find her legs somewhere in all that clutter and she brought them up to her chest. The guy continued to hold her hand, helping her maintain balance while she

  struggled to her knees.




  ‘Sara?’ Her voice was loud and strained.




  The bus was full of bodies, some of them moving, most of them still. Grabbing hold of a seat’s metal railing, she pulled herself up until she was standing. The seats were still bolted to

  what was now the side of the bus, crowding the small amount of free space. Bits of glass quivered above her head, raining down the occasional shard.




  There were so many bodies.




  ‘Let’s look for her,’ the guy said.




  He was still holding her hand and she allowed him to gently lead her towards the front. She stepped through the bodies, stopping to check the faces of everyone she passed. What had Sara been

  wearing? She couldn’t remember. Her jacket? A hoody? Which one? Other people started to get up, staggering and tripping as they tried to make their way off. Because the bus was lying on its

  side, they couldn’t go through the door so someone took one of the emergency hammers off the wall and smashed their way through the front window. A woman whose arm was bent awkwardly began to

  climb over the steering wheel to get outside. Other people searched around, looking for their friends and family members. She saw Colin step over the body of the elderly lady. His foot came down on

  one of the mandarin oranges, squishing it into a mushy pulp.




  ‘Help me,’ she called out. ‘I can’t find Sara.’




  But Colin ignored her. His eyes were set on getting free. Unfocused. Rattled. His hair was sticking up and his cheek was splotchy with grime. She’d never seen him look dirty before. Even

  his fingernails were meticulously clean. He moved past her, never giving her a second glance.




  She thought about calling after him but it seemed pointless. Instead she concentrated on methodically moving amongst the bodies, desperately searching for her friend. Voices called out,

  pleading, asking for help. A boy screamed for his mother, begging her to come because he couldn’t understand where he was. Everywhere was pain and death. A few hands reached out weakly for

  her and she helped free a man from underneath an unconscious woman. The man’s ankle was broken and beginning to swell but he still managed to crawl his way towards the front. She continued to

  look for Sara. But she wasn’t there.




  ‘Why don’t we check outside?’ the guy said. She nodded and allowed him to put his arm round her. It seemed like the right thing to do. His body was warm, the muscles beneath

  his jacket pressed against her, drawing her in, comforting her.




  Maybe Sara had already managed to get out?




  An overly pregnant woman struggled to stand from between two crushed seats. ‘Please, help me,’ she said.




  The stranger let go of her and they both put their arms round the stunned woman. Blood trickled down her forehead from where she’d smashed her face into the window. The three of them

  stumbled through the front window and on to the broken street. There were benches at the bus stop and they helped the woman over and sat her down. Another woman came over to lend a hand. Blood

  seeped from a gash in her forehead but she crouched down beside the expectant mother and began talking to her calmly.




  The first thing that struck Aries was the lack of noise. There were so many people standing around, many of them covered in blood and injured. But they were quiet. They moved about, some helping

  each other, barely uttering a single word.




  The street was destroyed. Most of the concrete was torn apart; it lay in piles, strewn across the ground. There was broken glass everywhere. It crunched beneath her feet. The sun was beginning

  to set; the sky was filled with pink and purple. Long shadows spread out across the ground. Normally, by now, the street lamps would start to switch on, but with the power out there would be no

  city glow. Soon everything would be pitch black. Aries shuddered. The thought of being on the streets once the sun went down was enough to make her feel like she was five years old and terrified of

  closet monsters or things that hid under the bed.




  The building on the corner had imploded. It used to be a grocery store. Now it was nothing but a pile of debris. Shopping carts lay on their sides where the parking lot used to be. Some of the

  wheels were still spinning. How many people were trapped inside? There were dozens of cars in the lot, many of them rolled over on their sides. The smell of gasoline was strong.




  Walking the length of the bus, she studied the faces of everyone around her. She moved between the groups, bending down to check people lying on the ground. There were a lot of dazed and pained

  expressions but none of them was familiar. None of them was Sara.




  One of the drivers had a first-aid kit in his trunk. He opened it and began handing out supplies. The stranger from the bus came over holding a sterile white bandage. ‘You’re

  bleeding.’ He brought the gauze up to her forehead, pressed gently against her skin. ‘Hold this. Are you all right?’




  She put her hand up, fingers touching against his as she took control of the bandage. She pressed carefully against her own skin but there was no pain. When she pulled the cloth away, there was

  dark blood. ‘I don’t think it’s mine,’ she said. ‘I’m not hurt.’




  ‘Good. Did you find your friend?’




  She shook her head.




  ‘Well, let’s try the bus again. We’ll keep looking for her.’ The guy turned back towards the wreckage and she followed. She liked his calmness, the way he carried his

  body when he walked. It made her feel safe. Stronger. She saw Colin standing in the road and thought about calling out to him but then changed her mind. He’d ignored her before; she doubted

  he’d be much help now.




  ‘What happened?’ she asked as they climbed back on the bus.




  ‘Earthquake,’ the guy said. His eyes flickered in the dying sunlight. ‘It’s like the ground just opened up and swallowed us whole.’




  Brace yourself. It’s about to open.




  The crazy man had said that just before he started his countdown.




  But how was that possible? No one could predict earthquakes – could they?




  ‘Sara has to be in here,’ Aries said, her voice sounding heavy and strange in her ears. ‘She’s blonde. Wears glasses. I need to find her.’




  ‘We’ll find her.’




  ‘I can’t remember what she’s wearing.’




  ‘I saw her sitting with you. I know what she looks like.’




  ‘Isn’t that weird that I can’t remember? I should know. She’s my best friend. Oh God. What if she’s dead? I’ve got to tell her mom.’




  The guy turned and placed a hand on her shoulder. She looked into his eyes, wondering how they could be dark and piercing but friendly and soft at the same time. She tried to recall if she knew

  his face. He seemed familiar in a vague sort of way. Did they go to school together?




  ‘We’ll find her,’ he repeated.




  And they did. But by then it was too late.




  
 





  CLEMENTINE




  Outside the wind pressed against the small town hall, shaking the windows and seeping through the cracks. A cold draught blew across the floor, numbing the noses and ears of

  everyone seated. The room had been built over a hundred years ago when the town of Glenmore was first established. Wonderful inventions such as insulation didn’t exist back then. No wonder

  the people looked sad and depressed in the black-and-white pictures decorating the walls.




  Clementine sat squished between her mother and father, second row from the back, right by the aisle and entrance. The meeting was for seven but they’d arrived late; Mom had been

  desperately trying to reach Heath on the phone but all the lines were down. Heath was in Seattle getting a degree in computer programming.




  A lot of people were dead in Seattle. The earthquake had destroyed most of the west coast from California to Alaska.




  Clementine didn’t believe for a second that Heath was dead. Mom had one of those built-in sensor detectors that went off whenever her children were in trouble. She’d known

  immediately when Clementine had fallen from the pyramid during cheerleading practice and sprained her ankle. When Heath got into a car accident, she’d called him less than a minute after to

  make sure he wasn’t hurt. Her spider senses tingled when her family was in trouble. If Heath was dead, she’d know.




  When Washington got their phone lines working again, they’d receive a phone call or email from Heath, joking about how he was shaking things up in the city and not to worry.




  But there was always the possibility that wasn’t true. Who knew how these mother/child instincts worked? Maybe there was some sort of time-zone limitation?




  ‘If we don’t reach him by tomorrow morning, I’m driving to Seattle myself,’ Mom said just before they left for the town meeting.




  ‘Come on, honey,’ Dad said. ‘I’m sure Heath is fine. They’ll get the lines fixed and he’ll call. Just give it a few more days. You’ll see.’




  But Dad wasn’t confident with his words. As he’d spoken, he’d stared at the ceiling and hadn’t taken Mom’s hand as he normally did when he was trying to be

  reassuring. So Clementine knew that tomorrow morning Mom would load up the SUV and take the two-day trip to Seattle. She decided now that she’d go too. She’d miss the big game on Friday

  but that wasn’t nearly as important as making sure her brother was alive. Part of her was excited about the journey – she’d never taken the road trip west before. The other part

  of her was terrified and guilt-ridden.




  Dear Heath, you’d better be OK. You promised me that if I ever made it down to Seattle you’d take me sightseeing. I guess that’s out of the question. In all honesty, knowing

  you’re safe is more important than getting the chance to see the Rock ’n’ Roll Museum.




  The town hall was crowded. Almost everyone was there. Glenmore was small, just under a thousand people, but the tiny building could barely fit all of them in nonetheless. Craig Strathmore, the

  line defender, was five rows up from her. He’d waved to her when they’d walked in, a gesture that warmed her stomach. As far as farm boys went, he was one nice piece of cowboy. Up

  towards the front Clementine saw Jan and Imogene, other cheerleaders she hung out with. They were sitting with their parents too. It was obvious that neither of them had come willingly. Jan played

  with a strand of her hair, lazily scanning the crowd with a bored frown on her face. She turned and spotted Clementine, made a big effort of rolling her eyes and shrugging her shoulders. Clementine

  grinned back.




  She was about to ask Dad if she could go and sit with them when the mayor took the podium.




  ‘Attention. Call to order.’




  The room immediately went quiet. Eyes forward, people waited for him to speak. It was the first emergency meeting in over thirty years. Although everyone knew what the mayor would talk about,

  people were still curious to know what the town of Glenmore was going to do. Clementine was already envisioning the multitude of bake sales and potluck dinners in the church parking lot.




  ‘As you know, there’s been a plea from the president asking for all Americans to help out in this time of trouble,’ the mayor said. Someone must have set the sound system wrong

  because there was a sudden screech of feedback. An assistant immediately ran up to play around with the buttons and the mayor tapped the microphone a few times before he continued. Some of the

  older folks in the front rows took out their hearing aids. ‘We’ve been asked to send supplies to the coast and any people who might be willing to volunteer with the clean-up.

  They’ve got a lot of missing people over there, some of whom are from this very town.’




  Although they weren’t rude enough to turn round and stare, Clementine could feel hundreds of pairs of invisible eyes focus on her family. No one else had people on the west coast.




  She caught Craig giving her a sympathy glance before his father whispered angrily in his ear, forcing him to turn round and face the front again. The whole scene struck her as funny and she

  found herself struggling not to giggle.




  Dear Heath, if you die, then I’d better get your car.




  No, it wouldn’t do her any good to laugh.




  The discussion carried on with a lot of uproar. What about all the violence – those rumours about people killing each other for no reason? How long would it take before that sort of

  behaviour found its way over to Glenmore? How would they protect themselves if half the men left to go help on the coast?




  ‘We need all able bodies here,’ someone shouted in the crowd. ‘We don’t need them off where God knows what might be happening. That’s a death order if I’ve

  ever heard one.’




  ‘It wouldn’t be very Christian of us to not help,’ another said. ‘The orders came from the president himself.’




  ‘How dare you say I’m not Christian, Hank. Where were you last Sunday? Watching the game on TV?’




  ‘Order! Order!’




  Clementine knew the exact moment the door opened because a gust of wind blew up against her neck, sending icy shivers down her spine. She should have worn her warmer jacket but it was September.

  Isn’t it still supposed to be relatively warm in September?




  She turned her head to look at the latecomers. Henry and James Tills had entered the town hall. They were both smiling but neither looked happy.




  Something was wrong with Henry’s eyes. If she hadn’t known him as well as she did, she might have thought he was wearing contacts. But Henry wasn’t the type.




  ‘Evening, boys,’ the mayor said. A squeal of feedback went through the microphone again causing several people to cover their ears. ‘Little early for that kind of protection,

  don’t you think? No need to be arming ourselves just yet.’




  Murmurs broke out amongst the people in the hall and many of them turned in their seats to watch the door. It wasn’t until Henry and James passed them in the aisle that Clementine noticed

  the weapons. Mom immediately reached out and squeezed her hand.




  ‘Clem,’ she whispered. ‘You need to leave. Get up.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Leave now.’ Mom yanked her forward in her seat, pushing her right on to the floor. Clementine’s knees scraped against the cement. One of her shoes slipped off her heel and she

  only just managed to shove it back on when Mom shoved her again, forcing her into the aisle.




  She was about to open her mouth to protest but she saw the look on her mother’s face. So instead she pulled herself up to her feet and brushed the blonde hair back from her face.




  The town hall had grown awfully quiet.




  She took a few steps backwards towards the hall doors. Henry and James Tills had already passed her. They were making their way down towards the centre of the room. Neither of them looked back

  at her as she stood stupidly with her hands at her sides. She glanced over at Mom but she wasn’t looking. She was staring straight ahead as if concerned that any unexpected movement might

  cause the wrong kind of attention.




  Clementine focused again on the only other two people standing in the room.




  James held the weapon in his arms but there was something wrong with the way he was standing. His back was twitching as if he was having a seizure. Muscles rippled against the tightness of his

  shirt. There was blood on his trousers. His leg made a sickening squelching noise every time he placed weight on it. She stared at James’s jeans, watching the movement of his ankle. She

  couldn’t stop looking at the way his foot dragged against the ground when he stepped forward.




  Mom reached out and grabbed her arm, breaking her paralysis. She looked into her mother’s eyes and saw something she’d never seen in sixteen years. Her strong, confident, stubborn

  mom was freaked. That wasn’t right. Mom was the one who always kept everyone together. She never fell apart. She was too solid that way. Strong. Clementine opened her mouth to speak but Mom

  brought a finger to her lips. Her hands were trembling.




  ‘Go,’ she mouthed silently. Beside her, Dad motioned with his hands. Shooing her away like an annoying fly. His eyes never met hers; they were focused on the backs of Henry and

  James. There was no mistaking the concern on his face either.




  Clementine shook her head. ‘Come with me,’ she mouthed back.




  Mom grabbed her arm a second time, pushing her away from the chairs. Clementine began slowly moving towards the entrance, walking backwards, afraid to take her eyes off the two men. She’d

  known both Henry and James since she was a toddler. These men were liked. They were served coffee and pie at the diner and helped out with the town festivals. Henry played Santa every year for the

  church Christmas party.




  But the panic filled the room like an electric charge. Everyone was frozen in their seats waiting for the proverbial pin to drop. Even the few people in the back row who could see Clementine

  silently sneaking away seemed to ignore her completely. What would happen once Henry and James reached the front of the room?




  She didn’t find out. Her shoulders brushed against the door frame and her fingers found the handle. Looking back at her parents, her father had risen from his seat along with a few of the

  other men. Her mother was staring at her hands. Clementine pushed down on the latch, letting the door open a few inches, worried that the sound might draw attention to her actions. What if the wind

  knocked the door right out of her hands? Another foot and soon there was enough space to squeeze her body through. There was a brief second of panic when she turned her back to the men to make her

  escape.




  Once outside, the wind whipped ferociously at her neck. She closed the door as quietly as she could. What if the noise made everyone turn and look? Even worse, what if it locked and her parents

  couldn’t get free? It felt like a betrayal, turning the handle till the latch clicked. She was leaving them all behind. Her mother and father. Her friends. She didn’t know what fate she

  was giving them. So far nothing had happened. This was a small town. Things didn’t happen. Her mother was probably overreacting but something inside her was also telling her to run.




  To leave everyone behind, though? That seemed cowardly.




  She decided to wait on the steps until everyone came back out. They’d laugh about it later on the ride home. Tomorrow they’d pack their bags and drive down to Seattle to check on

  Heath. It would be a good story to tell him.




  A car’s engine roared to life and headlights switched on, bathing her in blinding white light.




  ‘Well, well, well, we’ve got ourselves an escapee.’




  She knew that voice. It belonged to her neighbour, Sam Anselm. She took a few steps forward until she could see through the headlights’ glare.




  The town hall was surrounded.




  There were at least twenty men and women, armed, and ready to ambush. They had positioned their cars around the building so that no one would be getting out. Clementine took another step,

  painfully aware that Sam had his gun tracking her movements.




  ‘What’s going on, Sam?’ Her voice sounded taut and strange in her throat. She swallowed hard but it didn’t help.




  ‘I think you need to go back inside, young missy,’ Sam said. ‘That is, if you really want to know.’




  ‘And if I don’t?’




  ‘Then we’ll have a little party out here. Just the two of us.’




  Sam was on her before she had time to react. Grabbing hold of her arm, he dragged her away from the town hall and towards his truck. She yanked hard, trying to break free but his grip was too

  strong.




  ‘Sam. Sam, stop it, please,’ she said. The others were beginning to descend on the town hall with their weapons raised. ‘Don’t do this.’




  ‘But I enjoy it,’ he said.




  She stumbled over the walkway and almost fell, eyes filling with tears from the pain of him dragging her along. The muscles in her arm flared and she was afraid he might tear the ligaments if

  she continued to fight. So she allowed him to pull her a few more feet until he stopped at the edge of the parking lot.




  His hand let go of her arm abruptly and he stared at her as if he didn’t know who she was. His eyes grew wide and confused.




  ‘Clem?’




  ‘Sam?’




  ‘I didn’t hurt you, did I? Please say I didn’t hurt you.’ His hands reached out and grabbed her shoulders.




  ‘No, I’m fine. I—’




  ‘You’ve got to get out of here. Now! Before I go back. I go in and out. My brain. The voices. White noise. They’re so loud. I can’t stop them. They’re telling me to

  do things.’




  ‘What are you talking about, Sam? I can’t go. My parents are inside.’




  ‘Leave. You have to go or they’ll kill you. I’ll kill you. Once it takes over I can’t stop it.’




  ‘What? What takes over?’




  ‘I don’t know. The voices. The things inside my head. They’re real. Curled up against my brain. Fighting me.’




  He gave her a shove backwards and she thought about how her mother had done the same thing moments ago. Everyone kept telling her to run but no one was saying where they wanted her to go.




  Gunshots fired against the night. They came from inside the town hall. Someone screamed.




  Everyone she knew was inside that building.




  ‘Run,’ Sam said, reading her mind. ‘You can’t save them. Don’t go home. That’s the first place they’ll look for you.’




  ‘But where will I go?’




  Sam dropped to his knees, clutching at his ears and screaming. His gun dropped to the earth beside him and she thought about trying to grab it. But she didn’t know anything about weapons;

  it would be useless in her hands.




  When Sam raised his head, his eyes were clouded and there was no recognition when he looked right at her. He’d bitten his lip or cheek when he fell. He smiled; she could see the blood on

  his teeth. Her heart pounded and skipped a beat.




  Sam no longer appeared to be home.




  She decided to do what she’d been told. She turned and ran.




  
 





  MICHAEL




  ‘I can’t take this any more. Toss in some music or something; I’m sick of the news.’




  They were driving in Joe’s truck. Not anywhere in particular, just wasting time. Something they did every afternoon after school let out. They’d been doing these rituals since

  they’d both got their driver licences last year. Michael rolled the window down, enjoying the way the wind caught his long brown hair.




  ‘What do you want to hear?’




  ‘I don’t care. Anything except this crap. Who cares about an earthquake?’




  Michael cared but he didn’t bother admitting it. Besides, Joe was right, the news hadn’t broadcasted anything original in hours. Just the same old stuff since the initial reports

  started coming in last night. Most of the information played on a loop. No one seemed to know anything. Searching through the music, he settled on Green Day, the only CD that wasn’t scratched

  beyond recognition. Joe didn’t take good care of his things.




  ‘So you heard about Sasquatch?’ That was Joe’s pet name for Mr Petrov, the crazy old Vietnam veteran who lived down the street from the school. He was known for screaming at

  teenagers who came too close to his front lawn. He also had one of the only houses that was toilet-papered on a regular basis.




  ‘Yeah, he attacked the mailman or something yesterday.’




  ‘Bit his earlobe off,’ Joe said. ‘Clear right off. Chewed on it for a while too before the police hit him with a taser. I mean, how messed up is that?’




  ‘What did they do with him?’




  ‘Heard they hauled him off to the nuthouse. About time too. It’s not like it’s news. He’s been loopy for years.’




  Michael tapped his fingers gently on the car door in time to the music. It was strange to think of Mr Petrov’s house as being empty. He’d been a bit of a hermit, rarely leaving his

  yard except to buy groceries every single Monday at the local Safeway. He was a local attraction. There wasn’t much else going on in Whitefish.




  ‘Do you think they’ll put his house up for sale?’ he asked. ‘He doesn’t have any family, right? I wonder what will happen to his stuff?’




  Joe didn’t answer. Tapping the brakes, he slowed the truck and swerved slightly to the right. ‘What the hell is that guy doing?’




  Michael looked. Ahead of them, a motorcycle and a car appeared to be in an argument. The driver, with his head clear out the window, was screaming obscenities at the guy on the bike. Honking his

  horn several times, he hit the accelerator as the biker tried to speed away. His licence plates were out of state – Idaho.




  ‘That’s some serious road rage,’ Michael said.




  Joe leaned his head out the window. ‘Just say no, dude,’ he screamed. ‘It’s all about the love.’




  ‘I don’t think you’re helping.’




  The car honked its horn again, the red brake lights glowing as the driver slowed down to keep the same speed as the motorcycle.




  The biker decided he’d had enough. Revving the engine, the motorcycle gained speed, edging ahead until he’d almost passed.




  ‘Oh my God.’




  The driver swerved his car, straight into the motorcycle’s path, front fender meeting with back tyre. The biker lost control, and the machine spun sideways and into the path of a massive

  truck. Both rider and bike propelled towards Joe’s car. The guy’s body twisted and turned, doing airborne cartwheels, a ragdoll tossed through the air. Joe slammed the brakes while

  spinning the steering wheel, sending them into the ditch.
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