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  NOTHING




  Greetings and salutations.




  I know you missed me.




  I missed me too.




  What can I say? I’ve been around. I’ve been seeing everything. Slinking through the streets. Crawling through the train tunnels. Walking across water with my eyes alight with fire.

  Licking the crud off spoons and picking at the chewing gum on my shoes.




  None of it really matters. They’ve left me alone for now but I know those days are ending. The Baggers want me back. They dropped their apron strings for a split second and the naughty

  child bolted into the wilderness. They won’t make the same mistake again. I hear them calling me. Now they’re starting to look. I’m on their radar. Eventually they will find me

  and drag me back by my heels.




  And things will change.




  In a blink of an eye, history will repeat itself. Remember, we’ve been through this before. From the moment mankind stepped out of the primordial ooze, they’ve been here to keep us

  in our places. Obviously a select few lived to tell the tale otherwise we wouldn’t be here now. But how many of us are going to survive this round?




  Tick, tock. Tick, tock.




  Time is running out.




  If a tree falls in the middle of the city, does anyone notice? Do they hear the creaking of the wood? Do they witness the leaves shaking above them? Do they sense the desperation or feel the

  sudden gush of wind against their faces?




  That one great second before gravity takes over, and what was once magnificent becomes nothing but lumber.




  Timber!




  Or do they just go about their daily chores, continue on to work with their lattes in hand, iPods blaring, BlackBerries ringing, ignoring everything they’ve witnessed?




  There were warnings. There are always warnings. But we missed them. We chose not to see. We didn’t believe.




  And now we are finished.




  Game Over.




  The Baggers are gathering their armies around the world. They are taking back the cities, rebuilding civilization on their terms. They have ideas. You wouldn’t like them.




  Now humans are considered a virus. A mutation. A disease. They need to be removed from this world. The Baggers will control those who are left to make sure humans don’t go back to their

  nasty ways.




  I wake up sometimes in the dead of night. A panic I can’t explain from a dream I can’t remember. Is this my life? Am I destined to spend the remaining days wondering what is real and

  what is a nightmare?




  Who am I?




  I am Nothing.




  Am I?




  Or am I the one they’ve grown to trust?




  I want to be the one she wakes up to when the morning sun nuzzles her pillow. I want to walk along the sea wall with her, holding hands and exchanging gentle glances. I want to hide her away in

  a castle or a log cabin where she’ll be safe and nothing can ever make her cry again.




  But I’m more likely to be the one who holds the knife against her skin.




  Tick, tock. Tick, tock.




  What happens next? Your guess is as good as mine.




   




  Three weeks before




  the earthquakes,




  before the world ends,




  before the Baggers awaken.








  




  THE MAN




  He liked the basement. It was quiet down there. So quiet.




  It made the voices that much easier to hear.




  When they first started speaking to him, he tried to ignore them. He’d seen stuff on the television about people who went plumb crazy. It wasn’t a good sign. He tried silencing them.

  Drinking heavily and popping sleeping pills. But the voices wouldn’t go away. If anything, the drinking made them that much worse. They said terrible things. They whispered in his head about

  what was coming. They talked about the future. Earthquakes. Death. Chaos. They talked about how important he was. He didn’t want to believe it.




  But, as time went on, the voices started to make sense.




  His role was explained to him in great detail. He grew excited when they told him what he needed to do. He would play a part in this new world. He was necessary.




  The basement had always been his space. Unfinished, it was cold and dark, and his wife didn’t like to go down there because she thought the place was ugly. Ugly. Her word. She much

  preferred her lacy curtains and bed filled with dozens of pillows that he wasn’t allowed to sleep on unless he showered first.




  He kept most of his tools down here. There was a shelf at the back that was covered with all sorts of wonderful things. A power drill. A chainsaw. Dozens of plastic boxes filled with nails,

  screws and other bits and pieces he’d convinced her he needed. He liked to do all the handiwork and she couldn’t complain because he often did a good job. He enjoyed working with his

  hands.




  In the middle was his work table, and he sat at it now. In front of him was a device, a wonderful contraption he’d built all by himself. He found most of the information on the internet;

  it was amazing what sort of stuff people could find on websites these days. Before the voices came, he mostly just checked his email and the occasional dirty site of which his wife would never have

  approved.




  None of that mattered any more.




  She’d been dead since the morning.




  He was vaguely disappointed about this. He knew he’d be the one to kill her but he’d hoped to do it when he wasn’t so pressed for time. He’d wanted to savour the kill,

  enjoy the moment, making her pay for all the annoying things she’d done over the years. But she’d surprised him earlier. Come downstairs into his work haven for some odd reason or

  another. Her eyes had widened when she’d seen his handiwork. She couldn’t stop looking at the dynamite.




  When she saw his eyes, she screamed. He had to silence her.




  Now her body was lying in the corner. He didn’t even think about trying to get rid of it. He wouldn’t be in this house much longer. The earthquakes were coming and after that

  he’d leave to wherever the voices told him to go. They would have more work for him to do and he’d have to travel to another city first.




  When he was finished here, the entire town would be dead.




  Upstairs, he could hear his children arriving home from school. Three children. One boy and two girls. Twelve, ten and seven. Cursing, he looked at his watch, wondering how the entire day had

  got away from him so quickly.




  ‘Mom? Dad?’ His oldest son was hollering loud enough to wake the dead.




  ‘I’ll be up in a minute,’ he said, pleased at how calm his voice sounded.




  He picked the gun up off the table and double-checked to make sure it was loaded. Standing up, he winced a bit as his knees popped. He turned and headed for the stairs. The voices whispered away

  at him, a soft seduction wrapping around his brain. They knew what to do and everything they said made so much sense.




  There would be no remorse.




  Just another job to do.








  




  DANIEL




  ‘Hello, Daniel.’




  He didn’t look up. Instead he kept his gaze on the walls. Someone had washed them recently. He could see smears of dirt from where they’d tried to wipe it away. Cracks. Something had

  smashed up against it. Black cracks on white wall. Odd. Somehow he’d expected this place to be spotless but it wasn’t. The tiled flooring was worn and he could see tracks in the dust

  from where someone had moved the desk chair a few inches closer to the window. There were scuff marks on the door, and the window blinds were bent and crooked. The janitorial staff must be slacking

  off.




  The woman in front of him didn’t wear a white lab jacket with a stethoscope round her neck. She wore a business suit, beige, and had running shoes on. Her hair hung loose around her

  shoulders and she didn’t wear glasses.




  She looked very normal.




  ‘I’m Dr Coats,’ she continued when he didn’t answer or acknowledge her smiling face. ‘As you know, I’m here to talk with you for a bit.’




  He crossed his arms and then changed his mind. He’d read about that in psychology. It was considered a defensive position. It made him look like he had something to hide. Guilty. Instead

  he shoved his hands in his jacket pocket and tapped his foot against the desk. His shoelaces were dirty.




  ‘Daniel?’




  His eyes flickered over towards her. She was holding a clipboard and a pen but she hadn’t started writing. She was waiting for him to talk. To spill his guts. So she could take notes and

  make decisions.




  He didn’t have anything to say.




  ‘Daniel, do you know why you’re here?’




  Don’t say a word. They can’t do anything anyway. It’ll be over soon.




  But he had to say something. He didn’t want to spend the next hour just gazing at the scuffed walls. Why did people always feel they needed to cover stillness with sound? Even at home his

  mother had the television on almost twenty-four/seven. She said it calmed her nerves but she never paid any attention to it.




  The problem was he didn’t know where to begin. A lot was riding on this conversation. There were countless words he could use, too many versions of everything going around in his head

  these days. How did he begin a conversation with such variables, each of which might lead to a different outcome?




  ‘Daniel?’




  ‘He started it.’ There. First words. Not the best choice. He should have said something else. Inwardly, he cringed.




  Dr Coats’s lips curled upward. ‘So you can talk. I was beginning to think you were a mute.’




  Daniel shrugged.




  ‘Excellent beginning. But, no, we’re not here because he started it.’ She moved over towards the side of her desk and sat down on the edge. Daniel could smell the shampoo in

  her hair. Or maybe it was her hand lotion. Coconut.




  There was a long silence in the room while Dr Coats waited for him to speak again. He knew he should say something, but what? There wasn’t any point in talking about it as far as he was

  concerned. It happened. He couldn’t change the past.




  There was no taking it back.




  He wanted to take it back.




  No, you don’t. You want to do it again. Don’t deny it. You hated Chuck Steinberg. Hated him. He treated you like dirt every single day of your life. What about the time he kicked

  the stray dog you were feeding? Then he told your mother you did it. What happened then? No, he deserved it.




  ‘You told the police you don’t remember doing it.’ She pulled the cap off the pen and waited. ‘So how do you know he started it?’




  ‘I remember that much.’




  She wrote a few things down before continuing. ‘Would you like to tell me about it? The parts you do remember?’




  You’re dead meat, pretty boy. I’m gonna mess you up good.




  He’d spent too much of his life being invisible to most adults. Now everyone knew him. In a few short minutes he’d gone from average nobody student to the one everyone talked about

  in the teachers’ lounge and PTA meetings. Hell, this had even made the newspaper. No one came near him any more. Students actually went out of their way to avoid his locker. The group of

  girls who used to giggle when he walked past now turned and looked the other way. The last part he didn’t mind so much. He preferred being alone.




  Safer that way.




  It’ll be over soon.




  ‘Daniel?’ Dr Coats tapped her fingernails on the clipboard, staring directly at his face. ‘Remember, everything you say in here is confidential. But I’ll also remind you

  that we’re here to talk. I can’t help you if you don’t help me.’




  He really wished she’d stop repeating his name like that. No one liked being reminded that they existed.




  He sighed. ‘He came up to me after class. Slammed me into the lockers. Said I’d side-swiped his car with my bike. I hadn’t been anywhere near his car. I don’t even know

  what it looks like. When I denied it, he punched me twice.’




  The room was quiet except for the sound of Dr Coats’s pen as it scraped the paper. She wrote for a few minutes before looking back at Daniel. He didn’t continue. The phone in his

  pocket began to ring. He’d forgotten to turn it off. Quickly he pulled it out. The Ryan Adams song grew insanely loud as the guitars seemed to bounce off the walls. He turned it off.




  Suddenly his cheeks flushed and he felt like he’d done something terribly embarrassing. It was as if he’d shown up for this appointment wearing nothing but a raincoat and a pair of

  wet shoes. He glanced up at the doctor for a brief second and noticed how she was studying him intently.




  ‘What else do you remember, Daniel?’




  His mouth was dry and he couldn’t swallow. What did he remember? They told him that he’d gone crazy. Grabbed Chuck by the shirt and punched him several times in the face. Once Chuck

  had dropped to the floor, he’d kicked him repeatedly in the head until the maths and biology teachers managed to drag him away. Chuck had to go to the hospital and get treated for concussion.

  They had to take X-rays because they were afraid Daniel had cracked the bigger boy’s skull. Afterwards Daniel discovered the blood soaked through his sneakers and his white socks were stained

  red.




  But he didn’t remember.




  He only knew what they’d told him.




  ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘That’s pretty much it.’




  The doctor lowered her clipboard. ‘That’s all you can recall?’




  He nodded.




  ‘Has this ever happened to you before? Not being able to recollect certain events?’




  He hesitated and then shook his head. Lied. Waited while she made more notes on her clipboard.




  ‘Head injuries?’




  ‘No. Maybe when I was little. Nothing major though. Basic kid stuff. I think I fell off the couch once. Had to go to the emergency room.’




  ‘So nothing recent then?’




  He nodded.




  ‘Any other fights?’




  ‘Nope.’ At least none that he’d admit to.




  ‘What about aggressive tendencies? Have you had thoughts about hurting people?’




  He’d never considered himself violent before. He was the quiet guy who went to school each day and hung out with a few good friends. The semi-popular boy who was always reading during

  lunch period and playing guitar on the front lawn when the weather was good. He was a lover, not a fighter. There were a few girls who would agree with that. He was the guy everyone assumed would

  go on to college, get a liberal arts degree and end up being some obscenely successful writer. Even his yearbook picture said he was ‘the guy most likely to win a Pulitzer Prize in

  literature’.




  But violent? No, that wasn’t his style. At least that’s what he thought. What he kept telling himself.




  Make them suffer. They will all die.




  Daniel grabbed his jacket. ‘I’ve got to go.’




  Dr Coats looked up at him in surprise. ‘We’ve still got forty-five minutes. I’ll have to report this if you leave now. You know this isn’t voluntary.’




  It doesn’t matter. None of this matters.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Daniel said. ‘I don’t want to talk any more. I’ve got to go.’




  He grabbed the handle and was out of the door before she had a chance to say anything more.




  Outside it was raining and he pulled his hoody up over his head and stuffed his hands in the pockets. Turning round, he looked back at the hospital, half expecting to see big burly orderlies

  running out of the door to hunt him down. But no one came after him, only an older guy in a wheelchair, his pencil-thin legs sticking out from under his hospital gown as he tried to open a can of

  Pepsi.




  A cold trickle of water worked its way into his shoes, soaking his feet. Looking down, he realized he was standing in the middle of a large puddle. He stared at the water, mesmerized as the

  raindrops pelted a steady beat into the ground.




  It made him want to go swimming. Maybe he could catch a bus out to Buntzen Lake and go for a swim. It wasn’t that cold yet. It would be nice to float with the rain tickling his face as the

  mountains loomed over him. Maybe he could get a diving mask so he could hold his breath and watch the fish swim beneath his feet.




  The car honking its horn from behind pulled him out of his trance. Daniel stepped over to the kerb, shaking his head slightly to try to clear it. Swimming? Now? Man, he needed to get his

  priorities straight. There were far more important things to worry about.




  Looking back at the hospital, he knew he was going to get into trouble for leaving early. Part of his probation was the weekly visits to work on his anger issues.




  But all that seemed so insignificant.




  He didn’t know what it was, only that it was coming.




  Soon.




  None of this would matter.








  




  MASON




  ‘It’s suicidal.’




  ‘Nah, it ain’t. People have been doing this for years. My dad was talking about it last summer. They used to make the entire football team do it for an initiation or something. Told

  me he’d break my legs if he ever caught me doing it. But he’s done it. I could see it in his eyes.’




  Mason stood with his friends at the edge of the Diefenbaker Train Bridge. They’d been there for the past half an hour, trying to gather the courage to climb up into the metal girders and

  make their way towards the middle of the Saskatchewan River.




  Although it was September, the weather was crazy warm. People were wearing shorts and it felt strange walking through the mall and seeing all the back-to-school clothing for sale. The snow

  seemed a million miles away.




  The river was still the perfect temperature for getting soaked, and although it was a weekday everyone and their dogs were taking advantage of it. There were people water skiing and kayaking. A

  few minutes ago, a motor boat full of pretty girls in skimpy bikinis crossed under the bridge. They’d hollered and waved their beer bottles as they passed. Both Tom and Kurt screamed at them

  to come back.




  All this fine summer weather. Girls in sundresses and short shorts. It really sucked being back at school.




  But even he had to admit he must be missing a few extra brain cells since he was now standing under a bridge, debating the most efficient way to crawl across it without falling and breaking his

  neck.




  The bridge was old. The bottom part was designed with steel so ancient it was dyed a permanent black from the years of train exhaust. Up above was a system of wooden boards (also stained a

  variety of dark colours), two long parallel steel rods and hundreds of railway ties. There was no walkway to cross to the other side. In fact, there was a huge chain-link fence round the outer

  perimeter to try to keep people from trespassing. Of course that didn’t stop the teenagers in the slightest. There were several places in the fence where kids had cut holes in order to sneak

  through. Although the bridge was on the outside limits of Diefenbaker Park, it wasn’t heavily monitored at night, which made it the perfect party place. Mason had done plenty of drinking here

  in the past.




  But it was a Thursday afternoon and not a weekend evening. Thankfully none of them were hitting the bottle. Of course, Mason realized, the whole situation would make more sense if they were.




  It was known in Saskatoon that the ultimate way to test one’s bravery was to jump from the bridge into the river.




  ‘Mason. Dude. Brother. What do you think?’ Tom grinned at his friend. Mason knew that look. It usually meant they were about to do something that would get them in a big heap of

  trouble.




  ‘Definitely suicidal,’ Mason said.




  That seemed to be the general consensus. Scotty and Kurt nodded their heads in unison.




  ‘No one said we’re going to live forever,’ Tom said. He pulled his shirt up over his head and dropped it into the wild grass. He took his car keys and phone from his pocket and

  tossed them on top of the shirt. ‘Can’t lose those. Mom would have a bird.’




  ‘I dunno,’ Scotty said. ‘This really isn’t a great idea. There was that kid a few years ago who broke his back. Remember that? It made the papers and everything. Cracked

  his neck on a rock or something. Water’s kinda shallow this time of year. We should test it first.’




  ‘First of all,’ Tom said, ‘I heard all about that. Dude was drunk out of his skull. Tried to do some sort of back flip and landed hard. It’s his own damn fault he broke

  his back. Second, the water is deep. Look at the banks. If the water was low, we’d be able to see it. No sandbars either. Bottomless blue, baby. It’s all good.’




  Mason nodded. ‘We had all that rain earlier this month. Our basement even flooded. It’s safe enough.’




  ‘I dunno,’ Scotty said again.




  Kurt stepped forward, removed his shirt and tossed it next to Tom’s. ‘I’m in,’ he said. ‘The fact some guy ended up a veggie and wearing diapers for the rest of his

  life isn’t enough to scare me.’




  Mason nodded, although that certainly was enough to scare him. But if the other guys were hell-bent on doing it he’d have to do it too. No way he’d let Tom hold something like that

  over him. He’d never hear the end of it. Brothers by choice, daredevils for life. If one of them did something, the other had to follow. That was the code. Even on the minuscule chance he

  might wimp out, the least he could do was watch and make sure no bones got fractured. And he was a strong swimmer. He’d be good to have around in case something went wrong.




  ‘We should just head back,’ Scotty said. ‘It’s gonna be dark soon enough. I got homework tonight.’




  ‘Don’t be such a coward,’ Kurt said. ‘Especially not in front of the ladies.’ He pointed in the direction of Staci and Britney, who were trying to find a graceful

  way to crawl under the fence. Britney was struggling – some of her hair seemed to be caught in the chain link. ‘How’s it going, girls?’ he yelled back at them. ‘You

  stuck? I can always give you a hand.’




  Staci gave them the finger.




  They waited, but when it became apparent that the fence wasn’t going to let go of Britney’s hair, Mason trotted back to them.




  ‘How’d you manage this?’ he asked. A good chunk of hair was twisted into the metal wire. Staci was trying to unwind the strands but it only made the knot tighter.




  ‘How should I know?’ Britney muttered. ‘How on earth did you talk me into this again? This is the last time we do this sort of crap, Mason. Next time we’re staying at the

  mall.’




  ‘Fair enough,’ he agreed. ‘I’m gonna have to cut it.’




  ‘Great,’ Britney said. ‘Just destroy it, why don’t you. Why don’t I just spend the rest of the semester bald. It’s not like I have a social life or

  anything.’




  Mason pulled out his jackknife, a final gift from his father before he died. ‘I won’t ruin your pretty hair. Just don’t move or I might take off an ear.’ He grinned and

  twisted away when she tried to playfully smack him.




  He managed to trim the hair without doing too much damage. Once Britney was free, she picked up her bag and grabbed Staci by the arm.




  They returned to the group, where Tom and Kurt were arguing about how to best climb up on to the concrete pillars. The plan was to swing out on to the metal rafters and from there, carefully

  work their way towards the middle of the bridge. Once there, they would each take their turn jumping and then swim back to shore. The girls would judge who jumped the furthest.




  Easy as pie.




  ‘Of course you’re welcome to jump too,’ Tom said to Britney, giving her a wink and a kiss on the cheek. She shoved him away, half smiling.




  ‘I’ve done enough damage to myself today,’ she retorted, patting her hair down with her fingers. ‘Besides, we’re not crazy. There’s no way you’d ever

  catch me in that river. It’s polluted. You may want green skin and hair loss but not me.’




  ‘And the undercurrent,’ Staci said. ‘My mom said that even some of the world’s strongest swimmers have died in there. The current pulls you down and you can’t swim

  back up. So you drown. Not me. I’m not that dumb.’




  ‘You really believe that?’ Tom asked. ‘I’ve swum in there dozens of times and nothing ever pulled me under. That’s just crap that parents tell their kids when

  they’re little to keep ’em from taking a dip. Name one person who died. Just one. I’ll bet you can’t.’




  ‘I don’t remember their names,’ Staci said. ‘But I know they died.’




  ‘Did not.’




  ‘Children, calm down,’ Mason said with a grin. ‘Or we’re going home right now.’




  ‘Now or never,’ Kurt said. He began to scale the concrete pillar, putting his feet into the cracks and pulling himself upward. It wasn’t long before he was six feet above

  everyone else.




  Mason looked over at Tom who shrugged.




  ‘You’re not really gonna do this, are you?’ Scotty asked.




  ‘If Kurt’s doing it, I’m doing it,’ Tom said. He stepped forward and began to scale the pillar.




  ‘Same here,’ Mason said. There was no way he was going to let the others show him up. He pulled his shirt over his head, dropped it on the grass and handed Staci his phone. He put

  his palms against the concrete, studying the best crack to shove his sneaker into so he could pull himself up. It didn’t take long and minutes later he swung his leg over the top and dragged

  himself into a standing position.




  From there he had a clear view of underneath the train bridge. It required some bravery, but if they could walk across the rafters to the next few pillars they’d be able to jump. It

  wouldn’t take more than a few minutes to make it out to the middle of the river. Below him, he heard Scotty swear as his sneaker lost its grip. Scotty had decided that it was better to risk

  his life than stay on the shore with the girls.




  ‘Next bit’s gonna be tricky,’ Kurt said as he jumped in the air, grabbing hold of the rafters with one arm and swinging back and forth like a monkey. He was showing off now,

  waving at the girls, who weren’t even watching. Britney had her phone out and was showing Staci something. They were both giggling. Carefully, Kurt stepped out on to the railing until he was

  inside the tangle of black metal. Once there, he could work his way towards the middle of the river.




  They watched until Kurt was a good third of the way out. Mason followed second with Tom and Scotty behind him. It was harder than it looked. The metal was rough and it bit into Mason’s

  hands. He didn’t really have to use such a death grip but his brain seemed to believe he had to hold on for dear life. There was a lot of open space underneath and it wasn’t hard to

  imagine himself slipping and falling down into the water below. Everyone knew that the river was only deep in the very middle; the edges were shallow enough for the fall to probably kill him. Or,

  at the very least, leave him crippled for life. Neither sounded very enjoyable.




  So he concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, ignoring the brilliant blue water beneath him. When he paused and looked back, he was surprised to see the shore was far behind him.

  Staci and Britney were tiny figures now; he couldn’t even tell if they were still playing with the phone. Tom was right behind him and even Scotty was just a few feet beyond that. Mason could

  see the beads of sweat on Scotty’s bright red face.




  ‘What’s the matter?’ Tom said with a big grin as he caught up to Mason. ‘Getting tired, old man? You need a nap?’




  ‘Not even close,’ Mason said. ‘Just checking to make sure you don’t slip and break your pretty little neck.’




  ‘Never gonna happen,’ Tom assured him. ‘And if by some miracle I do die I’m gonna come back and haunt your ass for all eternity anyway. Just think, for the rest of your

  life I’ll be there, smiling at you every time you try to make it with a girl. You’ll never pee in private again.’




  ‘Nice.’




  A few minutes later, all four of them were in the perfect position to jump. It was windier out there in the open; Mason could feel the coolness of the breeze on his body. Suddenly it

  didn’t seem as summery as it had half an hour ago. He looked longingly at the shore, wondering why he’d bothered to take off his shirt.




  ‘Water’s gonna be cold,’ Tom said, reading his mind. ‘We should have done this back in July or August.’




  ‘Now’s just as good,’ Kurt replied. ‘Just think of the stories we’ll be able to tell tomorrow. We’ll be kings.’




  ‘Doubt anyone will believe us,’ Mason said. ‘We should have told the girls to take pictures. Think they’ll do it anyway? Staci’s got a nice camera on her

  phone.’




  ‘Maybe,’ Tom said.




  A gust of wind blew up over the water, raising goose bumps on the back of Mason’s neck. To the west, the sun was starting to lower itself into the ground. In half an hour or so it would be

  twilight and too dark for them to even consider doing this stupid stunt. They’d have to take the plunge soon or head back to shore with their tails between their legs.




  ‘I’m not doing it,’ Scotty suddenly said. ‘I can see the bottom. It’s not deep enough.’




  Mason looked down but he couldn’t see anything but dark blue water washing up against the concrete pillar. It was a good forty feet to the surface beneath him.




  ‘It’s deep enough,’ Mason said but he wasn’t so sure any more. ‘Anybody got something we can throw in to test it?’




  ‘Why don’t we just toss Scotty in first,’ Tom joked. ‘If he sinks, we head back to shore. If he swims, we jump.’




  ‘Not funny,’ Scotty said.




  ‘I think it’s a great idea,’ Kurt said. He swung his legs around the side of the rafter and stepped in front of Scotty. ‘What do you say, coward? Heads you sink. Tails

  you swim?’




  ‘I’m not going first.’




  ‘No one said this was voluntary,’ Kurt said. He reached out and tried to grab Scotty’s arm. The smaller boy pulled back, almost tripping over his feet and slipping out from

  underneath the metal.




  ‘Dude, watch it,’ Tom said. ‘You’re gonna make him fall.’




  Kurt smiled and lunged at Scotty again. ‘That’s the idea.’




  Scotty stepped backwards, bringing his arms up to try to block Kurt’s advance. His foot slipped off the railing, throwing his body off balance. Mason witnessed the whole thing in super

  slow motion. There wasn’t enough time to do anything but watch. Scotty’s eyes grew wide, mouth opened at the beginning of a scream. Kurt laughing.




  Mason lunged forward, grabbing at air as Scotty’s knee cracked into the railing. Scotty emitted a cross between an oomph and a high-pitched yowl. He managed to clutch blindly at the black

  metal, tightening his arms in a death grip as gravity took over and his body swung downward into the open air.




  ‘Take my hand,’ Mason shouted. Wrapping one arm round the bar for safety, he reached out with his other hand, grabbing hold of Scotty’s shoulder.




  Kurt was no longer laughing. His face was pale and he stood there panicked and obviously unable to do anything. Tom rushed past him, stepping carefully around Mason to try to help. Scotty was

  still suspended in the air, his legs kicking helplessly beneath him as he held on. Far below him, the river flowed dangerously fast.




  ‘Don’t let me fall,’ he kept repeating. The words shot out of his mouth like a machine gun firing.




  Let him drop.




  The voice whispered in the back of Mason’s mind. He blinked several times. What the hell was he thinking? Tightening up his grip, he pulled until his knuckles whitened.




  ‘I’m not going to let go,’ he said.




  ‘I’ve got him,’ Tom said. He’d got down on his stomach, reached down and grabbed hold of the boy’s belt.




  ‘I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die.’




  Mason dropped to his stomach, copying Tom. Wrapping both his hands around Scotty’s shoulders, he was able to get a firmer grip. His palms were coated in sweat and at one point he almost

  let go, but Kurt suddenly reached down to help. He’d somehow managed to shake his earlier paralysis. He reached past Mason, grabbing hold of Scotty’s now free shoulder.




  ‘Relax, man,’ Tom said through clenched teeth. ‘Stop kicking. We can’t pull you up if you’re doing that.’




  It took forever but the three of them finally managed to haul Scotty back on to the railing. They sat there, breathing heavily as they tried to catch their breath. Finally remembering the girls,

  Mason looked back at the shore where Britney and Staci were watching. He waved at them and shouted that everything was fine.




  ‘What the hell were you thinking?’ Tom finally said. ‘Are you really that stupid? You could have got us all killed.’




  ‘I’m sorry, man,’ Kurt said. ‘I didn’t think he’d freak out like that.’ He turned to Scotty who was on his knees, leaning against the railing and still

  trying to catch his breath. ‘I’m sorry. You know I was joking, right? I’d never have actually pushed you. Don’t take everything so seriously.’




  Scotty glared at him for a long time before finally nodding.




  ‘Let’s get out of here,’ Mason said.




  No one disagreed.




  Tom went first, climbing along the railings and back towards the shore. Mason went second. He’d only travelled about ten feet before he heard the splash. Turning round, he only saw Scotty.

  He stared straight at Mason, dark eyes glowing in hatred.




  ‘Who’s joking now?’ Scotty said.




  ‘What the hell did you do?’




  He didn’t wait for an answer. Crisscrossing the metal beams, he moved underneath the bridge and to the other side. He scanned the water below for Kurt but he couldn’t see anything.

  The current was moving unbelievably fast. He tried to calculate how far Kurt might have already travelled. Searching the water out in front of him, he finally saw something moving just below the

  surface.




  He didn’t stop to think. No voices whispered in his head. He jumped.




  The water was just as cold as he expected. The shock made him gasp, forcing a good pint down his throat and into his lungs. Kicking hard, he propelled himself upward until his head broke the

  surface. Treading water, he coughed liquid and scanned the area for Kurt. He spotted him, thirty feet away and moving fast, his head bobbing up and under the water.




  He couldn’t tell if Kurt was unconscious or not. All he knew was that his friend wasn’t trying to swim for shore.




  Ignoring the numbness in his arms, Mason immediately headed in the direction the current was taking his friend. Pumping his muscles hard, he tried not to think about what might happen if he

  didn’t reach Kurt in time. He concentrated on putting one arm in front of the other.




  Come on, Dowell! Move it.




  He could hear people shouting from the shoreline but he didn’t take his eyes off Kurt. Tom and Scotty were way behind them now, probably just reaching the ground where Staci and Britney

  waited. There was nothing any of them could do.




  He pumped harder.




  The next time Kurt bobbed to the surface, Mason was closer. It made him kick his legs that much harder.




  He almost cried out in relief when his hand brushed against Kurt’s back. Reaching round his friend’s neck, he managed to pull Kurt’s head up and out of the water. Ignoring the

  moment of panic when he saw Kurt didn’t seem to be breathing, he concentrated instead on working his way to shore.




  Tom was waiting for him. He’d taken the quick route, running along the edge instead of climbing back up the riverbank. He jumped into the water as they drew closer, wading up to his waist

  where he was able to help take Kurt from Mason’s exhausted arms. Together they dragged the unconscious teen back to land where Tom shoved Mason aside and began to do mouth-to-mouth

  resuscitation on him.




  After a few impossibly long minutes, Kurt coughed water. Eyelids fluttered and eventually opened.




  ‘What the hell happened?’ he spluttered.




  Mason glanced back at the train bridge where he could see the rest of his friends slowly moving along the shoreline. The girls were in the lead. Scotty was at the back, barely trying at all to

  keep up.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ Mason answered.




  ‘I wasn’t doing anything,’ Kurt said. ‘He just turned round and clocked me.’ Bringing his fingers up to his face, he winced as he touched the flesh. ‘I think

  he broke my nose.’




  ‘Scotty punched you?’ Tom asked incredulously. ‘That’s impossible. He’s never hit anything in his life. Dude’s a wimp. He can’t even kick dirt without a

  guilt trip.’




  ‘Well, he did,’ Kurt said. ‘He clocked me and then pushed me off the bridge.’




  Mason stood up and started walking towards the girls. He moved along the shoreline, ankle deep in river water, toes squishing into wet dirt. It didn’t take him long to reach the girls.

  Ignoring them completely, he turned to Scotty.




  ‘You punched him?’




  Scotty didn’t say anything. He glared at Mason with hate-filled eyes.




  Mason brought his arms up, pushing Scotty backwards and into the bush. ‘Answer me.’




  ‘Yeah, fine, I hit him,’ Scotty said. ‘He started it. You were all fine and crap when it was me he was pushing around. How come you didn’t stop him?’




  Mason froze. ‘Everything happened too quickly. You know that.’




  Scotty didn’t respond.




  ‘You could have killed him,’ Mason finally said.




  ‘And he could have killed me,’ Scotty shot back.




  ‘He was joking,’ Mason said. ‘Yeah, it was a bad joke. We get it. But what you did was worse.’




  ‘You’re such a hypocrite,’ Scotty said. ‘You’d better remember that because it’s gonna come back and bite you in the ass. Soon enough. You’ll

  see.’




  Scotty turned and ran straight into the bushes, gone before Mason even had time to respond. He stood there and stared at the spot where Scotty had disappeared until Britney came up and handed

  over his shirt.




  ‘Here,’ she said. ‘You’re all covered in goose bumps. You’re gonna freeze to death.’




  ‘Thanks,’ he said.




  The shirt was warm against his body.




  ‘Do you think we should go after him?’ Tom wandered over, buttoning up his shirt.




  ‘Nope,’ Mason said. ‘He might be waiting at the car but I doubt it. Let him walk. Maybe he’ll cool down.’




  ‘That was messed up, man,’ Tom said. ‘Why’d Scotty do that? I didn’t realize he hated Kurt that much.’




  ‘Not sure,’ Mason said. ‘It was weird. Did you see his eyes?’




  The others came over to join them; the girls had their arms round Kurt’s waist. Blood was dripping down his face, staining his shirt.




  ‘I want to go home,’ Staci said.




  Mason nodded. ‘Yeah, I think that’s a good idea.’








  




  ARIES




  Granville Street was packed with people, and not in a friendly way.




  Aries and Sara had agreed to meet up at Blenz to grab a coffee before heading down to Robson for a day of shopping. Neither of them had any money but that didn’t matter. Looking in windows

  was free and Robson was always entertaining. But shortly after they sat down with their drinks on the patio, the crowd began to gather on the pavement. Within half an hour people were starting to

  get a little riled up. Aries could feel the electricity in the air, or maybe it was the way the crowd was buzzing with excitement.




  ‘Is this a protest?’ Aries said.




  It was hard to tell. An older man with glasses and a bad haircut screamed at the people across the street. He was holding a sign that said something against abortion. There was a picture of a

  dead foetus in technicolour detail along with a coat hanger. The image made Aries feel a little nauseous so she pushed the remains of her drink away. The man continued to yell and brandish his sign

  at a group of kids passing out Gay Pride stickers. They were giving him the finger and waving multicoloured flags. Another pack of people wore strange masks with white faces and large pointy noses.

  Their bodies were covered with long black capes and robes. They bounced up and down in the middle of the street, adjusting their masks while letting their robes flutter and drag along the pavement.

  From behind Aries and Sara, a girl with green hair and a nose ring dropped some pamphlets about animal rights on their table. Pictures of monkeys being tortured in laboratories stared back up at

  Aries. She quickly turned the leaflets over, but the back side wasn’t any better. She picked them up and tossed them in the garbage.




  ‘It’s weird,’ Sara said. ‘They’re all here, but no one seems to be on the same side.’




  ‘Whoever organized this should be fired,’ Aries said.




  Sara grinned. Her phone beeped and she checked it, immediately sending a text back. Aries assumed it was Colin by the way she smiled. She’d never understand for the life of her why her

  best friend liked the biggest jerk in school.




  ‘Hey, the guy from Greenpeace is picking his nose,’ Sara said as she put her phone back in her bag. ‘Now is that any way to represent a company?’




  ‘Seems very natural to me,’ Aries said. ‘Isn’t Greenpeace about nature?’




  Sara giggled. ‘It must be environmentally friendly.’




  ‘Still,’ Aries said, ‘this is weird. I’ve never seen a protest that protested everything before. Doesn’t that kind of defeat the purpose?’




  They watched the various groups standing around in the street. There were a lot of puzzled faces in the growing crowd. No one seemed to know what was going on. People were filling up the

  pavements and overflowing on to the streets where confused motorists slowed down and honked their horns. A bus driver pulled over and started screaming at a group of teenagers wearing black hoodies

  and ripped jeans. They yelled back, refusing to move.




  More people showed up. A lot of people stopping now had puzzled expressions on their faces. Many of them were just hanging out like Aries and Sara. They’d heard the commotion blocks away

  and had come down to check things out. Several started texting on their phones. A group of German tourists wearing Vancouver tourism shirts chattered away while taking pictures on expensive

  cameras. Aries listened to an animated girl on her phone screaming at her friends to come down and join the fun. Someone bumped into her, and her phone flew through the air where another girl

  stomped on it accidently with her combat boots.




  ‘Hey!’




  Aries looked up and saw Becka Philips and Joy Woo heading over towards their table.




  ‘This is crazy, right?’ Joy said loudly. The noise on the street was growing and she had to shout. ‘Can you believe it? We were just down by the SkyTrain and they’ve got

  the cops bringing out the riot gear. We saw tear gas!’




  Becka nodded excitedly. ‘Might be a good time to split. It’s worse down there. The cops are getting upset.’




  ‘This is so weird,’ Aries said. ‘Any idea what’s going on?’




  Someone shouted from behind the girls. Aries leaned round Joy to get a better look. Two of the boys in the black hoodies had picked up a newspaper box, and they threw it at a parked car. Glass

  shattered and a car alarm immediately went off.




  ‘It’s all over the news,’ Joy said. ‘Apparently it’s a bunch of computer hackers. They sent out multiple messages on all these Vancouver forums. Just about every

  single protest group got email information to come down to Granville.’




  ‘So someone made it all up?’ Sara looked impressed.




  ‘Seems like it.’




  Further down the street, a homeless man held up an empty Starbucks coffee cup, begging for change. A guy wearing an expensive leather jacket punched the cup, sending change scattering into the

  gutter. When the man got down on his knees to retrieve the money, someone kicked him.




  ‘Anyway, you should get out of here,’ Joy said. ‘We’re gonna head back around. I’ve got my car parked a few blocks off Davie. Hopefully we can still get to it. Do

  you need a ride?’




  Aries glanced over at Sara. They’d taken the SkyTrain down. If the police were gathered by the station with riot gear, they might not be able to get back on the train. The station might

  even be temporarily closed. The thought of walking home definitely wasn’t appealing.




  ‘Yeah, we could use a ride,’ Sara said. ‘Only if you don’t mind.’




  ‘No worries,’ Joy said. ‘But let’s go now before it gets even crazier.’




  Aries stood up and Sara reached under the table to find her bag. Aries saw the brick coming first. She managed to grab Sara, pulling her back and away before the window shattered. Glass and part

  of a neon sign rained down on where the two of them had been sitting. Aries could see the backs of two of the hoody-clad guys disappearing into the crowd.




  ‘Are you OK?’ she asked.




  Sara nodded. Her lower lip was trembling.




  ‘Can you believe that?’ Joy said. ‘Bunch of jerks. There’s always someone who has to go and make things violent.’ She turned and shouted at the crowd. ‘Come

  back and do that again, you cowards!’




  Sara giggled nervously.




  They started making their way through the crowd and towards Davie Street. It was slow moving; there weren’t a lot of open gaps to sneak through. Aries noticed that several stores were

  locking their doors and putting CLOSED signs in the windows. She didn’t blame them in the slightest.




  ‘At least we’re moving away from the cops,’ Becka said. ‘I doubt my parents would be impressed if I got arrested. My brother would love it though.’




  ‘Where are these people coming from?’ Sara said. She dodged being shoved by a kid with a skateboard and wraparound sunglasses. ‘You’d think it was New Year’s Eve.

  I’ve never seen such a crowd. And we were down here for the Olympics. Remember? It wasn’t nearly as crazy as this.’




  ‘Word travels fast?’ Aries said. She watched a family cowering in a doorway, the father trying to manoeuvre one of those fancy jogging strollers. ‘It is strange. You’d

  think people would have better things to do with their time.’




  From somewhere down the street, loud muffled blasts filled the air. Someone beside them screamed. Becka immediately covered her ears with her hands.




  ‘That sounded like gunshots,’ Joy said. ‘Come on. Move faster.’




  ‘Where’s it coming from?’ Sara asked.




  ‘Behind us,’ Aries said. She tilted her head forward to hear better. ‘At least I think so.’




  ‘I’m not sticking around to find out,’ Joy said, pushing her way between a bewildered couple wearing matching windbreakers.




  But in front of them things weren’t getting any better. One of the Pro-Life people broke into a fight with a girl who might have been a Greenpeace member – it was hard to tell. She

  was screaming at him when he picked up his protest sign and waved it around several times before bringing it down on her head. As blood dripped from the gash in her forehead, another protester,

  maybe animal rights, grabbed the wooden board, and a violent tug of war broke out.




  A man stood a few feet away from them with dirty tacksuit bottoms, no shirt and a Santa hat perched on top of his head. He was holding a badly painted banner, waving it high above his head.




   




  The End of the World




  is Here




   




  He was chanting something over and over. It took Aries a few seconds to make out the words.




  ‘From our lips to God’s ears. From our lips to God’s ears.’




  It was so comical Aries burst out laughing before she could stop herself. Sara looked at her like she was crazy.




  But it was the banner, not Sara, that pushed the chuckle back into her stomach. The way it stood out above the endless sea of heads. Something about it suddenly made her throat close, and goose

  bumps broke out against her skin.




  The banner was right.




  No. Absolute rubbish. People had been predicting the end of the world forever. And some crazy guy in a Santa Claus hat couldn’t possibly know the truth about something so big. The world

  wasn’t going to end any time soon.




  Right?




  He speaks the truth.




  The voice was so subtle she didn’t realize it was just her thoughts. She actually caught herself looking back, trying to figure out where the voice had come from.




  Great, now you’re going bonkers. Wonder if he has a matching hat for you.




  It didn’t help that the crazy guy had noticed her watching him and started making his way through the crowd. She froze. People pushed into her, shoving her back and sideways but she

  couldn’t move.




  Then Sara reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling her onward. A new wave of people passed by them, and the man and his banner disappeared.




  ‘Come on,’ Sara said. ‘Or we’re gonna lose Joy. I don’t want to get stuck here.’




  ‘Me neither,’ Aries said.




  It took them several minutes but eventually they reached the end of the block. They caught up with Joy and Becka waiting on the corner.




  ‘Let’s cross over to Howe,’ Joy said. ‘It shouldn’t be as bad down there. I think it’s just Granville.’




  Aries nodded.




  A sudden series of sharp banging noises filled the air. Someone had set off fireworks in the middle of the intersection. Aries was shoved from behind. Turning, she immediately recognized the

  green-haired girl who’d given her the animal-rights tracts. The girl screeched several times in her face before falling to her knees and covering her ears. Pictures of abused monkeys and

  anti-fur pamphlets fluttered to the cement.




  Aries glanced up to where she could barely make out the fireworks bursting above the street lights. Too bad it wasn’t dark out; it would have been very pretty to watch. People started

  pushing against her, shoving and shouting, trying to get away from the explosions. No one else but her seemed to realize that the noises weren’t threatening. Sara grabbed hold of her hand,

  pulling her close and away from the mob.




  ‘It’s OK,’ Aries shouted. But no one heard her.




  A voice rose from the crowd. ‘Cops!’




  Further down the street, she could see the police officers in their riot gear, coming through the crowd. Decked out in ballistic vests, they had their batons raised. Some of them were even

  swinging. They marched in a single line, dispersing the crowd, forcing everyone back towards Granville. People scrambled in all directions to get away.




  Nothing like a little crowd control.




  She realized that Sara was still tugging on her hand, almost pulling her shoulder out of its socket. Aries turned and allowed her friend to drag her away. Several others were moving back on to

  Helmcken Street. Joy and Becka were about ten feet ahead of them, and Joy kept pointing to the right-hand side.




  Howe Street was better. People were still running about in all directions but the crowd had thinned out. They were able to move faster. A few cars pulled out of parking spaces and drove slowly

  down the one-way street. The general consensus seemed to be that everyone suddenly had somewhere better to be.




  Two blocks down and they reached Joy’s car.




  All the windows were smashed. Glass littered the ground and the leather seats.




  ‘Oh man,’ Joy said. ‘My dad’s gonna kill me.’




  It could have been worse, Aries thought as she did her best to brush away some of the glass before sitting down in the passenger seat. The tyres could have been slashed. But she didn’t

  bother saying it out loud. It wouldn’t have made Joy feel better.




  At least the car started. Joy put the car in gear and they got out of there as fast as possible.




  ‘Well, that was fun,’ Sara said as they headed on to the bridge. ‘What should we do tomorrow? Rob a bank? Sky diving?’




  ‘I’ve got a chem quiz,’ Aries said. ‘That’s terrifying enough.’




  The bridge was fairly empty, and as they drove across Aries glanced at the bay to where the ocean stretched past Stanley Park. She could see boats out on the water, and people walking along the

  seawall, enjoying the afternoon. Seagulls soared gracefully above English Bay, oblivious to the humans below them. Everything looked so peaceful. Such an odd contrast from the scene they’d

  just witnessed.




  Funny how everything could change so quickly.








  




  NOTHING




  People behaving badly. All over the world. None of these were isolated incidents. But the majority were subtle enough that no one noticed.
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