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[bookmark: _TOC_250029]Prologue - Where to Now?

He liked the way Dot’s ﬁngers lingered behind his ear when she brushed his hair back. Not rushed. Not for show. Just enough to remind him he was still here. Still warm under her touch. Still worth touching.

His head was in her lap, her thighs cold through the layers, but steadier than the ground.

His chest ached, dull and low. He exhaled slow into the freezing air, watching the breath curl like smoke. It reminded him of when they used to hotbox bathroom stalls in alleyway clubs—back when he still laughed more than he ﬂinched.

Now every sound felt like a threat.

Dot’s hand hovered at his throat again. Pulse check. She always did it like it was a habit she didn’t want him to notice. But he noticed.

She muttered, “Still alive,” and he wanted to say barely, but didn’t.

[image: ]He just let his eyes stay closed. Safer that way. If he didn’t look up, he didn’t have to see the way people looked at them—like trash blowing through the city.

But Dot was loud today. Too loud for quiet.

She sat up straighter. Started rhyming. Her street poetry voice—sharp, cracked, theatrical.

“Oh, you in your suit, walking briskly and proud— Do you think we’re invisible, just part of the crowd?”
Sweetberry winced. Not because of the words, but because of what they cost her. Every verse was another vein opened. Another dare for someone to look. To care. To ﬁght her in public so she had something real to swing at.

He cracked one eye open. “Dot… what you goin’ on about now?” “Poetry,” she said. “Social commentary. You should try it sometime.”
He groaned. Shut his eyes again. She was spiraling a little, but he got it. They were back here again—outside City Hall, cold, broke, invisible.

Except Dot never stayed invisible. Not for long.

She called herself a “living art installation” and laid out like roadkill on the pavement. Passersby stared. Some scurried. One woman whispered “disgusting.”

Dot didn’t ﬂinch.

He wished he had half her ﬁre. Half her rage.

All he had was tremors in his hands and an ache behind his ribs that never left. He could feel the storm behind her skin and knew it wouldn’t calm today. Not unless something changed.

Then—footsteps. Clipboard. ID badge. Authority in a ﬂeece jacket. He knew what it meant before she said a word.
“You’re early,” the housing worker said. She sounded surprised, like seeing them sober was a scheduling error. “Miracles happen,” he muttered, standing slowly, bones aching.
Dot was still on the ground, regal as ever. Like she was holding court. Like the whole damn square was her stage. The worker said they could go together. Somewhere warm.
Dot asked, “You promising we can stay together?”

She didn’t say don’t separate us, but it was in her voice. A secret undercurrent only he could hear. The worker nodded.

They climbed into the shuttle. Sweetberry ﬂicked his lighter one last time, not even lighting anything. Just needing to feel the spark.



The building came into view, and something inside him twisted. He didn’t realize he’d stopped walking until Dot spoke beside him. “It’s a jail,” she said. Voice ﬂat. Certain.
He looked up.

Barred windows. Stone walls. Narrow doors. Ghosts in the bricks. His stomach dropped through the pavement. “No,” he said. “I’m not going in there. I can’t.”
His hands were already shaking. His throat too tight to swallow. He’d been in a place like this before—not this one, not exactly. But close enough. Close enough that his body remembered even if he didn’t want to.

They went inside anyway.

There was no warmth. Just rules. Surveillance. Hallways that echoed too loud. They weren’t housed.
They were stored.

No one cared about his eyes darting from exit to exit. No one noticed the way Dot kept her voice just under a scream.

Until she didn’t.

Three nights in, he snuck into her room. Just to see her sleeping. Just to remind himself she was real. That the world hadn’t swallowed her up too.

He kissed her cheek. Whispered “It’ll be okay,” though even he didn’t believe it. They found the footage. Of course they did.
By morning, a staﬀ member was standing with her arms crossed like a prison guard. “You can stay,” she told Dot. “But he has to go.”
Dot lost it. Voice like ﬁre and broken glass. Calling it what it was: a trap. A system built to fail them and call it policy. The staﬀ didn’t blink.
They dropped their bags in the courtyard like spoiled groceries.



The cold was mean again. Personal.

Sweetberry sat on a rock because he didn’t trust his legs. His hands were shaking so bad he tucked them under his arms. His head hung low.

Dot stood beside him, blanket clutched at her shoulders like armor. Her face was pale, drawn tight. The wind tugged at her curls like it was trying to pull her away from him too.

She looked down at him. “Where to now?” she asked.
Her voice was tired. Not bitter. Not theatrical. Just… hollow. Sweetberry didn’t answer.
Because he didn’t know.

Because maybe there wasn’t a where anymore. Not for people like them.
Not in this city.

Just another corner. Another checkpoint. Another lock. Another maybe. He didn’t know where.
But he knew one thing.

He wasn’t letting go of her. Not again. Not ever.





CHAPTER ONE- The Mold on the Ceiling Looks Like Jesus.
“Welcome to the city’s underbelly, where the neon ﬂickers like a heartbeat, and the shadows tell stories no daylight dares to hear. This is Johnny Noire, spinning the soundtrack for the lost, the broken, the beautiful ghosts who haunt these streets. Tonight, we dive deep into a world where pain and hope collide — a place where every syringe, every shattered dream, every whispered prayer is a note in a jazz song played in minor key.

This is a story carved from cold concrete and warmer blood — a tale of love and loss, ﬁght and ﬂight, and the relentless search for light in a city that tries to forget. So tune in close, lean back, and listen hard — because what you’re about to hear isn’t just a story. It’s a confession, a scream, and a lullaby all rolled into one.

This is the city’s pulse after dark. And it’s waiting for you.”




The mold above her bed has started to form a face.

She’s not saying it is Jesus — but if it was, he’d probably look like that mold face: broken, tired, and…..moist. A Christ for the condemned. Damp and ignored, just like the rest of them.

Dot lies ﬂat on her mattress, eyes ﬁxed on the slow bloom of black and brown above her, like it might start talking. Cigarette ash clings to the edge of her lip. She doesn’t even taste it anymore. Everything in this room tastes like condemned drywall, water damage, and the lingering s of that cheap air freshener. .

The plug-in freshener pointlessly plugged in the corner outlet by the door had once upon a time exhaled cheap chemical sweetness labeled “Sunrise.” Which is ironic, since this room hasn’t had power in a couple months. Now on top of the power, the heat’s been out for 27 days. She stopped counting after about twelve, when the super said it was Torrid Developments’ problem and Torrid stopped answering the phone. One of their voicemail options says “Press 5 for Eviction Processing.” She pressed 5. It just hung up.

Nighttime brings the kind of cold that sinks in through concrete and makes your spine ache. Her windows leak wind like they’re mad at her. It whistles across the ﬂoor like a warning.

Somewhere in the hallway, Davey from 3C is shouting again — full argument with a ghost. Coughing, footsteps, then silence. The old radio on the counter hums softly in the background, still tuned to CBC. She left it on because it makes the silence seem intentional. Like she chose this.

She hasn’t moved in hours. Her limbs are heavy with something that isn’t quite sleep or depression or exhaustion — just a kind of dead weight. A gravity made of grief. Every part of her hurts . And then she needs it that way.

“…and while Ottawa remembers the great housing rights victories of the 1970s, we thank organizations like the Derks Foundation for their tireless commitment to community—”

Her head lifts oﬀ the pillow. Just barely. What?
She drags herself to the kitchen like she’s crawling out of a cave. Kicks a takeout container across the linoleum and slaps the side of the radio like it’s personal. Roaches skittering in every direction.

“…led by forward-thinking urban planners and early advocates of housing equity—like former councillor Dennis Derks—who helped transform the city we see today.”

Dot freezes.

Nothing about Chiclet. Not one fucking syllable.

No mention of the woman who dragged an eviction notice through gasoline on Parliament Hill. No footage of the barefoot march across Laurier. Nothing about the hunger strike, the tent city, the babies she breastfed between speeches.ad

They erased her.

Like she was never here.

Dot stares at the radio like she wanted to beat the static out of it. Her jaw clenching. Her eyes sting, but she won’t cry. She hasn’t cried in weeks. It’s not that she doesn’t want to — she just used it all up. There’s nothing left but smoke and rage.

She turns oﬀ the radio. The silence swells.

She grabs the Sharpie from under her mattress — the fat black one, the one with just enough ink left to do damage — and starts writing on the wall.

First, a quote from Chiclet:

“Poverty stops equality. Equality stops poverty.” Then one of Dot’s own:
“We don’t need charity. We need humanity.” Then her old caseworker:
“You’re one of those girls who burns the help trying to stay warm.”

More words come. Names. Facts. Curse words. Notes-to-self. Threats. Screams she never got to scream. The kind of things you carve into bathroom stalls when you want the world to know you existed.

At the center of it all, in thick, jagged strokes:

DEGENERATE OF THE YEAR

She circles it once. Then again. One more time until the marker squeaks.

She stares at it. Chest rising. Breath uneven. The mold-Jesus watches from above, unmoved.

It should feel pathetic. Overdramatic. Like something a teenager would do after getting dumped. But it doesn’t.
It feels like…something. Like refusing to let the silence have the last word. like a movement in the making,she just hasn’t seen the “how” of it yet.

Dot isn’t a saint. She’s not her grandmother. She’s not even a good activist anymore — she misses meetings, sleeps through rallies, burns every bridge she crosses. But she’s still here caring. Still listening. Still angry.

And that’s dangerous.

Because you can evict a tenant. You can disappear a speech. But you can’t stop what’s good and right from overcoming evil.

She lights another cigarette. Stares at the wall. Inhales.

Dot Shmot has spent her whole life being told she was too loud, too much, too late. Now she’s gonna be impossible to ignore.
Not a prophet. Not a martyr.
Just the wrong woman to piss oﬀ.

…The degenerate they asked for.

She exhales smoke and watches it twist toward the ceiling, curling around moldy Jesus. Then, as if on cue, the radio — though dead — crackles back to life.
A slow jazz loop hums behind static. Then the voice.
Low. Velvet-dipped. Ironic as sin. Coming through the vents like a loudspeaker. “And remember, darlings…
the city never sleeps.
It just forgets your name.”

Pause. A faint laugh — the sound of someone enjoying the view from the end of the world

“This is Johnny Noire. Broadcasting from the belly of the beast. Stay dangerous.”

Click. Silence.
Dot stares puzzled at the radio, then at the vents, and then back again. unsure of where Johnny’s smooth radio voice was truly coming from.

She ﬂicks her cigarette into the sink, grabs her hoodie from the chair, and starts moving.

CHAPTER TWO - A Danger to the Children.
There’s no cereal trail on the ﬂoor this morning. No backpack in the doorway, no shoes kicked oﬀ sideways, no soft hum of cartoons ﬁlling the silence with life.

No boy here.

Dot presses her palm to the doorframe where his height marks used to be. She stopped updating it when the courts said he’d be better oﬀ with his dad. “Until you stabilize,” they said, like stability was a bus you just had to catch if you ran fast enough. Like she hadn’t already crawled through enough gutters , jumped through enough ﬁery hoops , and ripped through enough red tape already. They always wanted more from her even when she delivered the impossible.

The place feels hollow now. She wakes up forgetting he’s gone, like she still expects the weight of little limbs climbing onto her lap, his voice asking what’s for breakfast, his eyes watching her every move like she was the whole goddamn sky.

She’d gotten used to parenting in fragments—weekends down to visots, “progress notes.” But even that’s gone now. All she gets is phone calls and a dinner every Wednesday. But that dinner fuels her for another week, every week.
Sometimes,she thinks that dinner might be the only thing making sure she’s not the next zee victim round od’d on the side of the road. Alone. Like so many others.

she keeps his blanket folded at the foot of the bed. Still buys his favourite things when she has the money in hopes he’ll one day get to come back and enjoy the. Still leaves the cartoons queued up on Netﬂix like maybe, just maybe, he’ll walk through the door again and it’ll be like it was before “instability police” ruined their happy life.

She stares at the juice box in the fridge. Strawberry kiwi. Untouched. “Home’s not home without him,” she mutters.
Then she remembers something Johnny Noire said the last time he crashed on her couch, stoned on loss and half-raving:

“When a child disappears from a place, it echoes diﬀerent. It starts to rot in the corners. Why else do you think I would leave my beautiful home for this shithole. Because I couldn’t stand the stink of it when my baby girl was gone,P”

She believed him. He would know better than anyone. She felt crippled by the thought, but thankful that she can at least still see her son and call him.

Her heart bleeds for Johnny noire and she admires his strength as always. Her phone buzzes.
It’s Justino.

“ yo. turn on the city’s YouTube channel. right now. health minister’s doing a press conference. you need to see this.” Dot frowns. Justino doesn’t rattle easy. This should be interesting.
She pulls the cracked laptop from under a pile of laundry and clicks into the livestream. The City of Ottawa logo ﬂashes for a second before fading to the podium.

There she is: the Minister. Jonestown.
The butcher of corrections. The smirking mouthpiece who called solitary conﬁnement “necessary discipline” and overdoses “a statistical grey area.” Her hair is perfect. Her blazer’s cream, like blood doesn’t touch her. She’s got that same ﬂat smile, the kind they teach you in PR school: look calm while delivering cruelty.

“Good morning,” Jonestown begins. “Thank you for joining us. Today’s announcement is about restoring dignity, safety, and accountability to our streets.”

Dot’s already gripping the edge of the table.

Jonestown speaks like a woman who’s never known anyone who used a site. Like addiction is a headline and poverty is a character ﬂaw. Like none of it is real unless it shows up in a properly ﬁled complaint.

“The supervised consumption sites—originally intended to promote harm reduction—have instead become hubs for criminal activity, open drug use, and environments unsafe for families and children.”

She pauses.

And then with chilling clarity, she says it.

“Eﬀective immediately, the province will begin the phased closure of all supervised consumption sites.” Dot’s phone slips from her hand and clatters to the ﬂoor.
She doesn’t pick it up.

She just stares at the screen.

Faces ﬂash by — nodding oﬃcials, smug bureaucrats, journalists too stunned to interrupt.

The words hit harder than she expected. Not just because it’s wrong. Not just because it’s personal. But because she knows what comes next.

She lived through the last time they cleared the streets.

She remembers what ﬁlled the alleys when the lights went out and the doors got bolted shut. Behind her, the wall creaks. A chill slides through the room like smoke.
And somewhere in the back of her mind( or possibly just in the vents again ), she hears Johnny Noire, voice low and sure .:

“Downtown, even the jazz sounds nervous.”

They’re cleaning up the streets—starting with the people who live on them. Some folks get trials. Others get toe tags. “That being said, listeners, Tonight’s broadcast is brought to you by the ones who didn’t make the six o’clock news.”


[bookmark: _TOC_250028]CHAPTER THREE- You Can’t Take Everyone With You
*Johnny Noire crackles onto the airwaves, velvet-smooth and sharp as glass*

“Midnight ﬁnds us again, sweet sinners. This is Johnny Noire, spinning static and sorrow from the city’s bruised underbelly. And tonight, a storm’s rolling in from Somerset Street. You might not hear it yet. But the street knows. The street always knows.”

The clinic doors buzz open and the smell hits Dot like a brick wall.

Disinfectant. Burnt coﬀee. Bleach on linoleum. The sacred stink of survival. It always smells like someone tried to clean up — a last-ditch apology layered over blood, bagged lunches, and someone’s second last breath before an oxygen tank gets called for.

It smells like home. It smells like trauma.
SWCHC hasn’t changed. Not yet. But something is oﬀ.
The front chairs are still scuﬀed from years of restless legs and shaking withdrawals. The corkboard still blooms with ﬂyers: grief groups, housing lists, a Narcan training scheduled for next Tuesday — a date that now feels imaginary.
The sharps bins are fresh. There’s even a kid’s toy on the reception desk: a plastic triceratops with one horn chewed oﬀ. Someone’s baby was here recently.

But beneath the surface, the air is tight.

Voices are hushed. Movements rehearsed. Every nurse’s posture is too straight, every client’s gaze is wary, like they’re waiting for something to collapse.

Dot sees Jimmy by the side exit, stuﬃng boxes into a bin like it’s just another inventory day. Black hoodie, faded “PEOPLE OVER POLICY” shirt, scruﬀ beginning at the jaw- incredibly unusual for him. His hands are moving, but he looks dazed, tired, almost rehearsed— like someone going through the motions at a funeral.

She doesn’t say hello.

Instead, from the doorway, she asks:

“Is it true?”

He ﬂinches like he’s been caught.

Then drops the box, looks up, and nods once. “Yeah.”
Dot steps into the little back alcove . The ashtray’s still there that she brought there months ago. So is a half-dead lighter.

“They’re really shutting it down?” she asks.

Jimmy sits on a ﬂipped-over supply crate. His eyes are glassy. “We got the call this morning. It’s happening. No more new clients. No more partnership events. Just ‘wind-down protocols’ and a fuck-ton of Business as usual silence.”

Dot leans against the peeling wall. Her ﬁngers twitch for a cigarette. He rubs his palms together like he’s trying to conjure warmth.
“I don’t know how to tell people,” he says. “I don’t even know how to tell myself.”

The quiet between them is dense. From down the hallway, a baby cries. Someone coughs deep in their chest. Life keeps ﬁghting to happen, even as the scaﬀolding holding it up begins to crumble.

Dot ﬁnally speaks. “I thought this place was protected. I thought we’d won. Harm reduction—wasn’t that supposed to be real?”

Jimmy lets out a bitter chuckle. “It was real for us. Not for them. This place? It was never part of the long-term plan. We were the PR ﬁx. A band-aid they used to get through the heat. Now they’re peeling it oﬀ to look clean again.”

He stares out the window. Doesn’t blink.

“Some nights,” he says, “I just sit in my car after work. I think about all the people I gave granola bars to, or clean rigs, or just a safe fucking room for half an hour. And then I think about how many still OD’d anyway. I think about last time we got shut down. I swear I saved 4 lives every dang mornin down on Rideau st on my way to work. Not to mention How many froze To death on benches, or got pushed out, or just disappeared.”

Dot doesn’t interrupt. She lets him speak.

“I know the rule is ‘don’t take it home with you.’ But I do. Every time. I take their Names. Their faces. Their last words. I take the guilt too — that I can go home and sleep. That I have somewhere to sleep. And it’s all I can do is think of all you guys knowin' y’all are out here sleeping it rough. Dot, it kills me it does.”

He looks up, ﬁnally meeting her eyes. She quickly looks away to avoid him seeing that she’s starting to cry. She’s always had it in her head that everyone helps during the day. They get to go home and forget about them at night. That all her workers, sure they try, they care, but at the end of the day it’s not them out here. So what do they care about the suﬀering of the street folk? She felt stupid for even thinking those things now.
“I can’t save everyone. But it doesn’t stop me from wanting to.” Dot’s throat tightens.
“You saved me,” she says softly. Jimmy’s brows twitch. “I didn’t—”
“Yes. You did. You do it every day. Every time you tell someone you love them and you mean it, we feel that. You save us all with the love you let us know we’re worthy of Jimmy, and that is more important than anything physical. No roof, no amount of money, or rehab or government support can replace what’s missing in all of our lives. All of us on the streets need love. That’s it. Every broken soul out here needs to know that they can be loved without condition and know they deserve that. And you tell everyone that you love them… and mean it. That’s more than anyone else has ever done for them.
She wipes a tear oﬀ her cheek with the heel of her hand. “You treat us like people. You don’t look away.” Jimmy’s face folds, a crack ﬁnally breaking open.
“I love these people, Dot. I love you. All of you. And it fucking hurts knowing I can’t take everyone with me.” He leans forward, elbows on his knees.
“I don’t want to go to the closing meeting. I don’t want to sit there while they pretend this doesn’t matter. Like we were never here. Like this building didn’t hold a hundred thousand acts of grace.”
Dot stands up slowly. She feels shaky, but she’s used to being shaky.
“If they shut this place down,” she says, “it’s not going to be quiet. I swear to you, Jimmy. I will raise hell.” Jimmy looks at her.

Not with hope. But with recognition. Nods. “Good,” he says.
From the front, there’s a loud bang — a knock or a crash or someone falling. Staﬀ shout. The tension spikes. Jimmy doesn’t ﬂinch.
Dot does.
But she recovers. She tucks the cigarette she’d been holding behind her ear, walks to the door, and throws her hood up.
Outside, the air is mean and the winds are picking up.
She lights her smoke. The ﬂame glows bright now that the sun has gone down. “Danger to the children,” she mutters. “You think this place is the danger?” She looks up at the sky — not for answers, but for witnesses.
“You think I’m going to take that lying down?” She yells to the clouds rolling in.
She’s a mother, and every single person inside that clinic is someone’s child and many parents too. And she will not go quietly.
She gets in just in time for it to start downpouring.
Somehow through the clash of thunder and rain, Johnny Noire returns like a lullaby in a burning house:

“If you’re still out there, still listening, light one for the fallen and keep your back to the wall. The city’s cold tonight and the rain comes in thundering sheets. Find a haven now because soon we’ll all be back out on the mean streets. This has been Johnny Noire, your midnight mourner. Signing oﬀ, but never shutting up.”
Static.

[bookmark: _TOC_250027]CHAPTER FOUR - Nightmares & Night Mayors
[Johnny Noire Radio Over crackle of vinyl and rain static]
“This city keeps secrets in the storm drains. Buries grief under grant proposals and paints lipstick on its bruised housewives like no one’s the wiser. But you? You’re watching. You’re still awake. Still here. And if you’re tuning in tonight, baby, I’ll hold your hand through the wreckage.
This next story comes straight from the shadows of the suburbs and into the belly of the Market. And trust me—when the Night Mayor starts knocking, someone’s always gettin' cleaned up.”

Dot hated the suburbs. Hated the tidy grass and the tidy bins and the tidy people whose eyes ﬂinched at her boots but lingered on her bruises. Everything smelled like lemon detergent and the kind of quiet that kept its Secrets hidden in sock drawers.
She hadn’t even reached the porch before the front door exploded open like a confetti cannon of limbs and love. “Mom!”
Soy threw himself at her like a grenade of joy. She caught him, nearly toppling, breath leaving her in a stunned oof as he buried his face in her jacket. She kissed the top of his head, inhaling the comfort of coconut shampoo and childhood.
Then he leaned back, deadly serious. “I have to tell you something.”
Dot froze. Her heart jerked sideways. “…Okay,” she said slowly. “What is it?” He lifted his chin. Eyes locked on hers. “mom….I’m an addict.”
Time skipped a beat. Dot blinked. “Uhhh…”
That wasn’t even in her top ten guesses. She’d been prepared for detention, a ﬁght, a new girlfriend —maybe even a body buried in Minecraft. But this?
“Me too,” she said softly. “Wanna talk about it?”
Before he could answer, Matticus appeared in the doorway, two mismatched mugs in hand—one chipped and painted with World’s Okayest Dad in marker, the other still crusted with cocoa.
“Yeah… sorry,” he muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. “Didn’t get a chance to prep you. Came up after health class. Real sudden.”
Over dinner—store-brand mac and cheese, cut-up hot dogs, and the existential weight of inherited trauma—Soy explained.
Their class had started a unit on addiction. The usual suspects: drugs, booze, screens.
“Video games, social media, caﬀeine. Even TikTok,” he said, poking a hot dog like it owed him money. “At ﬁrst I didn’t think I was addicted. I just thought I liked stuﬀ.”
“Then I remembered how I used to scream when the internet went out.
How once I lied and stole your phone. “ he said looking guilty all over again. “That’s when I realized,” he said, looking up.

That I was addicted. And then I found out sweetberry and Grandma and you and Dad and even Grandpa too. So almost everyone is also addicted? It makes me sad and I wish they could all stop being addicted. “
“ I wish that too… if only it were that simple monkey.” No one spoke after that. Even the tap dripped softer.

Matticus ﬁnally added, “He asked me to help. He Wants to cut back. Hide the Switch. No screens after eight. Said he wants to feel better now—before it gets harder later.”

Dot stared at Soy, once again shocked by his maturity. A level far surpassing her own even sometimes. He was now buttering a slice of bread with the slow concentration of someone defusing a bomb.

“I just didn’t know it ran in the family,” he whispered. “Oh, baby,” she said, ruﬄing his hair, eyes wet.
“It doesn’t run. It gallops.”

After dinner, they played cards. Soy thrashed them both like a back-alley blackjack shark. Dot pretended to sulk while slipping him extra snacks, and Matticus kept the jokes rolling just enough to keep the vibe rolling.

But eventually, time tapped its watch.

Dot tucked soy in to sleep. The bedtime routine goodbye she always tried to draw out a little longer than she should, reluctant to leave and face another week.

Matticus always came overseeing routine though. He walked Dot to the door as she zipped up her jacket. The porch light buzzed, catching her in half-shadow.

“Did you hear about the new Night Mayor?” he asked. Dot paused. “Come again?”
“City job,” he said. “Appointed to manage nightlife. Market stuﬀ. Noise complaints, bar hours, ‘revitalizing after-hours economy.”

She blinked.

Then burst out laughing—full-bodied, snorting, nearly choking on her own spit. “The Night Mayor? What is this—Batman for brunch drunks?”
Matticus gave her a look—Dot, I’m serious. It made her laugh harder.
“cleau up the Market? Like with what a garbage bag and trash grabber?What is he planning on putting all the homeless people in a landﬁll? They can’t even revitalize a vending machine without a lengthy process and a half-dozen scandals. ”

But beneath her laughter, something sour rose.

You don’t appoint a Night Mayor unless you’re about to turn oﬀ the streetlights.

She went back, once she stopped laughing, kissed Soy twice on the forehead trying to send him every ﬁber of love she had. Matticus watched her from the stairs.

Just as she was halfway out the front door matticus stopped her.

“Hey Dot,” he said, voice soft, like he was afraid of hearing himself say it. She turned.
“Be careful out there. If not for yourself… then for Soy.” She nodded.
“I will,” she said. But she wasn’t sure if she could keep true to it.

Outside, she lit a cigarette with shaking ﬁngers. The wind sucked it half-dead. Streetlights hummed Somewher Farr oﬀ, a siren wailed.

Clean up the Market…

She knew what that meant. Displacement.
Cops.

Condo brochures with no room for tenants on welfare.

No more corner memorials. No more tents. No more loud, complicated people bleeding and crying in public. Dot pulled her hood up tight.
They could appoint a Night Mayor, but they’d never own the darkness. That belonged to people like her.
People who knew the diﬀerence between quiet and safe.

And as she walked into the hum of the city, her boots cracking the silence, her lips curled into a bitter, holy grin. “Danger to the children,” she muttered.
“Fuck you, Jonestown.”

And if the Night Mayor came for them?

They’d have to get through her ﬁrst. [Johnny Noire Radio]
”You ever see a storm walk? That’s her. The girl in the hoodie with ﬁre on her breath and a lighter in her pocket. You can call her
a risk. You can call her a mess. But I call her necessary.

The city’s counting bodies and pretending it’s progress. But the night doesn’t forget. The night knows its own. Stay tuned, ghosts and rebels. The moon’s got teeth tonight. And we’re only just getting started.”
[bookmark: _TOC_250026]CHAPTER 5 – Out Here, the Lights Lie
The Night Mayor wanted a tidy city. Dot had other plans.
It had been two days.

Two days since she’d seen Sweetberry’s chipped grin, the one that split his face like sunlight through boarded windows. Two days since she’d heard his voice, thick with mischief and cheap cigarettes. Two days without the press of his ﬁngers at her spine—always so gentle, like he knew she was one good shove from vanishing.

Now, Dot wandered downtown like a ghost in her own city.

[johnny radio]
“You ever see a dog stuck in traﬃc? Don’t matter how many horns blare, it just stands there, spinning in a panic that doesn’t move forward or back. That was Dot. Running to, and away from so fast, she got stuck searching for him.”

She’d checked everywhere: shelter intake, 454, site, even the alley behind the Rideau Quickie where he sometimes sold charcoal sketches for smokes. But he wasn’t there. Wasn’t answering his phone. Wasn’t anywhere.

The sun was too bright. The city was too loud. Everything felt sharp and useless.

Ottawa could look clean if you squinted. Glass towers gleamed. Every few blocks, another federal building loomed, climate-controlled and secured, as if afraid of the very city it claimed to serve.

JOHNNY:
“If you’re hearing this, it means the city hasn’t buried us deep enough yet.”

But Dot saw the real Ottawa. The one that pulsed just beneath the veneers.

Under every awning, curled around every exhaust vent and payphone, the streets thrummed with a slower current: people hunched, folded in on themselves like broken puppets. Faces hollowed out by grief and poison. Fingers twitching at invisible things.

The newest scourge, a variant fro zee pharma, had blown through the streets like an open nerve. People weren’t just nodding anymore—they were glitching. Walking into traﬃc, freezing mid-step, whispering to things no one else

could see. Some twitched. Some cried. Some just stared, blank-eyed, at a future already canceled.do e overdosed on contact. It was a disaster.

At Confederation Park, a girl Dot’s age crouched under the statue of the soldier, alternating between passing out and waking up clawing at her own scalp, muttering broken spells in a dead dialect . Two blocks down, a man in a hospital bracelet stumbled into the street and bounced oﬀ the hood of a delivery van like a paper doll only to walk away like he forgot the whole thing already.

Dot winced. The driver didn’t even get out. Just leaned on the horn and drove oﬀ. Everywhere she looked, the city vomited slogans:
“TAKE BACK YOUR CITY – Say No to Street Crime!” “SAFER OTTAWA – Support Community Enforcement!” “IT’S NOT ADDICTION, IT’S A CHOICE.”

She tore one down with shaking ﬁngers. It ripped like dried-out tissue.

JOHNNY:
“If it’s a choice, it’s like choosing to breathe while drowning. Ain’t nobody picked this.

The system didn’t oﬀer options. It oﬀered pamphlets. It oﬀered clipboards and surveys. Bureaucrats with practiced nods and brittle smiles. Outreach workers held together by stress momentum. The overdose prevention site had gone from “low-barrier” to “barely-functioning.” people were overdosing in parking lots so much that they had narcan on back order and staﬀ had to resort to ice water and crack smoke to keep people from dying out in the daylight for all to see.

She went to City Hall. To McNabb Park. She screamed at a city worker in a ﬂuorescent vest until her voice cracked. Nothing. Just another day of being visible and ignored.

She found herself in the bathroom of a downtown public library, locked in a stall, trying not to cry loud enough to echo.

Sweetberry might be dead.

And that though crept in like a slow leak in her chest, air slipping out in whispers she couldn’t stop. Deﬂating her very essence to exhaustion and despair.

She gathered the strength to leave. Once outside, she pushed her hoodie tighter around her face, lit a cigarette with shaky hands, and leaned against the cold stone of the courthouse wall next to the library.

A few metres away, a security guard kicked the boot of a sleeping man. “Can’t be here,” he barked, like the man had anywhere else to go.

Dot didn’t have the strength to intervene. Not today.

She thought about Soy, solemn and 9 years old, calling himself an addict over hot dogs and Kraft Dinner.

She thought about Matticus, standing in his suburban doorway, asking her to be careful with the quiet desperation of someone who had already failed too many people.

And she thought about Sweetberry—the way he used to say her name like it was a secret code to a better world. Like if he said it just right, they could slip through the cracks of this city and end up somewhere soft.

She needed him. Not to ﬁx her. Not even to speak. She just needed him.
To know That he was alive. That he hadn’t disappeared behind his own eyes like so many others. That the city hadn’t swallowed him, ”cleaned” him up, erased him.

She took one last drag and let it burn to the ﬁlter.

Then she stood, stiﬀ-legged and sore, and started walking. The Market. The underpass. The old needle exchange. The abandoned stairwell behind the Rex Hotel. The busted phone booth near the Rideau Loblaws. She knew his hiding spots. His fallback zones. She’d search them all.

JOHNNY :
“The city doesn't love us. But we love each other. That’s the only revolution I ever believed in. And Dot? Dot’s still out here, looking. That matters. That always matters.”

[bookmark: _TOC_250025]MINI-CHAPTER: - This Transmission is a Problem
[Tape hiss. Footsteps in puddles. Neon ﬂicker. They’re live, or at least pretending to be.] DOT (mock radio voice):
“Good evening to the liars, the lovers, the lost. You’re live on Radio Shmot, the only show where the city talks back.” JOHNNY (chewing a toothpick):
“Broadcasting from somewhere between Rideau and regret. Dot Shmot and Johnny Noire—your guides through the gutters at nightt.”

They walk past the Quickie, someone overdosing behind the dumpster while a cop car crawls past slow and blind. DOT:
“Look at that. Ottawa’s two faces: death in the alley, decorum in the cruiser.” JOHNNY:
“Bet you ten bucks that cop thinks he’s the good guy.” DOT:
“He thinks he’s the narrator.”

JOHNNY:

“But we’re the ones telling the story.”

DOT (pauses to narcan the guy overdosing,them comtinues in a more serious tone):

“And that’s what I want, Johnny. A place where we tell it. All of it. Raw. Ugly. Glorious. I want to build a platform for the cursed artists. The junkie painters. The schizophrenic poets. The kids who tag their trauma on overpasses because no one ever handed them a mic.”

JOHNNY (stops walking, genuinely struck):

“Dot. That’s… fuck. That’s not a platform. That’s a revolution.” DOT (lit up now):
“Exactly. No ﬁlters. No pity. No goddamn grants or galleries. Just stories that hurt and heal at the same time. Pages that bleed.”

They pass a man sleeping under a Canada 150 sign. JOHNNY (gestures to the sleeping man):
“Guy’s got a federal pillow. How patriotic.” DOT:
“He’s what they call ‘visible homelessness’ when they wanna sound intellectual while doing nothing.” JOHNNY (grinning):
“so ..you would let him publish?” DOT (dead serious):
“If he wants to.” JOHNNY:
“What do you call it?” DOT (shrugs):
“‘Degenerate Press’ came to mind. Maybe ’chronically unstabilized.’ Maybe nothing at all. Maybe the title changes every time we print a new one.”

JOHNNY:

“Each issue a diﬀerent heartbeat.”

DOT:

“Yeah. And no bios. Just the work. Let them speak without explanation.”

They walk through Besserer Street—graﬃti bleeding across scaﬀolding, used rigs in a Tim Hortons cup, someone doing a full-body twitch in a phone booth.

JOHNNY:

“You really think people will read it?” DOT (lights a smoke):
“I think people are starving for the truth, Johnny. And the only ones telling it are the ones no one listens to.” JOHNNY (eyes lighting up):
“You’ll need printers. Paper. Ink. Hell, I know a guy who owes me ﬁve hundred bucks and a risograph.” DOT:
“I want it on walls, too. Wheatpaste. Mailboxes. Windshields. Stick it to council chambers and courthouse windows. No one escapes it.”

JOHNNY:

“Degenerate gospel, baby. Sunday’s gonna look diﬀerent.” DOT (laughing):
“Can I put that on the masthead?”

They cross through the tunnel on chamberlain, their voices echoing oﬀ concrete like ghosts rehearsing for an audience that doesn’t exist yet.

DOT (into imaginary mic):

“You’re listening to Radio Shmot. Coming soon: a home for every voice the world told to shut up.” JOHNNY:
“Don’t worry, Ottawa. We’re not here to save you.” DOT:
“We’re just here to show you the shit that you’ve already been looking at the whole damn time.”

They walk on, electric now. Heads full of headlines. Hearts full of static. Somewhere between the needles and the noise, a movement just took its ﬁrst breath.

[Broadcast fades to black.]

..

[bookmark: _TOC_250024]CHAPTER 6 – Marble and Static
Dot hadn’t slept. Not really.

Maybe she’d closed her eyes on a bus for eight minutes. Maybe not. It didn’t matter. Her body was buzzing like a blown fuse, too wired, too worried, too alive to rest.

By the time she stumbled down the steps of City Hall, the sun was slicing across the concrete, sharpening everything into glass. Shadows huddled against the side of the building like they were scared of the day.

She cut across the plaza, ducking past the trickling fountain and the oversized stainless steel O, making a straight line toward the part that still mattered.

The monument stood quiet in its corner, tucked just far enough away from the main path that most councillors could forget it was there. But Dot never did.

Dorothy O’Connell

Poet. Mother. Revolutionary.

“Poverty stops equality. Equality stops poverty.”

Dot pressed two ﬁngers to her lips and touched them gently to the marble. “Love you, Chiclet,” she whispered.
The stone was warm from the sun.

When she looked up again, a cheap plastic sign caught her eye, taped to a pillar nearby: TONIGHT – PUBLIC ADDRESS FROM OTTAWA’S FIRST NIGHT MAYOR
6:00PM | MACKENZIE KING STAGE | “A SAFER, BRIGHTER CITY FOR ALL”

Dot snorted.

Night Mayor. Nightmare. She chuckled in her head taking amusemen5nat the irony of it all.

They’d created the role last month, some half-baked plan to manage Ottawa’s “after-dark culture” which really meant: increase street policing, ﬂush out the addicts, and open more bougie bars.

The whole thing reeked tourism and desperation.

But the title — Commissioner of Nightlife — was so laughably Orwellian she forgot to be furious.

Still, the gears started turning. Public speech meant public scrutiny. Public scrutiny meant opportunity. She pulled out her phone and dialed. “Justino.”
“Dot?” His voice came quick, staticy. “You good?” “No. You get a line on Sweetberry’s phone yet?”
“Not really. Last ping was 22 hours ago, somewhere around the centre. Then it went dark again.” “Good enough,” she said. “Thanks.”
“Dot, wait—”

“Oh, hey,” she added, cutting him oﬀ before he could ﬁnish his sentence. halfway through lighting a smoke with trembling ﬁngers. “One more thing. Find out everything you can about that Mitchell what’s-his-name. The new Night Mayor.”

“Mitchell Derks ? The commissioner guy?”

“Yeah. That asshole. Find out where he came from, who he’s in bed with, who wrote his speeches, what kind of toothpaste he uses. I want blood type, browser history, and ex-girlfriends. Send it encrypted.”

“uuuhm…You good?” he asked again, quieter now. “Not even a little,” she muttered, and hung up.
The wind picked up. She turned her hoodie up and started walking. Toward the centre.
Toward Sweetberry.

Toward whatever the hell was coming next.

[bookmark: _TOC_250023]MINI CHAPTER – Dropped Call
Justino stared at the screen for a full three seconds after Dot hung up.

The wind outside his apartment ruﬄed the edge of a printout taped to the wall—some half-redacted city audit report he’d been picking apart for days. It ﬂuttered like a warning.

He sighed, pulled his headphones down around his neck, and muttered, “Damn it, Dot…”

He’d heard it in her voice. That tremor she couldn’t hide when her hands shook too hard to light the smoke. That clipped urgency she wore like armor when she was burning from the inside out.

He had something to tell her. Something he didn’t want to say through a phone line. But she didn’t give him the chance.
Ten minutes earlier, he’d gotten a ping. Not on Sweetberry. On her.

A side-channel algorithm he’d written weeks ago had picked up some weird cross-traﬃc between her name and the Night Mayor’s comms team. Not directly. Slantwise. Backdoor meeting notes, memos, a few phrases that stuck out like slivers:

“Watch the girl. The O’Connell one.”
“If she shows up tonight, keep the stage secure.” “We don’t need another stunt.”
“Same protocol as last March.”

He didn’t know what happened last March. But he had a guess. And it wasn’t just that…
He’d seen the footage. A back alley cam from two nights ago. Someone in a red hoodie dragging something—or someone—out of the frame. A limp body. Justino had slowed it down frame-by-frame. Couldn’t make out the face. But the way the hands moved… and the red sweater…it looked a lot like Sweetberry.

And Dot didn’t know.

He opened a new encrypted thread and started typing.

Subject line: “Don’t go to Mackenzie King.”
Message: Something’s oﬀ. They’re expecting you. I’ll explain in person. Bring Johnny if you’re gonna be stubborn. But don’t go alone.

He stared at it. Hesitated. Then deleted the whole thing. She wouldn’t listen.
She never did.

Instead, he opened a new audio ﬁle and hit record. His voice, low and hoarse, ﬁlled the empty apartment.
“Dot… if you’re hearing this, it means you’re already halfway into something you can’t undo. Please. Just… if anything goes sideways tonight, don’t be a Hero. Don’t make me tell your kid you died doing PR for the people who never show up. We need you alive more than we need you loud.”

He hit stop. Saved the ﬁle. Didn’t send it. Not yet.
He leaned back in his chair, eyes scanning the wall of notes, strings, names. Somewhere, all of it connected. The Night Mayor. Sweetberry. Dot.

And him.

The watcher in the wires. The guy nobody thanked.


[bookmark: _TOC_250022]CHAPTER 7 – The Heart of the City
[low static, faint city sounds — sirens, wind, distant shouting. then, his voice crackles in, low and slow] “They say the heart of a city beats strongest downtown.
But here in Ottawa, that heart’s got holes in it —
and it don’t beat so much as bleed.

Tonight’s dispatch is brought to you from the edge — that soft concrete purgatory where hope gets handed out in warm socks and cold stares.

Our girl Dot’s back on the trail. And Sweetberry?
Well… love’s a hell of a lifeline when the system’s cut the rest.

Buckle in. The centre cannot hold. But the street still listens.”

[vinyl crackle fades into silence]


The Centre sat like a tired apology on the edge of downtown — all chipped paint, graﬃti-tagged benches, cracked concrete, and fading government

posters warning about overdoses in bright, cheerful colours that felt like a punchline.

“BE SAFE!”
“NEVER USE ALONE!” “CARRY NALOXONE!”

Too many exclamation marks. Too little help.

Dot stood just outside the courtyard, her boots crunching gravel, scanning the scene like it might rearrange itself if she stared long enough. Something was wrong.

It looked the same — the same strewn backpacks, the familiar degenerates slouched like skeletons in lawn chairs, a single busted ﬂip-ﬂop curled at the edge of the sidewalk like it had given up- business as usual. But the air was wrong.

Too still. Too quiet. Too…..usual.
The kind of silence that came before a storm — or just after something terrible, when the sky doesn’t know what to do next.

Then she saw him.

Folded over a picnic table like a paper crane left out in the rain — red hoodie crumpled, head down, arms crossed like he was trying to hold onto himself so he didn’t ﬂoat away. He could’ve been sleeping. Could’ve been worse.

“Fucksake, Sweet.”

The words left her lips before she knew she was moving.

She stormed across the courtyard, her steps louder than she meant, her heart slamming against her ribs like it wanted out.

She grabbed his shoulder — too hard. “Sweetberry where the f—”
He startled hard, sucked in air like he’d been underwater, and ﬂinched oﬀ the bench. Landed ﬂat on his ass, blinking wildly, chest heaving.
His eyes darted everywhere at once — scanning for threat, disoriented — until they found her. And then he softened.
That crooked, sleepy smile broke across his face like dawn. “Hey, babe.”
Everything in her cracked. She lost her fury in that very moment. Her ribs, her throat, her fucking composure.
Her heart dropped right out of her and puddled in the dirt.

She dropped to her knees beside him, cupped his face with both hands — ﬁngers tracing his jaw, the rough patch of stubble, the little scar near his lip where he’d split it years ago.

“Jesus Christ, Sweet. You scared the hell outta me.” He winced, rubbed his temple like the light itself hurt.
“Didn’t mean to. Just… sat down for a second. Guess I nodded out.” His pupils were pinpricks, but his skin wasn’t grey.
Not high. Not dying.

Just empty. Just worn through. “Been two days,” she whispered. “I know.”
She helped him up, one arm tight around his waist. He leaned on her a little too hard, and she didn’t mind. Back on the bench, he clutched her hand and rested it against his thigh like it anchored him to the world. “Missed you, Cherry.”
She bit the inside of her cheek, let the silence hold it for a moment. Then, quieter:
“Sweet… the Centre’s closing.” He blinked, slow and dull. “What?”
“They’re shutting it down. Quiet. No press, no protest yet. Just a posted notice and a few staﬀ whispering like it’s a funeral.”

She scanned the courtyard again, like someone might pop out and conﬁrm it. “Jonestown?” he asked.
“I can smell her all over it.” “Fuck…”
His voice cracked in the middle. “This place saved my life.”

“I know.”

She squeezed his hand.

He looked around, eyes falling on the tattered bench they used to sleep under, then to the people in chairs, and then over to the busted vending machine where they’d sit together lurking above everyone, watching it all - until,they’d inevitably get booted oﬀ by staﬀ for safety concerns.

“Where are people supposed to go?” he asked.

She didn’t say anything for a moment. Just let the question hang. Then:
“Nowhere.…And that’s the point.”

He pressed his ﬁst to his mouth like he was holding something in — rage or fear, she didn’t know which.

They sat there, breathing together. The wind rolled through, kicked up dust. Someone coughed in the distance. “I’ve got a plan.”
Sweetberry raised an eyebrow, cracked a faint smile. “That fast?”
“I don’t sleep, remember?” she said, almost laughing. Then softer:
“I don’t know all of it yet. But I know where it starts. With that Night Mayor prick — Mitchell Derks. The timing’s not a coincidence. The crackdown, the Centre shutting down, all those ‘Safer, Brighter City’ speeches. They’re cleaning house, and we’re the dirt.”

He nodded, slow. “Same war. New name.” “Exactly.”
She touched her ﬁngers to his face again. “And I’m not letting them win. Not this time.”

He turned toward her, leaned in like he wanted to say something big — something reckless — but all that came out was:

“You’re really gonna go to war with the city again?” She smiled — sharp and warm at the same time. “maybe...”

He looked like she’d hit him in the chest. His throat worked, trying to ﬁnd a response, but instead he just pulled her hand to his chest and held it there, hard. Like it mattered.

“You with me?” she asked.

He looked up at her, eyes soft and sunlit and full of the ache she knew too well. “Always.”
distant rainfall. soft radio static. his voice comes through like a secret]

“So that’s where we leave ’em —
two ghosts in a city that wants the haunted gone. The Centre’s on life support.
The brass are tightening the leash.

But Dot’s eyes are wide open.
And when she’s awake, the city doesn’t get to sleep easy.

War’s coming.
Not the kind with bullets —
the kind with truth, and teeth, and a damn microphone.

Stay sharp, misﬁts. The streets are talking.

And Johnny’s still listening.”

[bookmark: _TOC_250021]CHAPTER 8 – No Visitors Allowed
[Johnny Noire intro crackles in softly over the creak of ﬂoorboards and the sound of rain hitting old siding.]

[image: ] Johnny:
“There’s a certain kind of love that can only survive in hiding — the kind with blood on its hands and grace in its ribs.

They say ‘no visitors allowed,’
but rules don’t mean much when the ghosts already live there.

And tonight, two of ‘em come home — battered, breathless,
but still reaching for the same ﬂame that keeps burning them.”



The front door stuck like always — swollen from weather, rot, and years of poor management. But Dot knew the trick. One swift jab from the heel of her boot, and the warped wood groaned open.

A slant of hallway light blinked through . Sweetberry followed close behind. Hoodie pulled low, eyes wary and wide — scanning the peeling paint and sagging baseboards like they might reach out and bite.

[image: ] Johnny (quiet, amused):
“You can always tell who’s been hunted.
They enter every room like it’s a trap that forgot to spring.”

Sweetberry whipped
Around nervously scanning all directions. “ did you hear that ? ” he asked, voice low.

Dot didn’t bother turning around. Just shushed him and kept moving.

“We have to be quiet we’ll stay but Only for the night. I’ll keep the door bolted.” He didn’t ask if he was allowed.
He wasn’t. They both knew it.

The last time he’d stayed over, the paramedics had to drag him out in a sweat-slick mess of sobbing bleeding and half-sentences.

First time: the overdose. Second: the psychosis.
He’d looked straight through her, eyes wide with meaning she couldn’t read, and Calmly launched himself out her second-story window like gravity was just a suggestion.

Somehow, he’d landed in a ﬂower bed and kept running — shirtless, shoeless, Bleeding, and muttering something about time not being real.

By morning, the neighborhood knew. By afternoon, the rumors had bloomed. They said Dot threw him.
That she wanted him dead. That she laughed when he fell.
They say she jumped out the window after him. She didn’t.
She Got question by police. Berated by her rooming housemates cried into a dish towel on the bathroom ﬂoor, knees against cold tile, then picked herself up and went to the hospital to hold sweets hand when they stitched up his busted eyebrow.

Now, as they climbed the narrow stairs, Sweetberry glanced around like the place might remember him too clearly. “Looks diﬀerent.”
“Cleaner,” he said.

“Yeah,”she replied. “Like… sad cleaner.”

Dot smirked. “Like someone tried real hard for a housing inspection and then gave up halfway through?” “Exactly that.” He smiled — a tired little ﬁrework in his face.
The apartment looked mostly the same. Mattress on the ﬂoor.
Busted IKEA dresser with one working drawer.

The wall still collaged in Soy’s crayon-drawn worlds — bright, unbroken dreams stuck with dollar-store tape. One of the pictures had been done in highlighter and smeared neon crayon:
A ﬁgure in a cape, hands on hips, surrounded by suns.

“Supermom,” he whispered. “I remember this one. Soy made it, right?” Dot nodded, a sting catching behind her eyes.
Sweetberry lowered himself onto the mattress like it might turn to salt if he moved too fast.

“I dreamed about this place once,” he said. “After the jump. Everything was upside down, but it still smelled like you.” She looked at him.
He met her eyes.

The silence between them wasn’t empty — it hummed, ﬁlled with all the things they hadn’t said and couldn’t forget. Dot crouched beside him, rested her head on his knee.
“You scared the hell outta me that night.” “I scared me too.”
“You said my name like you didn’t know it anymore.”

“I didn’t,” he admitted. “But I knew I loved whoever it belonged to.”

She climbed up beside him — soft, slow, certain — and curled into the hollow of his arm like it had waited just for her.

He kissed her forehead. Soft.
Steady.

Like it wasn’t borrowed time.

The room didn’t feel clean anymore. It felt alive again.
[image: ] Johnny Noire (low, rough, reverent):
“No visitors allowed, they said.
But love doesn’t knock when it breaks in — it just lets itself bleed all over the ﬂoor
and asks for nothing but the warmth of a name remembered.

Tonight, the city sleeps one heartbeat steadier —
because two of its roughest saints are holding each other upright.

And in a world full of locked doors and bad landings… sometimes that’s the whole damn miracle.”

[faint click of a mic cutting out, a deep inhale, then soft static]


[bookmark: _TOC_250020]MINI CHAPTER — “Sweetberry’s Favourite Thing”
(spoken softly, like a confession to the night)

You know what my favourite thing in the whole world is? It’s this.
Right here.

Not the wild nights, not the hits, not the fuck-it-all high-wire dances we pull oﬀ when the world’s watching us burn. Not even the way you laugh when you’re high on paint fumes or cussing out the city like it owes you its bones.
It’s this.

Laying beside you. Just… this.
You curled in like a question I never want answered.

The sound of your breath softening against my chest.

The way your hand always ﬁnds some part of me — even in sleep — like you’re making sure I don’t slip away again. I swear…
When I’m next to you like this, everything bad melts away. The volume in my head, the ghosts, the hunger, the guilt… They all get real quiet.
Like they know better than to interrupt.

You’re the only peace I’ve ever known that wasn’t poison.

Even when it’s chaos, even when I fuck it all up — and God, I do — you still let me back in.
Maybe not all the way. Maybe just for a night. Maybe not without a ﬁght.
But I’d take one hour here over a whole lifetime without you. This mattress on the ﬂoor,
your kid’s art on the wall,

the cracked windows humming lullabies from the streetlights outside… This is heaven to me.
And I know I don’t deserve it. I know what I’ve done.
I know how close I’ve come to breaking you more than once. But still you open the door.
Still sneak me in with you.

Still you make space for me in the wreckage. Still you let me sleep next to you.

That’s love.

Not the fairytale kind.

The real kind — the hard, bloody kind that lives in broken apartments and waits for the sirens to pass. So yeah.
This is it.

My favourite thing.

Sleeping beside the girl who makes even my worst nights feel like a song worth ﬁnishing. I don’t need anything else.
Just this. Just you. Just tonight.
Please, let there be a thousand more just like it.

[bookmark: _TOC_250019]CHAPTER 9 – Degenerate of the Year
The ﬁrst light of morning spilled through the broken blinds like a secret that couldn’t keep quiet. Sweetberry stirred.
For a long moment, he didn’t move — just lay there listening to the hush of the apartment, the distant rhythm of tires hissing along wet pavement, the slow, steady breath of Dot asleep beside him.

His arm was wrapped around her waist. Her back rose and fell against his chest like the tide. He buried his face into the crown of her hair, letting the scent of her — smoke, cheap shampoo, something warm and almost honeyed — pull him the rest of the way out of sleep.

He smiled.

There wasn’t a drug in the world that could match the peace of waking up with her like this. He shifted slightly, trying not to wake her, and rolled onto his back.
That’s when he saw it.

Just above the cluster of Soy’s drawings — the ones done in highlighter and crayon and faded pencil — there was something new.

Or maybe it had always been there.

The words were rough, bleeding into the drywall in thick, angry strokes of Sharpie: DEGENERATE OF THE YEAR
Circled. Twice. Like an award. Or a dare. Sweetberry blinked and squinted, rubbing his eyes. “…What the fuck,” he whispered.
Dot stirred beside him.

He nudged her gently. “Hey. Babe.” “Mmph.”
“You see that?”

She rolled over, hair tangled around her face, eyes slitted half-open. “What.” He pointed.
She followed his ﬁnger to the wall, and when she saw it, she didn’t ﬂinch or act surprised. Just pulled the blanket up a little higher under her chin and said softly:

“Oh. That.” “You write it?” “Maybe.”
Sweetberry sat up, brushing sleep away. “Is it supposed to be a joke? Like a… punk rock award ceremony? ‘Most likely to get banned from Tim Hortons’?”

Dot smiled without looking at him.

From somewhere deep inside the wall — or maybe the vent — came the warped static of Johnny Noire’s Morning Broadcast, already in progress.

His voice spilled into the room like an old vinyl warped by time and cigarette ash.

“—funny how every word they throw at the broken ends in a whisper of shame. But Dot? She don’t whisper. She sings. And if you listen close, you’ll hear it—like a hymn stitched from static.”


Sweetberry turned slowly toward the vent, blinking.confused . “Did he just—?”
Dot sighed into the pillow. “He gets poetic in the morning.”

“But was he—like—talking about that?” She shrugged. “see,s that way.” Sweetberry stared at the words again.
“Degenerate of the Year,” he repeated under his breath, trying it out. “You really think that’s what you are?” Dot opened her eyes and looked at him — fully now.
“No,” she said. “I think that’s what they call me when they don’t know what else to do with a girl who doesn’t quit.” Sweetberry exhaled. A crooked smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.
“Then I think you just won my vote.” She threw a pillow at him.
The sun had risen a little higher now, casting gold over the Sharpie and the crayon and the mess of their makeshift life. It made everything on the wall look like it had been framed on purpose.

Dot ﬂopped onto her back beside him, arm draped over her eyes. “Come on,” she muttered. “We got a city to piss oﬀ.”
Sweetberry laughed.

And from the vent, Johnny Noire’s ﬁnal words of the segment ﬂoated through like smoke curling from the end of a long night:

“Some people wake up to birds. Others wake up with their ﬁsts already clenched. Here’s to the ones who rise with rust in their bones and rebellion in their blood. Congratulations, sweetheart.
You’re still here.”



[bookmark: _TOC_250018]CHAPTER 10 — Press Conference
“Under neon halos and cracked sidewalks, the city spins a slow dance — one foot in desperation, the other in deﬁance. Dot’s voice cuts through the silence, a whispered rebellion set to the rhythm of a downtown blues riﬀ. Today listeners, the streets are listening with you.”

Ottawa City Hall Atrium. Midday.

A banner ripples across the second-ﬂoor mezzanine:

“MEET YOUR NIGHT MAYOR: MITCHELL DERKS, Building a Safer Ottawa After Dark.”

The atrium gleams—white stone ﬂoors, echo chamber acoustics, security posted at the doors like gargoyles in blazers. Local news crews cluster behind velvet ropes. The air smells like tension and bureaucracy .

Mitchell Derks, Night Mayor-elect, leans into the podium with a nervous half-smile. His suit is box-fresh, hair stiﬀ with product. Cameras ﬂash. Someone claps once. A golf clap. Half-hearted.

And then:

Crash. Bang.boom. Disaster.

Stage left—an explosion of noise. A folding chair ﬂies sideways like it was thrown by a ghost. A wheeled AV cart spins out in a metallic pirouette. The mic screeches. And in the chaos, glitter rains down like weaponized confetti.

The crowd gasps in utter socially inappropriate shock. Enter: Dot Shmot.
Bootlaces dragging. Hoodie ripped at the sleeve. A dollar-store crown—spray-painted gold—listing over one eyebrow like a bad idea with good posture. She’s panting. Smirking. Holding a mic she clearly wasn’t handed.

“Oops,” she pants. “Sorry—sorry. That, uh—that wasn’t in the program, was it?”

She kicks a broken lamp out of the way and squints into the crowd like she’s scanning for a punchline.

Here’s an enhanced, tightened, and sharpened version of Dot’s “Degenerate of the Year” campaign crash speech — balancing rage, wit, poetry, political venom, and that unmistakable chaotic ﬂair only Dot Shmot brings when she hijacks a podium:



The mic whines as Dot steps up to it—hood down, cheeks ﬂushed, one boot untied, and her crooked foil crown glinting under the lights like a dare.

Behind her, Derks freezes mid-sentence, face twitching like he’s been asked to share a urinal. The room goes quiet—half the crowd thinks this is avant-garde performance art, the other half thinks she’s about to throw a Molotov cocktail into the press pit.

Dot smiles sweetly. “Hi. I’m Dot Shmot. Local degenerate. Resident goblin.
Part-time public nuisance.

And I’m here to oﬃcially announce my campaign for Degenerate of the Year.” No applause.
Just confused silence, and the distant sound of someone choking on a canapé.

She waves at Derks. “Relax, Mitch. I’m not here to hurt anybody. Just here to make sure nobody forgets who you’re hurting.”

She holds up her crooked crown like a weapon forged in a Dollarama.

“‘Night Mayor,’ huh? Sounds like something out of a Goosebumps book. But don’t get it twisted—this isn’t ﬁction. And this city?”

She sweeps her arm across the chandeliers, the cameras, the polished stone. “This city is a nightmare. You just ﬁgured out how to market it.”
She paces the stage like a wolf in a borrowed coat. “You want to ‘clean up Ottawa after dark’?
Start with your conscience. Start with Bronson Avenue.
Start with the kid who froze to death in a transit shelter last February while you were giving interviews about graﬃti cleanup.”

Security begins to shift. A few suits whisper into collars. Dot’s eyes ﬂick to the mezzanine.
“And speaking of cleanup… shoutout to our good friends from Zee Pharma.”

She lifts her mic toward the VIP box, where executives sip sparkling water and try to vanish. “Hey fellas. Just one question before they drag me outta here:
How much are you getting paid to kill people?” The room gasps.
Derks ﬂinches.

One of the execs actually ducks like she’s lobbed a brick. “You think I’m being dramatic? Cute.
Try standing outside a pharmacy at 7AM watching people cry through locked glass.

Try working a street corner where naloxone kits are more common than socks. Try telling a mom that her kid’s ‘unidentiﬁed male #428.’”
She turns back to the podium, ﬁre in her throat. “You cut shelter funding and call it innovation.
You close overdose prevention sites and call it ‘community safety.’ You bulldoze tents at 4AM and say it’s about cleanliness.
But here’s the truth:

This city isn’t failing.

It’s succeeding exactly the way it was built to.

On the backs of people like me. And Mickster. And Jax. And the thousands of others who don’t make it to spring.” A pause. Sharp breath. Then quieter:
“You don’t want a Night Mayor. You want a fall guy.
You want a bouncer with a clipboard.

Someone to tuck in the rich and rough up the poor before breakfast.” She straightens her crown.
“So if this is your pageant—if we’re handing out titles while people die in stairwells—then yeah. Fine. Vote for me. Degenerate of the Year.
Because if you’re building a nightmare…” She steps back, arms wide.
“Then I’ll be the monster under your bed.” Security rushes.
The mic screeches. A tangle of limbs. Someone yells “Cut the feed!”

The guards rush. The mic squeals. A tangle of limbs, static, and Dot’s ﬁnal cry: “LONG LIVE THE UNDESIRABLES!”

.

“Vote for me! Degenerate of the Yeeeea—!”

She takes oﬀ running with security hot o. Her heels.

““She’s not running from the law, folks—she’s running from the way it’s written. Cuz When the truth gets too loud, they call it insanity.”

[bookmark: _TOC_250017]Chapter 11: Viral Degeneracy
Dot ran like the devil was late to his own party.

Behind her, security guards yelled in suits too tight to sprint. Her crown was gone. Her hoodie was half unzipped, exposing the “FREE THE UGLY” tank she forgot she was even wearing. And Sweetberry? Sweetberry had fallen asleep behind a fake tree near the AV table. A goddamn human glitch in the getaway plan.

She skidded behind a pylon, ducked, slapped his thigh. “Babe! BABE! Wake the fuck up—”
He blinked awake, half-smiled. “Did we win?” “YES. NO. I don’t know. RUN.”
They bolted down the stairs of City Hall, him still half-asleep, one shoe untied, Dot dragging him by the hoodie sleeve. He laughed as they ran, head back, joyfully delirious.

Finally they reach Mickster’s room. Sanctuary. Door slams. Lock clicks.
Mickster’s got four monitors, LED lights, and one bong with googly eyes glued on. He’s got the news on in one corner, an MMORPG raid in the other, and a Discord server that’s exploding.

“Dude,” he says, spinning in his chair to face them. “I knew it. I fucking knew it was you, Dot.”
Dot collapses into the broken couch like she just ﬁnished a marathon in clown shoes. “I was hoping I was wrong, but you kicked over the damn projector, so. Yeah.” Sweetberry’s still catching up. “Did they air it?”
“Oh, it’s worse. It’s everywhere. Look—”

Mickster switches scenes. On screen: a shaky phone video of Dot storming the stage, the crown slipping sideways, her tripping over the AV cord, a slow zoom on Sweetberry sleeping beside a ﬁcus.

“Vote for me!” she yells. “Degenerate of the Year!”

Cut to the next video: someone autotuned her “How much are you getting paid to kill people?” line into a TikTok remix.

Then: the memes.

One is a screenshot of her mid-fall, crown mid-air, labeled:

“When you try to dismantle capitalism but forget you’re too clumsy.” Another: a photo of Sweetberry asleep with the caption:
“Me emotionally supporting my chaotic partner during their public meltdown.” Dot winced. “They really got the worst angle of my face.”
Sweetberry grinned. “They got my good side though.”

Mickster leans in for a ﬁst bump that sweets happy to return, feeling famous and proud. Phone rings. It’s Justino.
She picks up on speaker.

“You went oﬀ-script,” he says, no hello. “I told you to blend in.” “I did, for like thirty seconds.”
Justino sighs. “You’re going viral. Not for what you said—well, a bit—but mostly for tripping over that chair and for Sweetberry snoring through half the speech.”

Sweetberry waves. “You’re welcome.”

“But listen,” Justino adds, voice shifting tone. “I got something. That ‘Mitchell Derks’ guy? He’s not just a talking head. There’s a contract. Zee Pharma money. Ties to those ‘public safety’ raids in ByWard. You poked the beast, Dot.”

She sits up straighter. The adrenaline hits again. She’s wired, sleepless, wrecked—and fully alive. Justino continues. “You’ve got a window. Everyone’s watching now. Might as well burn it all down.” Dot smirks. “That was always the plan.”
Sweetberry yawns, leans his head on her shoulder.

Mickster clears his throat. “So… you guys want pizza or something? You might be famous, but I’m still broke.” Dot smiles, already planning her next move.
:

“As the last chord fades into silence, the city’s pulse slows but never stops. Dot’s story lingers like a fading sax note — haunting, raw, and impossible to forget.”



[bookmark: _TOC_250016]CHAPTER 12 — Basement Sanctuary (with Sweetberry’s thoughts)
Mickster didn’t look away from the screen.

His ﬁngers clicked and tapped the mouse and keyboard like it was instinct. The raid was mid-ﬁght. Boss HP was at 27%. But still, he said, without breaking concentration:

“You know, you only ever show up when you’ve got heat on your heels or a fresh disheveling problem.” His eyes never left the monitors, LED lights reﬂecting oﬀ his face in a ghostly blue.
Dot was perched on the edge of the coucj, legs dangling awkwardly over the side, one sock balled up in her pocket like a security blanket nobody asked for. She rolled a crumpled newspaper between her ﬁngers, ﬁddling with it nervously in some failed self soothing motion.

“I show up for your birthday sometimes,” she said, voice too casual.

Mickster’s character died spectacularly on screen. “Last year, you gifted me half a crushed cigarette and a poem about pigeons.”

“It was a good poem.” Dot’s eyes darted away, catching a cockroach skittering past the windowsill. She batted it oﬀ with the newspaper, narrowly missing her own foot.

Mickster sighed without looking away. “I’m serious, Dot. You can’t keep doing this shit. You’re gonna end up on a list. Like, a really bad list.”

Dot shrugged, dropping the paper onto the ﬂoor, where it landed with a crumpled thud. She glanced down, eyes catching Sweetberry’s sleeping face half-hidden beneath her hoodie. A ﬂake of dandruﬀ clung to his hair. Without thinking, she reached out and ﬂicked it oﬀ, awkwardly patting the spot. then pulled him sleeping 8th her lap.

Sweetberry’s mind drifted, sharp behind the veil of sleep:

I’m not ready to wake. Not yet. But maybe I can’t hide forever.
The itch in my skin is already crawling beneath the surface. Fuck. They don’t know. They don’t see it yet.
I have to stay quiet. Pretend. Just a little longer.

Mickster continued, still one eye on the game. “You’re loud. And brave. And too damn bright. They hate people like you — people who don’t shut up even when it’s dangerous.”

Dot blinked, her voice barely above a whisper. “I know.” She scraped a cockroach oﬀ the bedpost,
“You act like you’re invincible,” he said, voice dropping just a little lower, “but I see you when the cameras are oﬀ. You look like a zombie running on amphetamines , nicotine, and rage.”

Dot chewed the inside of her cheek. “Yeah, well… maybe I am a zombie.”

Mickster cracked a rare smile, ﬁngers moving furiously to dodge a boss attack. “Look, I care about you, alright? Not just ‘cause you’re funny and weird and somehow surprisingly give half decent advice… but because you actually show up. But showing up only when you’re about to get your ass kicked? That’s not smart.”

Dot shifted awkwardly, dropping her hand like she was suddenly shy. She stared at the ﬂoor, then leaned over stood up and plopped herself beside him,shoving him over and forcing him to grunt in surprise.

“Seriously?” he asked, still not looking away from the screen.

“You were already halfway there,” she said, ﬂicking his hat Brim forcing it upwards so she could see his eyes for once. Mickster groaned, muttering and pulling his hat back down , “This is not how bonding works.”
Dot just smiled, kind of crooked and unsure. Then pulled her sleeping sweet back onto her lap. After a long pause, she said quietly, “Mickster… you’re right.”
He paused the game—ﬁnally looking up. “Wait, what?”

“You’re right. About all of it. The danger. The lists. That I can’t keep showing up only when everything’s on ﬁre.” Mickster leaned back, crossing his arms with a victorious little grin. “Holy shit. Personal growth?”
Dot nodded, deadpan. “Yep. Which is why…”

She grinned like a kid about to break a rule. “I need you to get me as many dirty needles as you can ﬁnd.” Mickster stared at her, dumbfounded. “Dot. What the fuck.”
Dot whispered, eyes darting toward Sweetberry’s hoodie. “Not to use. For the next move. Trust me.”

Sweetberry’s eyes ﬂuttered open just enough to catch their words. The haze in his mind thickened like fog over a graveyard.

Needles.? Next move?
I don’t like where this is going. Fuck, my skin itches like hell.

Why am I waking now?

No, just pretend to sleep. Pretend. Don’t let them see.

His ﬁngers twitched beneath the fabric of his hoodie. He forced his breath slow and steady, but the restlessness was already clawing inside him.

Mickster’s voice lowered, heavy with worry. “Sweetberry’s waking up. Looks like the withdrawals might be kicking in.” He didn’t take his eyes oﬀ Dot. “You really think this plan of yours is worth dragging him into that?”

Dot shrugged, eyes sharp. “He’s got to be ready. No more sleeping through the storm.”

Sweetberry’s eyes ﬂicked open again, pretending to be asleep, but unable to hide the ﬂicker of fear. He caught the look between them, the weight behind their words.

I’m not just a ghost you can shove in a hoodie anymore. What’s coming next?
God, I hope I’m ready.

Mickster muttered, “You’re messing with ﬁre, Dot. And you’ve got a wildﬁre right here, pretending to nap.” Dot smirked, brushing a tangled lock of hair behind her ear, trying to act casual but the tension was thick.
Mickster sighed, hitting pause on the game for good. “Alright. I’ll get the needles. But you owe me one hell of an explanation when this is over.”

Dot’s grin grew wider, the oddest mixture of mischief and resolve. “Deal. Just… don’t fall asleep on me too ok.”

Sweetberry let out a dry, shaky cough, eyes ﬂicking between them. Mickster and Dot exchanged a look—the game was over for now, but the real ﬁght was just beginning.



The city keeps secrets the way addicts keep promises—badly, and with a tremor.”

And now, dear listeners, the city holds its breath—while someone sharpens the silence.”



CHAPTER 13-THE CITY’S PUPPETEERS
High above the downtown skyline in a private boardroom etched in steel and quiet opulence, the city’s real decision-makers gathered under ﬂickering LED lights. The curtains were half-drawn, casting sharp shadows across polished glass.

Maxim Torrid stood at the head of the table, expression all ambition and blade. “She’s becoming a symbol,” he said, straightening his cuﬄinks. “The kind that gets painted on walls. The kind that lights a match under people we’ve kept damp for decades.”

On the screen behind him, footage looped silently—Dot in her crown, shouting into the mic, Sweetberry asleep behind her like a broken backup dancer. In a small box, real-time view counts ticked upward like a virus.

Jonestown, leaned forward from the far side of the table. Her hands were folded, but the tension in her jaw betrayed her. “People are laughing now. But laughter turns to ﬁre real quick. She’s not just embarrassing us—she’s endangering key partnerships. Public sentiment’s a tinderbox.”

The Health Minister Continued, tapping her stylus against a digital slate. “Zee Pharma has already raised concerns. She name-dropped us mid-chaos. That’s defamation, technically.”

From her left, the Zee Pharma representative spoke up with a deep eerie calm. “We’re prepared to protect our brand. But we expect equal commitment from your side. Our funding depends on stability. This girl? She’s destabilizing the illusion.”

Maxim’s eyes narrowed. “Then we stabilize it. We protect the machine. No headlines, no martyrdom. We handle her—quietly, but thoroughly.”

“Agreed,” said Jonestown. “We deploy pressure at every tier. Her housing? Flagged. The rooming house is full of code violations—have the bylaw team swarm it. Make it unlivable. As for encampments, sweep everything. Increase arrests. City optics be damned.”

“And policies?” asked the Minister.

“Release the next wave,” Maxim replied. “No more free rides. The overdose strategy becomes containment. More red tape, tighter clinics. Surveillance under the guise of care.”

The Zee Pharma rep smiled. “We’ll draft the press statements.”

Then, all eyes turned to the man in the corner—half in shadow, half in scowl. Ottawa’s Night Mayor. He hadn’t spoken since entering.
Nightmare crossed one leg over the other and lit a menthol cigarette. “You want her gone,” he said slowly, “but you want her useful ﬁrst. Distract the public while we rearrange the stage behind her.”

Maxim nodded. “Exactly. You’ll act as the face. Blame it on ‘safety concerns.’ Control the protest permits, amplify the clown show—until she burns out or slips.”

“And when she doesn’t slip?” the Night Mayor asked, eyes dead-ﬂat. “Then you push her.”
A thin grin cracked the Night Mayor’s face. “Understood. I’ll deal with Dot.”

“Put pressure on her allies too,” added Jonestown. “That tech kid that’s hacking into our lines—and that rooming house tenant Mickster—he’s hosting her. We have his IP, his records. Lean on him. Quietly.”

The Health Minister’s screen pinged. “They’re already planning something. Her name’s trending again. We have maybe 48 hours before it hits peak.”

“Then we make it clear,” Maxim said, ﬁnal now. “She is not untouchable. She is not a leader. She is a liability. And if she wants to act like a revolutionary—she’ll get the counterinsurgency.”

Nightmare ﬂicked ash into a glass and stood. “I’ll take care of it.”
The meeting ended not with applause, but with a series of tight, satisﬁed nods. Ottawa was about to get colder. Harsher. The system would not allow one girl to knock over the pyramid from the bottom.

Outside, a thunderstorm rolled in. A wet, low growl across the skyline. Somewhere below, Dot was planning her next move.

And the walls were already closing in.

[bookmark: _TOC_250015]CHAPTER 14–THE NEEDLE MONUMENT & THE KNOCKDOWN
Dot was hunched over a mound of bent spoons, orange caps, and snapped rigs, her ﬁngers blackened from soot and sharpie ink. She used the ﬂat edge of a lighter to fuse plastic to metal, welding the pieces like it was some holy craft. Like it mattered if the thing stood long enough to scream.

Johnny Noire sat cross-legged on the ﬂoor beside her, pressing name tags onto strips of dented aluminum. The tags were scrawled in thick black marker on the backs of old bus transfers and takeout receipts.

They were cataloguing the dead.

Above them, taped to the cracked wall with curling masking tape, hung a rough sketch—half blueprint, half shrine. A spiraling obelisk, zip-tied together from used syringes and jagged glass. At its crown, a hollowed mason jar ﬁlled with burnt cottons and cremated ash from overdose kits and discarded smudge bowls. A garland of methadone cups wrapped the base like barbed prayer beads.

THE TOMB OF THE UNKNOWN JUNKIE, scrawled across the top.

“They won’t ignore this,” Dot muttered. She held a pair of syringes to a ﬂame, waited for them to sag and bend, and fused the plastic with a press from the heel of a broken butter knife. “They ignore people. They ignore corpses. But monuments? That makes the news.”

Johnny nodded, eyes still on his tags. “Better than bronze,” he said, glue stick clamped in his mouth. He stuck one label—“NICKY M.”—onto a piece of tin scavenged from an old no-parking sign.
“We should put it on Parliament Hill,” he added. “Sneak it up at 3 a.m. like it’s always been there.”

Dot snorted, half a laugh, half a growl. “Better than a poppy.”

They worked in silence for a while. The smell of plastic and Hot glue and old blood lingered in the air. Outside, the wind howled, dragging sirens across the downtown air.

Then—a slam.

Not a knock. Not a visitor.

A slam against the front door downstairs.

Dot froze, her spine locking like it had a sixth sense. Johnny looked up, eyes wide behind his smudged glasses.
A heartbeat later, her bedroom door burst open so hard it smacked the wall. Mickster.
Disheveled. Drenched in sweat. Hoodie on backward. Shoelaces undone. His face white with panic. Dot’s stomach dropped.
He never came here. Not unless he had to.

“Eviction,” he gasped, barely able to speak. “Torrid Developments—they’re at my house. Now. Now now. Bylaw. Inspectors. Fire guys. They’ve got clipboards, Dot. They’re in my kitchen taking pictures of my toaster like it’s a f***ing pipe bomb.”

Dot stood so fast she knocked over the crate of zip ties.

Johnny backed up instinctively, as if the energy in the room was too much. “What do you mean eviction?”
“They said the building’s not zoned for human habitation anymore. Something about ‘structural risk.’ They slapped stickers on every door. Whole ﬂoor’s out. Gone. Packed up in garbage bags.”

Dot stared at him. “That’s your whole ﬂoor, Mick.”

“Yeah.” His voice cracked. “That’s… everyone. Rico. Old man Harris. Even the guy with the cage of pigeons. They’re not just targeting you anymore, Dot. You made noise. You made a fucking joke out of the government.”

He swallowed hard. “Now they’re pressing down everywhere.”

Her mouth was dry. Her chest tight. The air had turned thin in an instant. “Show me.”
They moved fast.

Dot, Mickster, and Johnny—heads down, hoods up, crossing downtown like fugitives in their own skin. They took the back ways—alleys behind alleyways, broken fences, chain-link gaps behind trash bins and graﬃti murals. They passed a slashed tent in a nook behind the park. A woman stood crying outside a shuttered Tim Horton’s while a guy in blue gloves shoved her life into a recycling bin.

By the time they got to Mickster’s rooming house, it looked like a military zone.

Yellow and red notices plastered the front porch. Eviction letters. Unsafe dwelling warnings. Private demolition permits stapled to the mailbox. Every window black with silhouettes watching.

Tenants were outside with plastic bags, one guy holding a ﬁsh tank with a dead goldﬁsh ﬂoating inside. Another clutched a bottle of Ativan and an expired welfare stub.

Dot didn’t cry. But something behind her eyes broke.

“They’re coming after us,” Mickster whispered, staring at the wreckage of his world. “No.” Dot shook her head slowly. “They’re coming after everyone like us.”
From a second-storey window, someone shouted “FUCK YOU!” and hurled a mattress into the street. It landed with a wet thump. Springs exposed like bones.

Dot turned.

“We gotta get to the Centre. Now.” DODGING BLUE. They bolted.
Down gravel paths and under overpasses. Through the courtyard behind the methadone clinic where the rats danced
in the moonlight. Twice they ducked behind dumpsters to avoid cruisers. A bike cop passed by muttering into his radio.
Sirens blared in staccato—short bursts like test pulses.

At one point, Mickster tripped over a milk crate full of old shoes. Dot yanked him up by the sleeve. Neither said a word.

no time to talk.

They passed a warming space that had been open the night before. Now the lights were oﬀ. A sign taped to the door: “Closed Until Further Notice. Sorry for the Inconvenience.”
In the shadows behind the liquor store, a man stood staring at the ground like it had just told him his fate. Dot kept running.
Faster now.

Her ribs ached from holding her breath. Because this wasn’t just enforcement.
It was war.

and they were in the thick of it now.

[bookmark: _TOC_250014]CHAPTER 15. - LOCKED OUT
By the time they reached Somerset West Community Health Centre, the last trace of sunlight had drowned behind the high-rise towers, leaving the street in a wash of grey shadow and sodium glare. The door was already being bolted shut.

Jimmy was inside, fumbling with the keys, his ﬁngers trembling. His eyes were red, his shoulders sagging under the weight of something far heavier than a bad shift. When he spotted Dot through the glass, his face didn’t light up.

He winced. Like seeing her made it worse.

“No. No no no—Jimmy!” Dot sprinted up, palms slapping the glass so hard it echoed down the block. “Let us in!”

He hesitated. Then cracked the door just enough to poke his head out, casting nervous glances up and down the street like he wasn’t sure who might be watching.

The hallway behind him was dimmed. Where there used to be crowded bulletin boards and racks stuﬀed with resource pamphlets, now there was just dead wall and a ﬂickering EXIT sign. The hum of the building—the buzz of ﬂuorescent lights, murmured voices, the distant ring of the front desk phone—was gone. Like the Centre had been hollowed out in a single breath.

“Dot,” he said, soft and exhausted, like he was already grieving her, too. “You missed it. They closed us.” She blinked, confused. “What? No. It’s only—what? The Seventh?”
Jimmy shook his head. “New mandate. Quietly rolled out this morning. Province slashed the funding overnight. Something about realigning services with ‘modernized care models.’ Eﬀective immediately. We didn’t even know until we were already open. I found out when my login got disabled.”

Dot’s mouth opened, then closed. “You’re… locking up? Forever?” He nodded.
Behind him, staﬀ were packing up like mourners after a wake—folding chairs, Naloxone kits, condom bowls, socks still in their donation bags. A peer worker hugged a case manager like they wouldn’t see each other again. Someone carried out a plant from the windowsill and a mug that said Ask Me About Hep C. They didn’t look like workers.
They looked like evacuees.

The Centre was dead. Just like that.

Mickster stood behind Dot in the doorway, slack-jawed and stunned. No jokes. No snark. He didn’t even touch the glass.

Jimmy looked like he wanted to say more—something comforting, maybe, or some kind of warning—but couldn’t ﬁnd the words. His voice cracked instead.

“I don’t even know where to go tomorrow,” he said, barely audible. “I thought I was helping people. Turns out we were just… liabilities. They say we were enabling. The board voted unanimous. We’re all out.”

Dot pressed her hand ﬂat against the glass, ﬁngers splayed. Cold.

The clinic had never been glamorous. It had mold, a weird smell, bad coﬀee. But it was a hinge for the whole ecosystem—between survival and collapse, crisis and calm, overdose and a second chance. Somewhere you could sit down and breathe without being treated like you were a problem.

And now it was gone. Not burned down. Not evicted. Erased.
She didn’t cry. Didn’t scream. The grief wasn’t loud—it was leaden, slow, cellular. Like her organs had turned to stone and would take years to thaw.

Behind her, Mickster spoke in a voice that didn’t sound like his. Small. Childlike. “What do we do now?”
She didn’t move. Her reﬂection hovered faintly in the glass, a blur behind the word CLOSED. When she spoke, it was quiet. Steady. Iron.
“We build the monument.”

[bookmark: _TOC_250013]CHAPTER 16 REGGIE
They’d held the line outside the shuttered Somerset West Community Health Centre long past midnight, turning grief into solemn stakeout. Cardboard signs scrawled with Sharpie slogans. Milk crates ﬂipped over for seats.

“I might try to keep the mobile unit running,” he mumbled eventually, like it was a question more than a plan. “They haven’t shut it down yet. Might have a week. Two if I don’t ask too many questions.”

Then he hugged her—fast and hard, like something in him might shatter if he held on too long—and left. It was a funeral.
Dot stayed.

She taped up a sign to the front door herself, the duct tape trembling in her hand.

YOU CAN’T SHUT DOWN A LIFELINE.

REOPEN SWCHC NOW. SAVE OUR SITE S.O.S
For hours, she didn’t move.

But eventually, the cold began to bite.

Mickster’s knees were wobblingh8s lips had gone grey and tight, like the cold was pushing all the blood inward. Dot knew they had to regroup—just for a bit. Charge phones. Warm up. Think.

They moved through the Glebe in silence, slipping along back alleys like ghosts. Every cruiser they passed made them hold their breath. Every shadow made them ﬂinch. The city didn’t feel like it was sleeping. It felt like it was watching—holding its breath, waiting for them to give up.

They passed the old stone church near Bronson. Dot always looked at the side alcove.
It used to be a kind of sanctuary, in a twisted way—half-hidden behind the stained glass, just sheltered enough to be ignored by cops and civilians. People would tuck themselves in behind the stone column to smoke or sleep or sob quietly, faces turned toward the stained glass saints they no longer believed in. Reggie used to say it was “the one place God minds his business.”

She almost walked past.

But something pulled at her. A whisper in her ribs. The way the air felt wrong. She stopped.
There was a shape in the corner. “Reg—?”
She already knew.

He was slumped against the wall, knees open, head tilted at an unnatural angle. The foil still sat in his lap, burnt through, the lighter half-hidden beside him.

She rushed forward. Heart detonating in her chest. His lips were tinged blue. No breath fog. No chest rise. “Reggie?”
She dropped to her knees, slapped his face hard. Shook him. Screamed his name into the quiet stone courtyard.

Johnny grabbed her by the shoulders, trying to pull her back, but she shoved him oﬀ, half-sobbing now, not with tears but with noise.

By the time the paramedics arrived, it was already over.

One checked for a pulse anyway—out of habit, or ritual. The other pulled a white sheet from the kit bag and didn’t unfold it right away. Just held it in his hands for a moment, shoulders heavy with the uselessness of it all.

Dot stood oﬀ to the side, arm across her mouth. Her teeth dug into her arm to keep herself from howling.

The medics moved eﬃciently. Like they’d done this before. Too many times. Reggie’s body was lifted like he weighed nothing. Like a folded-up hoodie someone had left behind on a bench.

Mickster stared down at his untied sneakers. Johnny looked away, eyes glazed, jaw clenched.
Dot didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just watched the ambulance doors close.

She wanted to scream. To throw her ﬁsts at the sky until it split open. To grab the stone cross oﬀ the roof of the church and drive it through the cold cement sidewalk and down into the city’s spine.

But she didn’t.

She waited until the siren faded. Then she spoke.
Her voice was cold. Sharp as a snapped icicle. “This isn’t just about housing anymore.”
No one answered.

She looked from Mickster to johnny, then back at the shadowed alcove where her friend had died beneath a goddamn stained-glass Jesus.

“They’re killing us oﬀ.”

[bookmark: _TOC_250012]CHAPTER 17. THE ONLY THING THAT MATTERS
It takes three buses to get there.

The last one wheezes up the hill like it might give out before the stop. Dot steps oﬀ stiﬄy, hood up, face pale and twitchy from a day and a half of bad coﬀee and worse news. Her hands ache. She’s been clenching them too long—around paper cups, protest signs, the inside seams of her own coat pockets.

Her grief is wired into her bloodstream now. She hasn’t slept properly in days. She hasn’t been properly in weeks—not since the shelter bed fell through, not since the Centre closed, not since Reggie.and she only gets rest when she sleeps next to sweet who once again was nowhere to be found…not by her at Least

Everything’s been one long scream muﬄed by the sound of buses pulling away too fast.

But none of that matters right now.

She just needs something real. Something alive. Something that isn’t bleeding out in the corner of a church alcove or being folded into a stretcher like a bad habit.

She needs her son.

She knocks gently, then harder. The porch light ﬂicks on. A familiar face peers through the side window—his.

When he opens the door, he’s got marker stains up to his elbows and a half-ﬁnished comic tucked under one arm. His hair’s sticking up in weird angles. His socks don’t match.

He smiles.

But it’s not his usual grin—not the kind that takes over his whole body, lights up the room, makes her believe she might actually be doing something right. This one’s hesitant. Crooked. Like he’s not sure if he’s allowed to be happy to see her.

His dad is standing in the background, arms crossed, pretending not to listen. Dot crouches down.
Her knees creak. Her heart’s louder than it should be. She opens her arms.
He steps into them slowly. Like he’s testing the temperature. But once he’s in, she holds on like she’s going to fall through the ﬂoor. Like he’s the only thing keeping her from being swallowed whole.

They sit on the ﬂoor of his room.

There are LEGO landmines everywhere. Crayon wrappers. A small pile of string and bread tags she assumes are “inventions.” The curtains are crooked and his dresser’s covered in stickers she knows he wasn’t supposed to use—but she loves it. She loves him—every chaotic inch.

He starts talking fast—about the comic he’s drawing, about raccoons in space ﬁghting robot worms that shoot lasers and steal garbage DNA. He’s got a whole universe ﬁgured out. Whole civilizations mapped out in red and green marker. She nods along, eyes wide, laughing in all the right places, pretending like this is all she came for.

But really, she’s memorizing him.

The cadence of his voice. The way he talks with his hands. The little scar near his eyebrow from when he fell at the skate park last year. The smell of peanut butter and glue sticks and safety.

If she can just hold on to these pieces—if she can remember—maybe she can ﬁnd her way back to being someone he can trust.

Then he stops.

Goes quiet.

Looks up at her through a curtain of lashes and worry. “Dad says you’re in trouble again.”
She winces.

Tries to soften it with a crooked smile. “Yeah. A little.”

He nods. Starts wrapping a rubber band around his ﬁngers until they turn red. Then, so softly she almost doesn’t catch it:
“Are you gonna die?”

It hits like a blow to the ribs. She tries to speak, but it catches. Tries again.
The best she can manage is a weak chuckle. “Die? No, baby. I always come back to you, remember?” He nods, but he doesn’t smile.
She can see it in his eyes. He doesn’t believe it—not fully. Not anymore. And that’s what shatters her. Not the question. Not the grief. Not the silence. But the fact that her eight-year-old knows enough to doubt her.

She stays until his eyes start drooping and his words get tangled with yawns. He curls up beside her, head on her lap, mumbling something about space raccoons that she doesn’t catch. She strokes his hair until he’s out cold, wrapped in the safety of dreams and Sonic bedsheets.

The room glows dimly with the ﬂicker of a lava lamp and a nightlight shaped like a dinosaur.

For one impossible moment, she pretends the world isn’t on ﬁre. She closes her eyes and pretends thus is where she gets tostay forever. In this moment.

Then she kisses his forehead, slowly eases out from under him, and tucks the blanket up to his chin.

When she walks back down the hall like it’s the hardest thing she’s ever done, because it is. his dad doesn’t say anything.

Doesn’t yell.

Doesn’t ask if she’s clean or if she’s back on her bullshit or if she’s sleeping outside again. He just nods once, arms still folded, then holds the door open.
The wind greets her like a slap. One that makes her tear up only it’s not the wind that does it.

She doesn’t pull her hood up. Just walks.
Hands buried deep in her pockets, heart torn sideways Hair ﬂapping in every direction like an unruly Medusa , eyes stinging from something she won’t name.

And she wonders—not for the ﬁrst time, and not for the last—if that was a promise she had any right to make. If love is enough.
If coming back will always be in her power. If she’ll be there the next time he needs her.
Because no matter how many ﬁres she puts out— This.
This is the only thing that matters.




“A mother’s love ain’t always soft, but it’s steady. Storm-tested. Street-creased. It shows up in the silence between goodbyes, in the spaces she carves out just to keep her promise alive.

You’ll ﬁnd it in the shake of her hands when she dials the number she knows by heart. In the way she says sorry like a prayer, and means it with everything she’s got left.

She missed something big tonight. And it breaks her heart in ways no one sees. But love like that—it don’t fold. It don’t fade.
It waits. It aches. And it comes back, every damn time. Even if it comes a little late.” [Music fades… a soft crackle of needle-lift… silence.


[bookmark: _TOC_250011]CHAPTER 18 – BUILDING A MOVEMENT (AND LOSING EVERYTHING)

They take over a basement in Vanier that smells like mildew and old socks.

The ceiling leaks when it rains. The furnace groans like it’s in pain. The ﬂoor’s always a little damp, no matter how many times they mop it.

But it’s theirs. For now.

A fortress made of milk crates, jerry-rigged extension cords, and bitter coﬀee brewed in a machine older than any of them.

Dot tapes a sign on the door—handwritten, barely legible:

THE WAR ROOM.

Then she crosses out war in sharpie. Underneath it, she writes: LOVE.
Then under that: No, wait. War. Love-war. Something. Because that’s where they are now.
At war with a city that sees them as clutter. As static.
As something to sweep up, lock away, or quietly mourn in a press release. If they’re going to be erased, it won’t be quiet.
If they’re going down, they’re going down loud.




Mickster is the ﬁrst to show.

He doesn’t knock. Just walks in like he’s been doing it all his life. He doesn’t say a word.
Not about the eviction. Not about the Centre, shuttered like a sealed grave.

Not about the notice stapled to the tent he called home. Or the cop who kicked his backpack into the Rideau. He just waits.
Patient. Quiet. Loyal.

Maybe thinking about rooftops he once patched in a diﬀerent life—before the frostbite, before the ﬁre code, before people stopped calling him by his ﬁrst name.



Justino shows up two hours later.

He smells like scorched wires and no sleep.

His hoodie’s half-melted at the sleeve. His eyes have that wild shine—72 hours without REM, and counting. His laptop bag’s held together with duct tape, covered in radical stickers and dotted with dried blood.
He kicks his board across the room. It clatters.
Then he boots the door shut behind him and says, “I got it.” He drops a ﬂash drive into Dot’s hand like it’s a grenade.
“Their internal memo. They knew.
About Reggie. About the building code changes. About the city orders to clear us out before the freeze. They let it happen.”

Dot doesn’t answer.

Just closes her ﬁngers around it and tries not to let them shake.




Johnny Noire isn’t in the basement.

He’s in his studio—ashtrays, vinyl sleeves, busted mic, a ghost behind the glass. But he’s with them. Every night.
Broadcasting through cracked AM frequencies and borrowed Wi-Fi. Whispering through the static.

[Soft vinyl crackle. Rain against the window. A smoky saxophone, low and looping.] “Good evening, night wanderers.
Tonight, we roll through shadows thick with names you never knew—friends who slipped away like smoke. Lost in a quiet war nobody signed up for.”
“But this ain’t just for the gone.
It’s for the ones still here—gritty hearts bruised and stubborn, holding fast through the fall, standing sentinel in a city that forgets too quick.”
“So light your last cigarette. Lean in close. This one’s for the fallen and the faithful—
Because some stories don’t start ‘til the lights go out.” [Sax fades. Piano drips like rain.]

He plays clips from Dot’s City Hall speech—echoed, distorted, ghostly. Her voice like thunder on a broken radio:
“They’re killing us.
With paperwork. With policy. With plausible deniability.”

The city tries to ignore him.

But his words show up anyway—scrawled on bathroom stalls, wheatpasted zines, the backs of street signs. Sweetberry is in the corner—glitter on his ﬁngers, heartbreak in his bones.
He rolls joints he doesn’t smoke anymore. No one asks if it’s sobriety or scarcity.
You don’t ask that kind of thing around here.

He scrawls protest slogans with Sharpies and half-dead highlighters:

· “HOUSING IS HARM REDUCTION, YA GOONS.”

· “EVERY CORPSE YOU MAKE WILL VOTE ME IN.”

· “FUCK THE GOVERNMENT.”

· “JUDGE ME WHEN YOU’VE SLEPT IN A TENT ALL WINTER…ASSHOLE.”


Some are funny. Some are threats. All of them are true.
Sometimes he ﬂirts with Dot—quick and half-sarcastic.

Sometimes he looks through her, like he’s searching for signs of life.

Sometimes he disappears for a day or two and comes back soaked in river water, his hoodie and his heart both dripping.

She loves him anyway. Which is half the problem.

They don’t sleep much that week.

They crash where they can—under stolen blankets, beside a space heater that hums louder than it heats.

They eat gas station snacks and dollar-slice pizza. Expired granola bars pulled from the back of a looted pantry no one admits looting.

They build strategy from scratch. Pin maps to the walls.
Draft manifestos on takeout napkins. Rehearse speeches between bites of cold fries.
Dot stands at the center of it all—chalk marker in one hand, busted phone in the other, her heart going oﬀ like an air raid siren.

“It has to be big,” she says. “They shut down the Centre. They killed Reggie.
They’re coming for all of us next.” Mickster nods.
Justino grins and cracks his knuckles, then keeps typing code into a terminal like he’s defusing a bomb. Sweetberry stretches out on the ﬂoor, one arm behind his head, the other over his eyes. He’s sick but hiding it well.
“Let’s make them regret ever learning our names.”

Dot scrawls it on a ﬂipchart that once belonged to a church group: THE PLAN
1. Occupy a city building.

2. Livestream the whole damn thing. Force them to look.

3. Demand housing. Real housing. Not shelters.

4. No cops. No spin. No apologies.

5. Don’t back down. Not this time.



“Then let’s haunt them,” Justino says, eyes blazing.

And Dot nods, because she knows:

This is what it means to love something enough to lose everything. This is what it means to build a movement.
To become the storm.




[bookmark: _TOC_250010]CHAPTER 19 – THE OFFER (BEFORE THE FIREWORKS)
[Low, slow saxophone—like a cough in the dark. Rain tapping a restless rhythm against a fogged window.] “You ever feel the sickness creeping in?
Not just the body kind—but the soul-sickness. The one that claws at your ribs, whispers in the quiet hours, and tightens like a noose around your last good thoughts.”

“Desperation doesn’t shout. It tiptoes in, soft-footed and smiling. Dressed like hope. Sounds like mercy. But it never is.”

“Tonight, we trace the steps of those locked in the quiet war—the ones clinging by their ﬁngernails, chasing ghosts through alleys where the streetlights never reach.”

[Sax fades into a smoky whisper.]



Sweetberry is coming apart in slow motion.

No alarms. No drama. Just the quiet, certain drag of undertow. Nobody sees it.
Not really.

Dot is drowning in logistics—protest routes, monument schematics scrawled on greasy pizza boxes and receipts wet with coﬀee stains. She hasn’t slept in three days.

And when she looks at him, she only sees what she needs to:

Clean. Committed. Focused.

Justino is ghosting—oﬀ-grid, burner dead, digital footprints swept clean.

She trusts him. Trusts that he’s backstage somewhere, setting scenes, cracking codes, pulling wires citywide. Mickster is still holding down the fort, calm and constant, peacekeeper hands folded like prayer.
But he doesn’t speak the language of unraveling.

Not the dialect Sweetberry bleeds in.




For Sweetberry, unraveling is a mother tongue. A rhythm. A ritual.
It starts small. It always does.
Tremors in his ﬁngertips—static twitching, like his bones know what’s coming before he does. Then the itch.
That deep, marrow-deep parasite itch, remembering what it used to feel like: Warmth.
Hush. Invincibility.
Now his chest feels hollow—like grief is bouncing oﬀ the walls of his ribcage, echoing. His pupils are pinholes.
His skin smells like vinegar and sweat and fear. Or maybe something worse.
Zee drugs ran out. Or rather:
Zee got rationed. Got clean-cut. Got locked behind barcodes and biometric gates. And Dot drew a hard line.
No more back alley poison. No more mystery bags of ﬂoor-scraped compounds. “They’ll kill you faster than the cold,” she’d said, trying to joke:
“No corpses on the monument committee.” But he’d heard the tremble in her teeth.
She’s building a tribute to the dead.

He’s just trying not to become one before it’s unveiled.




So he doesn’t say goodbye. Doesn’t need to.
He slips out the ﬁre escape. Coat dragging in snowmelt. Boots slushing like guilt.
The night exhales frost.

His breath ghosts out in curls—like a soul trying to leave without permission.




Downtown Ottawa is quiet. Not calm. Just bracing.
He moves through alleys that remember better days—graﬃti half-faded, dumpsters iced shut, piss stains frozen in time.

Ghost alleys.

He walks like he’s searching. For what, he doesn’t know. But he knows he’s cold.
Shaking cold.

Not the kind outside—but the kind inside. He imagines a beach.
Tries to trick his bones into warming up. Fails.
Then—

“Cold night for a stroll, Mr. Berry.” Voice like oil on puddled water.

A man steps out of a side street near Gladstone. Pressed slacks. Clean coat. Too dry for this weather. A haircut paid for in policy and blood.
Zee Pharma. Sweetberry stiﬀens.
He knows the look: corporate ghost, government leash, moral vacancy behind a laminate smile. “If you’re selling hope,” Sweetberry rasps, “I’m already full of shit.”
The man chuckles—soft, professional. Like he’s heard the line before.
Like he catalogues pain. Then he holds it up.
A vacuum-sealed pouch. Ten vials. Thick. Amethyst. Alive in the light. Zee’s top shelf.
Not the bathtub slop. This hums.
Enough to kill the ache for a month. A week, if you’re greedy.
“No sales,” the man says. “Just a trade.”

Sweetberry doesn’t ask. Doesn’t need to.
He knows who they want.

Knows what Dot’s worth to them. His jaw locks.
“Answer’s fuck oﬀ.

I don’t trust suits.
Especially ones cut from your fabric.” The man smiles with no teeth.
“Poetic.
But poetry doesn’t soften withdrawal.” Sweetberry turns.
Walks.

One block. Two.

The ache spreads. Full-body now. His skin’s too tight.
His lungs too loud.

He tastes blood and bile. Then—
Click. He stops. Turns.
The man is gone.

Vanished like a lie in daylight. But the bag—
The bag is still there. Resting on a milk crate. Perfect. Precise.
An oﬀering. A test.
A devil’s communion wafer in a city of silent gods. He stares at it.

Stares at what he’d have to give to take it. His heart jackhammers.
His vision swims.

The world narrows to one point of purple light. He shakes his head.
No.

But his feet don’t listen. One step.
Then another.

His bones scream. His gut turns.
One more step. His ﬁngers twitch. Hover.
Inches away. Not touching. Not yet.


Back at Mickster’s, Dot is laughing through the exhaustion—red-eyed, but determined. Johnny Noire is looping audio cuts over piano static, muttering levels into a mic.
She’s scrawling edits to the Parliament Hill projection in neon marker. Words meant to burn.
They don’t know he’s gone. Not yet.
In the alley, Sweetberry stands frozen.

He hasn’t taken it.

But he hasn’t walked away either. And the bag—
The bag breathes.

Like a heartbeat on a crate. Waiting.
[bookmark: _TOC_250009]CHAPTER 20 – THE TOMB OF THE UNKNOWN JUNKIE

[Low vinyl crackle. A melancholy guitar riﬀ wobbles behind static. Johnny’s voice cuts through like a late-night confession—smoky, slow, intimate.]

“Some nights, the ghosts walk louder.

Not the big ones—the famous names carved in stone with headlines and hashtags. I mean the quiet ones.

The ones who left without ceremony. Who drifted out under bridges and behind strip malls. Who didn’t get vigils or murals. Just the cold.

Tonight’s broadcast is for them.

For the junkies you judged before you knew their stories. For the lost who died in silence so your city could sleep in peace. This is the sound of a tomb being built for someone you never bothered to name.”


It’s nearly midnight.

The city stutters around them—bathed in jaundiced streetlight and the hum of surveillance, like some electric purgatory.

Dot crouches on a ﬂattened cardboard box, hands trembling from cold and nerves. She grips a glue gun like a weapon, the cord twisted around her wrist.
Her breath ghosts in the freezing air, mixing with the acrid scent of scorched plastic and mildew. Beside her, Johnny whispers into his battered radio mic, broadcasting live from the heart of the protest.
He’s tuning the solar-powered LED rig—tiny lights stitched into the base of the sculpture, blinking like fragile stars. His hands shake, not from fear, but from reverence.

Across the lot, Justino stalks the shadows like a wired sentinel.

A police scanner murmurs in his ear, every clipped transmission another potential threat.

His eyes ﬂick from rooftop to alley to skyline, reading the city’s body language like a bad poker hand. Mickster looms above them, curled on the roof in a secondhand parka patched with duct tape.
He watches with soldier stillness, a broken guardian angel. Below, the monument grows.
And Sweetberry… He’s drifting.
Not walking—drifting.

Hood up. Shoulders hunched. Breath shallow. Close enough to feel human.
Far enough to feel gone.

His steps are slow, unfocused. He walks like the cold’s inside his bones.

Dot doesn’t look at him, not at ﬁrst. She keeps her focus on the tomb, embedding a cracked rig into foam insulation. “You’re acting weird.”
No response.

“You gonna say something? Or just haunt me like some junkie poltergeist?” A shrug. Barely more than a twitch.
“Just tired. It’s cold.” She ﬁnally looks up.
His eyes are dull—glassy, haunted. Not high. Not clean.
Just… gone.

“You good, Sweet?”

He oﬀers a weak smirk. Forced. Empty.

“I’m here, ain’t I?” Not a lie.
But far from the truth.

Dot rises, rubbing glue and grime into her hoodie. She turns toward the tomb. The sculpture is jagged, towering—an altar of used-up things.
Twisted syringes. Blackened spoons. Cracked naloxone kits.
Stained blankets folded into grief.

A child’s shoe. A burner phone. A single blood-crusted belt. And crowning it all:
A broken ring of cigarette butts and hospital bracelets.

Tokens from people who bled for a city that wouldn’t remember their names. In the center, scrawled into a plank of scorched wood:
HERE LIES ONE OF US.

YOU NEVER LEARNED THEIR NAME.

The LED lights pulse dimly now—ﬂickering like a dying heartbeat. Dot steps back, arms folded, breath catching in her chest.
“They won’t ignore us after this.” Not a boast.
A prayer.

Sweetberry doesn’t reply.

Just stares at the monument like he’s already buried beneath it.

She watches him closely. His weight shifted too far inward. Shoulders curled like his bones are folding in. After a beat of silence, she asks it—quiet, but sharp.

“You’re leaving, aren’t you?” He ﬂinches. A ﬂicker of truth.
“Dot—”
“Don’t lie to me. I can take a lot.
But not that. Not now.”

She keeps adjusting the wiring. Keeps her hands busy. Keeps from crumbling. His silence is a scream.
Behind them, the tomb glows faintly in the dark.

A stitched-together grief beacon. A weapon made from waste. Somewhere far away—beneath corporate skylines and sterile glass— a Zee Pharma rep waits.
Calculating. Patient.
And Dot, knuckles raw, spine stiﬀ, keeps working. Still ﬁghting.
Still hoping Sweetberry won’t be the next name carved in wood and forgotten prayers.


[Saxophone returns—soft, distant, almost gone. Johnny’s voice curls around it like smoke.] “Some monuments are built for glory.
Some are built to shame the people who looked away.

What they built tonight wasn’t just protest—it was confession. It was grief, crystallized.
A lighthouse for ghosts.”

“So if you’re hearing this from some downtown condo or scrolling through rage in the backseat of an Uber… Look out your window.
And if you see the glow— Don’t look away this time.”

[Broadcast ends. Silence.]

[bookmark: _TOC_250008]CHAPTER 21 – CRACKDOWN

Sweetberry was gone.

One minute he was leaning against a battered milk crate tangled in LED wire, his hands shaking so hard he couldn’t thread a single ﬁlament.

The next—vanished. No sound, no warning.
Just smoke, swallowed by winter air.

But Dot didn’t have time to chase ghosts. Not tonight.
The dead were waiting.

The Tomb of the Unknown Junkie stood near-ﬁnished: a towering monument to ruin and resistance, lit from within like a warning ﬂare.

It reeked of rot and reverence, glowing deﬁantly in this forgotten trench of city ruin—a beacon, a protest, a mirror no one in power wanted to face.

Mickster grunted as he screwed the last rusted plaque into place, breath huﬃng white, hands numb but steady. His knuckles were cracked, scarred—silent testimony to a thousand little rebuildings.
Johnny crouched nearby, ﬁne-tuning the mic for his pirate radio stream, the wires hissing like snakes in the cold. He was ready to broadcast Dot’s words across the city—one last howl before the silence.
Justino prowled the lot’s edge, eyes wild behind a scratched visor.

His helmet-cam blinked red—recording, always recording. Streaming to the dark web, uploading rebellion in real time.

And Dot—

Dot stood in front of the monument, hand pressed to her chest like she could pin her heart in place. Like she could keep it from shattering.
Just one more minute. Then—

Blue. Red. White.
Floodlights slammed across the pavement—accusation in pure wattage. Sirens wailed.
Steel-toed boots thundered like war drums. “DOWN! HANDS UP! NOBODY MOVE!”
They didn’t come like cops. They came like executioners.
Not the bumbling, overworked oﬃcers who muttered threats and moved on. No—these were the special deployment squads:
Black armor. Riot visors.

Faces hidden. Weapons gleaming. Fists hungry for a reason.
The crew scattered, instinct overriding hope—but there was nowhere to go. No shadow thick enough.
No wall tall enough. This wasn’t a raid. This was a message. Kill the monument. Kill the story.
Kill the movement.

In seconds, the tomb was under siege.

Gloved hands tore syringes free like pulling bones from a body. Naloxone kits were ﬂung like garbage.

The foam panels—delicate, sacred—were stomped ﬂat. Cigarette butts scattered.
Bracelets crushed under heel. Johnny’s mic went ﬁrst.
Ripped from his throat.

A boot slammed into his gut—he folded with a wheeze, the sound of breath gone like glass breaking. Mickster was slammed into brick.
His glasses cracked.

Blood bloomed from his temple like ink in water. Dot froze.
Until they threw a kid.

She was sixteen—runaway, deﬁant, brilliant.

She’d helped wrap wire and tape down power lines. She’d cleaned rigs and handed out gloves.
Now she was airborne.

Tossed like trash into a splatter of glass and needles. Her scream tore through the noise—raw, animal.
Blood streaked her cheek where she landed face-ﬁrst on broken plastic. Something inside Dot snapped.
“YOU  MOTHERFUCKERS—!”

She lunged, unarmed, full of ﬁre.

“YOU HAVE NO RIGHT! THIS IS PUBLIC PROPERTY! WE HAVE A CHARTER— THESE ARE OUR DEAD!
YOU DON’T GET TO—” CRACK.
The baton slammed into her ribs.

Her breath vanished. She folded.
Boots crushed her into the asphalt. A knee drove into her spine.
Her face hit pavement—cheekbone catching the cold like stone. Her wrists were zip-tied, the plastic biting deep.
Everything rang. Blood.
Frost. Pain.
And just before the darkness pulled her under, she saw Justino, ducked behind debris, helmet light blinking. Recording everything.
Every boot. Every tear.
Every monument torn down like it never mattered. He’d gotten it all.
It wasn’t over. Not even close.
And in the half-second before her brain went blank—

she heard a whisper from far oﬀ, ﬂoating through the static of a borrowed frequency. Johnny Noire, soft as ash:
“Dot’s down. Folks.
We’re oﬀ the air. Sleep crooked.”



She woke to cold light.

Pain blooming like slow ﬁre behind her eyes. Her mouth tasted like rust.
Her wrists were raw, skin bitten through by plastic cuﬀs. The holding cell hummed with ﬂuorescent indiﬀerence. Outside, voices murmured.
Footsteps.

Someone crying in another cell. Somewhere, a door buzzed.
Dot lay on a cracked cot, body stiﬀ, ribs aching with every breath.

She stared at the ceiling as it ﬂickered overhead—cheap light, cheaper justice. Her mind drifted.
To the tomb.

To the sculpture torn apart like a secret. To the girl’s scream.
To Johnny’s voice. And to Sweetberry.
Was he watching it all burn? Or was he next?
Dot didn’t know.

But as she closed her eyes, she clung to one thing. They’d started something.
Bigger than her. Bigger than any tomb. And it wasn’t ﬁnished. Not even close.

[bookmark: _TOC_250007]CHAPTER 22 – CONCRETE SLUMBER

[Low static. A slow, somber jazz loop. Johnny’s voice slides in like breath on a mirror—deliberate, intimate, broken.] “Not all battles are fought on rooftops or livestreamed to the hungry dark.
Some play out in silence.

On cold concrete. Behind locked doors. With bruises blooming under borrowed light and truth whispered into phone lines like lifelines.

Tonight, we drift to the ones caught in the in-between.

To those learning how to sleep in captivity while trying to remember what freedom felt like.”



The concrete slab was merciless.

Harder than any park bench Dot had ever called a bed. Colder than asphalt in February.
Unforgiving in a way only a jail cell could be.

She lay curled in the corner, wrapped in the thin sweater they hadn’t bothered to take. It oﬀered no warmth. No comfort. Just a scrap of dignity clinging to her bruised skin. Her ribs throbbed where the baton had struck.
Her wrists were raw, swollen, zip-tie welts etched deep.

Every muscle in her body trembled—from the cold, from the adrenaline crash, from the grief clawing behind her ribs. The chill had crawled inside her now.
Into her bones. Into her breath.
Into the thoughts that wouldn’t stop spinning. Time had stopped.
Outside, the city throbbed on without her. Sirens came and went.

The world blinked.

Inside the cell—only silence. Thick. Suﬀocating. Eternal.
She pressed her cheek to the slab. The burn of the chill cut straight to the marrow. Her eyes closed.
Sleep didn’t come. Only memories did.
The tomb, smashed to pieces. The kid, bleeding.
Johnny’s mic, silenced. Mickster’s broken glasses.
The zip-tie slice across her skin.

The cold, dumb rage of being powerless. Then—
voices.

Two cops, walking past her cell. Too loud to be accidental.
Too smug to be human.

“She’s a real piece of work, huh?”
“Yeah. Her own boyfriend sold her out—for dope. Can you believe it?” The words hit harder than the baton.
Her breath caught. Her chest squeezed.
Her vision blurred with fury, with shame. Sweetberry.
Sold her out?

To them?

She pressed her palms to the concrete, trying to hold the spiral at bay. Don’t lose it.
Not here. Not now.
Tears slipped out anyway. Hot. Sharp. Silent.
She made no sound. No sobs.
Only the ache.

That deep, hollow grief you bury so far down you can feel it in your spine. She wanted to scream.
Wanted to stand and tear down the walls. But the ﬁght inside her was ﬂickering.
Eventually, the cold wore her down.

Exhaustion dragged her into a half-sleep—ﬁtful, thin, laced with pain.




The light snapped on. Too bright. Too sudden. Dot ﬂinched awake.
A woman stood outside the cell, clipboard in hand. Voice even. Flat. Almost kind.
“Do you want to call a lawyer?” Dot’s throat scraped.
Her lips barely moved.

“Yes.”

They led her to the booth—an ugly little box that stank of smoke and despair. The phone was sticky.
The receiver chipped.

Her hands shook as she lifted it to her ear. She didn’t dial a lawyer.
She didn’t need legal advice. She needed her son.
“Soy? It’s me… I—I’m sorry I couldn’t make it. You’ll understand soon.” A pause.
The tiniest crackle of breath. Then his voice, small but bright.
“I already saw it.” “You… saw?” “Yeah. YouTube.”

Static hummed between words.

“I said I’d always call, right? So I’m using my phone call to call you. How about that? I begged the cops, Mom. You believe me, right?”

She almost collapsed under the weight of it.

“Of course I do.”
“I mean… it was kinda badass. Like, real criminal-on-TV badass.” She laughed—wet and broken.
“Hey, kiddo… no swearing. I’m in jail, not a rap battle.” He giggled.
The sound was lightning in the dark.

“Sorry, Mom. But seriously? You’re famous. People at school keep talking about you. They say you’re cool as heck.”

Dot’s chest tightened.

“Famous for getting my ribs cracked and locked up.” A breath on the other end.
Then three words that destroyed her: “I missed you.”
Her voice nearly cracked in half.

“I missed you too, Soy. Every damn day.”

She wanted to reach through the phone and hold him, to explain everything. To apologize for every second she hadn’t been there.
“Mom…”
His voice had shifted—quiet, scared.
“I’m scared. You’re out there, doing all this dangerous stuﬀ. And I’m just here. Waiting. Alone.” “I don’t want to lose you.”

Dot pressed her forehead to the Plexiglas. The tears came again.
“You won’t. I swear it. This ﬁght—it’s for you.
And every other kid who deserves a better world.” He sniﬄed.
“You’re the coolest mom ever. But you’re still my mom. So… please. Don’t scare me so much.”
“I’ll try,” she whispered.
“And you? No more swearing. Or I’ll ground you from here.” He laughed again.
It echoed like sunlight through a keyhole.

“I love you, Mom.”
“I love you, Soy. Always.” The line disconnected.
But the thread between them held.

Dot walked back to her cell.

Every step echoed in the hallway like a ghost chasing her heels. The guard said nothing.
The door clanged shut behind her. She didn’t call the lawyer.
She’d meant to.

But the moment passed. Soy mattered more.
She dropped back onto the slab, pain pulsing with every movement. The cell didn’t feel colder now—but it wasn’t warmer either.
She curled in again.

And somewhere deep inside her bruised ribs, the ﬁre ﬂickered back to life. Small.
Stubborn. Unﬁnished.


[Soft rain and static. Johnny Noire’s voice returns—quiet, reverent.] “Sometimes the hardest thing ain’t the riot, or the cuﬀs, or the cell. Sometimes it’s hearing your kid tell you not to die.
But she didn’t. Not tonight.
That ﬁre’s still ﬂickering, lovers. Let the city sleep.
She’s not done yet.” [Broadcast ends.]

[bookmark: _TOC_250006]CHAPTER 23 – THE REBUILD

She didn’t expect to see Mickster’s face. Not here.
Not after the tomb. Not after the cops.
Not after Sweetberry disappeared like breath on a mirror. But there he was.
Through the bail desk’s scratched plexiglass.

Under ﬂickering ﬂuorescents that made everyone look like a crime scene. Holding a Timmies cup, both hands wrapped around it like a prayer.
Eyes bloodshot. Hollow. Unshaved. He didn’t smile.
Just gave her that little Mickster shrug. Yeah. I’m here. What else was I gonna do? Dot blinked.
“How the hell—?” “Soy.”
He looked away, rubbed the back of his neck.
“Kid posted a string of emojis on some Xbox forum. Broken heart. Jail cell. Crying face. Goat.”

She frowned.

“Goat?”
“Took me a minute.
But hey… I know my goats.” His voice was dry. Flat. Comforting.
She looked at him for a long moment, the words heavy in her throat. Then—
A cracked smile.

Small. Barely there.

“Jesus. I love you, you old wizard.”

He passed her the coﬀee. It was lukewarm, too sweet, perfect. “Used your legal name on the paperwork. Hope that’s okay.”
It wasn’t.

But she nodded anyway.

Because none of that mattered now. She was out.
But not whole.




Outside, the city was just beginning to thaw. Garbage trucks growled past sleeping houses. Pigeons clattered across icy rooftops.
And every sound felt louder than it should—like the world was shouting while Dot moved underwater. Her ribs pulsed with every breath.
Her mouth still tasted of rust and silence. Her hands… shook, just a little.
But she was standing. Walking.
Breathing.

It felt like deﬁance.

No word from Sweetberry.

She tried to keep that thought caged. But it slithered out anyway.

Back at Mickster’s, she couldn’t sit still. The coﬀee steamed on the table, ignored.
She paced the apartment like a trapped animal—wrapped in someone else’s hoodie, sleeves too long, throat too tight. She didn’t feel like a leader.
She felt like a bruise pretending to be a blueprint. Still, the words came.
“Justino covers ByWard. All the alley cuts from Rideau to Waller.
Mick—you hit the east end. Every park. Every stash spot. Anywhere we’ve left behind.” Mickster winced as he rubbed his shoulder.
“It’s early, Dot.” She didn’t answer.
Not really.

Her tone did the talking.

“The tomb’s gone. We can’t mourn forever.
We need something new. Bigger. Badder. Something holy.” Her voice cracked slightly on that last word.
She hoped they didn’t hear it.




Justino arrived like a ghost—silent, dark hoodie zipped high, a box of gloves under one arm. His nod said everything:
I saw it. The video. The cops. You on the ground. But he didn’t mention it.
She was grateful for that.

Dot took the gloves. Flipped her notebook open.
The pages were a wreck—torn, coﬀee-stained, but still legible. “No more whispers. We go public.
Drop bins everywhere. Let people bring what they’ve been forced to hide.

Caps. Cookers. Rigs. Everything.” Justino raised an eyebrow.
“And the cops?”
Dot exhaled through her nose. “Let them watch.
Let them see what they’ve made. We don’t hide this time.”

She paused, ﬂipping to a sketch in the back of the notebook. Not a tomb this time.
“We’re not building a grave anymore.” Mickster looked up, quiet.
“Then what are we building?” Dot didn’t answer right away.
She stared down at the drawing—a rough shape, spiraling up from scattered trash, curving into something that looked like shelter.

Her voice came soft. But sure. “A sanctuary.”
Justino leaned forward. “Made of used needles?”
She looked up, eyes hollow but burning. “For the still-breathing.”


That night, she sat alone under the sodium glow of a broken streetlamp. The hoodie hung loose on her.
Her ﬁngers were raw from scribbling notes all day. Her body ached in ways she didn’t want to name. And still—no Sweetberry.

She’d left space for him in the silence. Still was.
Dot pulled her knees to her chest and stared out at the city. This ﬁlthy, indiﬀerent city she both loathed and needed.
The ache in her chest had changed. It wasn’t just grief anymore.
It was purpose. Fury.
And something heavier. Maybe not hope.
But something close to it.

Rough-edged and loud. A rusted promise hammered into shape. She whispered it to herself like a vow:
“We rebuild. We don’t stop.”



[Soft static. Johnny Noire’s voice fades in like a cigarette exhale at 3 a.m.] “You can’t keep a heart from breaking.
But sometimes it breaks into blueprints.

She’s not grieving anymore. She’s building.

So don’t get too comfortable, lovers.

The ones you lock up are the ones who come back with blueprints in blood.” [Broadcast fades out.]
[bookmark: _TOC_250005]CHAPTER 24

She sat under the orange streetlight for what felt like an hour.

Watching the city blink and shuﬄe and breathe around her. Trying not to fall apart.
But something kept whispering in her bones— Not yet.
So Dot stood.

Her knees cracked. Her ribs winced. Her breath caught. But she stood.
Then she walked.




Back inside Mickster’s place, the lights were low, and everyone looked half-dead from adrenaline crash and grief fatigue.

Justino was hunched over a busted Chromebook, tracking bin drop coordinates on a digital map.

Mickster sat in the corner, quietly duct-taping the leg of a broken chair like it mattered more than the world outside. Someone had brought bagels. No one was eating them.
Dot stepped in without knocking. Shut the door behind her.
The silence rippled.

She stood in front of them and took a long, steady breath. Then said, softly but clear:
“Fifty thousand.” Justino looked up.
Mickster paused mid-tape.

“Fifty thousand people dead since Zee Pharma set up shop in this city. Since they started pushing what they called medicine.
Since they made poison part of the budget.” Dot’s voice didn’t rise, but it sharpened.
“That’s not just a statistic.

That’s Reggie.
That’s every ghost who never made it past the tent cities.
That’s the girl who screamed when the cops threw her into the glass.” She stepped forward, eyes bright with ﬁre.
“I want one dirty needle for every dead body. One for every overdose they called inevitable.
One for every addict they blamed for being abandoned.”
She grabbed the notebook oﬀ the counter and held it up, trembling but ﬁerce. “Fifty.
Thousand. Rigs.”

No one moved.
Then Justino muttered, stunned: “That’s—insane. That’s—”
“Exactly what they won’t see coming,” Dot cut in.
“We collect them. We document them. We build something they can’t ignore.” “You want a monument again?” Mickster asked softly.

Dot shook her head.

“No.
This isn’t about mourning anymore. This is a reckoning.”

She walked to the center of the room, her breath steady now, like she’d found oxygen in the rage.

“We post collection spots. We make maps.
We give people gloves and instructions and we say:
This is how you honor the fallen. This is how you ﬁght back.”

She paused, eyes scanning the faces in front of her—tired, scarred, unsure. Then she said the words that snapped the air:
“This is war.
And this time, we count the dead ourselves.”




Justino stood ﬁrst.

Didn’t speak—just nodded and picked up the nearest box.

Mickster followed, groaning as he got to his feet, then grinned with a broken tooth and said: “We’re gonna need a lot of bins.”
Dot smiled. Not big. Just enough. She didn’t need speeches.
She didn’t need faith.

She needed them moving. And now they were.


Outside, the city kept pretending everything was ﬁne. Inside, the war machine began to stir again.
Boxes. Bins. Markers. Tape. Gloves.

Digital ﬂyers spreading through encrypted chats. Hashtags whispered under burner accounts.
Fifty thousand.

One for each life Zee Pharma helped erase. This wasn’t cleanup.
This was resurrection.

This was vengeance made visible. And Dot—
Dot was done crying.

She was building a sanctuary made of needles and grief. And this time, it would scream loud enough to shake glass.


[Johnny Noire’s voice fades in, hushed, reverent, tinged with awe.]

“She walked out of concrete silence and into the war room like a ghost turned prophet.

Told them she wanted ﬁfty thousand bones. Not for art.
Not for pity. For truth.

So now the city better start counting.

‘Cause every rig they ﬁnd is a body. Every cap is a name.
Every drop of blood they ignored is coming back lit up like justice in a trash bag.” [Broadcast crackles, then fades.]
[bookmark: _TOC_250004]DOT — SUBCHAPTER: “CONCRETE CONFESSIONALS”

Dot started behind the Salvation Army on George Street, where the alleys wept piss and yesterday’s wine, and the concrete held more secrets than any church. She knew this part of the city like an old lover—where it ached, where it bled, where it pretended to smile for company.

Her bucket bumped against her leg with each step. She wore gloves two sizes too big and a sharp-picker she’d borrowed oﬀ a volunteer at the needle exchange before it shuttered. Half its prongs were bent, but it still worked. Mostly.

The ﬁrst rig she found was nestled in a gutter near a sewer grate. Just sitting there, half-buried in gravel, shimmering like a ﬁsh scale under the morning haze. She picked it up delicately and dropped it in the bucket, where it hit the plastic bottom with a dull clack.

That sound again. That sound like bones in a drawer.

She kept moving—past the shelter lineups, past the places where people camped with blue tarps and Black & Mild smoke curling skyward. She nodded to some, ignored others. Not out of cruelty, but preservation. Eye contact was a currency she couldn’t aﬀord right now.

Behind an abandoned restaurant on Dalhousie, she crouched near the back stairs. There, tucked beneath a milk crate and an old Tupperware of god-knows-what, were three more needles—two full, one bent at the base. A makeshift tourniquet lay beside them: shoelace, stained.

As she reached for them, her sleeve slipped and the cold bit at the words tattooed on her forearm: CHICLET’S OWN. She smiled grimly.
“Yeah, chic,” she whispered. “I’m really doin’ it now.” She wiped her nose with her sleeve and moved on.
She passed Rideau Street, but didn’t linger. Too much visibility. Too many memories.

At the north end of Cobourg, in the rubble lot where the old drop-in centre used to be, she stood for a long time. That’s where she ﬁrst met Sweetberry, years ago—when he was still skinnier, still soft around the eyes, before the Zee drugs ate away the sparkle. He’d stolen a pair of socks and oﬀered her one. Just one. Said the other was for “God, if he ever comes back around.”

Dot scuﬀed the dirt with her boot and spotted a rig lodged in the root of a dead sapling. She picked it out with shaking hands. It still had blood in it.

“Berry’s blood,” she said aloud, then corrected herself. “Could be. Could be anyone’s.”

That was the whole point. Zee made it everyone’s problem. Sold the poison, blamed the dying. She paused to light a smoke. Her hands were trembling.
“You okay?” a voice said.

She turned. It was a kid—maybe seventeen. Skinny, blue hoodie, clearly spun. “You look like you’re cleanin’ up the city or somethin’.”
Dot didn’t smile. “Something like that.”

He held out a dirty coﬀee cup ﬁlled with six capped needles. “These yours now?” She stared at him. “Where’d you get those?”
“Traded ‘em oﬀ some guy on Somerset who wanted socks.”

She hesitated, then took them gently, nodding her thanks. He winked and skipped oﬀ like it was a game.

Later, she slipped down into the canal underpass near the Pretoria Bridge. The path was slick with algae and despair. This was where the city didn’t want cameras. Where shadows lingered even at noon.

There, she found the graveyard: a cluster of bent spoons, rubber straps, and over ﬁfty discarded rigs, all tossed into a bush and covered with a ripped grocery bag. Someone’s entire past month in one place.

She sat on the cold stone and just breathed for a second. The damp was getting to her bones. Or maybe the truth was. She thought about asking Jimmy again. But the Site was already dark. So she just sat.
“Imagine a monument made of this,” she whispered to herself. “Not marble. Not bronze. Just needles, dirt, and grief.” She picked up the next rig. And the next. And the next.
Until the bucket was heavy with sorrow. Until her knees screamed.
Until her hands hurt like her heart.

Then she stood, stretched her back, and turned to the city skyline.

“See this?” she said softly, as if to no one. “This is Ottawa. The part they don’t put on the postcards.” And she walked back up into the daylight, bucket swinging.
No crown today. But still a queen.
[bookmark: _TOC_250003]MICKSTER — SUBCHAPTER: “FRAGMENTS AND FLASHBACKS”

Mickster didn’t start right away.

He stood at the door of his basement suite for a long time, debating whether to go back for his rosary or his inhaler. In the end, he chose neither. Just grabbed his duct-taped ice cream bucket and the busted tongs Dot lent him, and shuﬄed out onto the cracked sidewalk like a man heading to confession.

His route wasn’t planned. He followed instinct—the kind that came from decades of walking this neighborhood with his head down, knowing which corners were soft with rot and which ones would still cut you. He passed the Quickie, then the spot where Shamrock once OD’d in the snow and came back swinging.

Near the vacant lot behind St. Paul’s, he found his ﬁrst rig. It was stuck in a crushed Tim’s cup beside a dead pigeon. He whispered a soft “Lord have mercy,” and picked it out, careful not to touch the feathered remains.

The church bells rang out noon as he crossed Rideau, and his knees buckled with the echo. He remembered dragging shingles up a roof with Shamrock in ’99. The ladder had slipped. He remembered the pain, the wet crunch. He remembered the ceiling of the ER, the morphine drip, the kindly nurse who’d said “this’ll help.”

She’d meant the morphine. But the help never stopped. Even when he wanted it to.

By the time he hit Vanier, he’d ﬁlled a quarter of the bucket. Most of the rigs were snapped in half, stained, sometimes burnt at the tips. He found a dozen tucked neatly into a hollowed Bible in an alley behind a pawn shop. The irony didn’t bother him. Nothing did anymore.

He took breaks at benches, pretending to look at birds. But really, he was checking his phone—refreshing the old gaming forum where Soy used to post mods and walkthroughs under the name ZeeSlayer420. The kid hadn’t been active in days.

He posted something himself:

“Cleaning up after the monsters. You still out there?” No reply. Just silence and spam bots.
At the edge of Strathcona Park, he crouched by the roots of a massive oak, thinking of his old man. The one who made him go to Mass, who beat respect into him with a belt and a bottle. The one who said “honor comes from how you treat the weak.”

He found a rig half-buried in the dirt, capped, still clean. It felt wrong. New. Like someone had dropped it minutes ago.

His hands shook. His gut twisted.

He thought of Dot. Of how young she looked when she was angry. Of how she called him “Mick-man” when she was trying not to cry. Of her son—little guy with big eyes, always asking about dragons.

And then he thought about Zee.

He pulled a rusted spoon from the grass. It had the triangle logo carved faintly into it, probably by some strung-out kid who thought it was cool. Or maybe who forgot what it meant.

Mickster dropped it in the bucket and stood up slowly. His back groaned like an old church pew.

He passed an open window and heard kids laughing over a video game. He almost cried right there on the sidewalk. By the time the sun dipped behind the towers, his bucket was nearly full.
He stared into it for a long time. Each piece of plastic and steel like a sin pulled from the ground. A relic of the war no one televised. A record of what the city pretended not to see.

He walked home slow. Real slow.

His boots were soaked, his socks frozen, but he didn’t stop.

As he turned the corner onto his street, he saw a mouse dart under a bush. He stomped the ground out of habit, but missed.

“Lucky day,” he muttered. “For you and me both, buddy.”

And then he disappeared back into the dark, the bucket heavy in his arms, his thoughts heavier still.

[bookmark: _TOC_250002]JOHNNY — SUBCHAPTER: “CLEAN HANDS, DIRTY CITY”

Johnny didn’t tell anyone where he was going. Not even Dot. Especially not Dot.

She’d called it “a solidarity action.” Said if they were gonna build the monument right, they had to do it with their own hands. But Johnny didn’t do dirty hands. He wasn’t built like that.

Still, something about the way she’d looked at him—half a dare, half a plea—got under his skin. And now here he was, walking alone through the crumbling veins of Centretown, gripping a pair of tongs like they were surgical tools and trying not to puke.

He wore two hoodies layered over a band tee, and a fresh pair of runners he immediately regretted. The ground was slick with rain and rot, and he couldn’t stop thinking about all the diseases that might live in the puddles.

His ﬁrst stop was behind the McDonald’s on Elgin, where someone had clearly used the alcove as a shoot-up den. He spotted a capped rig lying in a greasy takeout bag.

He stood over it for a long time. Just staring.
The bucket in his hand was still clean, pristine white. Picking up that rig meant crossing a line. Mentally, emotionally, probably hygienically.

He held his breath, reached with the tongs, and snip—dropped it in. “Fuckin’ hell,” he whispered. “I’m doin’ it. I’m actually doin’ this.”
He cut down toward Laurier and found another used needle sticking out of a storm drain like a middle ﬁnger. He stepped back, shaking, then stepped forward again. This time with his sleeve pulled over his mouth like it was a hazmat mask.

Click. Into the bucket.

He didn’t say anything this time.

He thought about the ﬁrst time he saw someone overdose—outside the shelter, next to the bench where he used to nap in the summers. Kid had been blue, lips foaming. Johnny just watched, frozen. Someone else had Narcan. Not him.

He still thought about that kid. Sometimes wondered if he lived. Most times hoped he didn’t remember the face of the guy who didn’t help.

By the time he reached Gladstone, the sun was high and he’d stopped gagging every ﬁve minutes. He’d started noticing patterns—the little makeshift nests of foil and baggies, the bottle caps like land mines in the mud. They weren’t random. This city had mapped itself in suﬀering, and he was ﬁnally learning to read it.

He paused in a parking lot near the old bingo hall and watched a group of pigeons pecking at the remnants of someone’s tossed McChicken.

“You guys got it easy,” he muttered.

Then something glinted near the base of the dumpster—three rigs tucked into a cigarette pack. They looked… intentional. Like someone had stored them there. Saved them.

His stomach ﬂipped.

But he picked them up anyway.

He avoided Rideau. Too many memories. Too much chaos. And he didn’t want anyone to see him like this. Dot would make a joke about his sanitized style or call him “Pretty Princess Johnny” and then give him that look—the one that knew him better than he liked.

Instead, he skirted back toward his own neighborhood. His old high school, still boarded up. The overpass where he and Dot used to sneak smokes. He found a rig on the stone ledge, right where they used to sit. It was snapped in two and rusted.

He stared at it for a long time before picking it up. Not for the monument. Not even for Dot.
But because he didn’t want some other kid to sit there and think it was normal. By dusk, his bucket wasn’t full, but it was heavier than he expected.
He sat on a concrete block near the highway and pulled out a mini bottle of sanitizer from his pocket. Squeezed way too much into his palms and scrubbed until they stung. Then he did it again.

Still didn’t feel clean.

He thought about the others. About Dot in some alley, Mickster probably talking to pigeons, and Justino hunting patterns in the chaos like it was code.

He felt small. But also… like maybe he belonged. Just a little.

“Solidarity,” he whispered, and it sounded stupid. But he said it again anyway.

Then he stood up, shook out his arms, and carried his half-full bucket back into the night.
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Justino Carson never walked if he could roll.

He cruised through the ruined veins of Ottawa on his battered longboard, weaving between potholes and broken glass like a man born for apocalyptic terrain. Hoodie up, gloves on, bucket duct-taped to his backpack like a cursed trophy. Every wheel-grind on cracked pavement was a middle ﬁnger to the city, to Zee, to authority in general.

He wasn’t just hunting needles—he was treasure hunting for the receipts of a mass crime scene. First stop: behind the courthouse.
“Of course the fuckin’ alley behind the courthouse is a hot spot,” he muttered into his GoPro mic. “Justice, brought to you by Zee Pharma and the number forty-thousand dead.”

He kicked his board up with one foot and crouched beside a sewer grate. Three rigs, still sticky, tucked in a Tim’s cup. One of them had blood in it, glinting like ruby in the light.

“Hot damn,” he said, plucking it with metal tongs. “This one’s extra artisanal. Organic suﬀering.” He dropped it into the bucket with a clink. “Bon appétit, Monument.”
He zig-zagged across the city like a glitch in a surveillance drone’s dream. No ﬁxed path—just rage, caﬀeine, and the stubborn thrill of breaking every rule. He ducked into the canal underpass, past two “No Trespassing” signs and a half-assed fence.

He ﬂipped oﬀ a raccoon on the way.

“Zee cleaned this spot up last year for a press release,” he said to the camera. “Then they left. Just like your dad.” He found seven rigs in a cluster under a shopping cart with a soggy blanket tangled in the wheels.
He poked one with the tongs and stared at it.

“Look at this beauty. Bent tip, capped, with that signature Zee-brand dignity remover. These aren’t just syringes. They’re proof. This is the data. This is the memorial.”



Near the university, a security guard yelled at him for digging in a bush.

“Public property, my guy!” Justino shouted, giving him a sarcastic salute while tossing another capped rig into the bucket. “Thanks for protecting shrubbery while people die in bus shelters!”

He longboarded away at full speed, cackling.

The laughter faded when he passed what used to be Soy’s squat. The windows were boarded now. The back door had police tape across it—half torn, half ﬂapping.

He stopped, crouched, and found a needle near the brick wall. It was burnt, cracked, nearly fossilized.
He picked it up slow. Gentle. Like it might still say something. “You were here, kid,” he said under his breath. “I see you.”
He didn’t ﬁlm that one. Some things weren’t for the archive.

Back in Centretown, he took a break on a bench outside a shut-down clinic with a poster still hanging that read: “Z-Relief: Hope is Here.”
He pulled a Sharpie from his pocket and scrawled across it: “LIES ARE HERE.”
Then under it, in smaller letters:

“Bring back the junkies. They were more honest.”

He snapped a pic and posted it to a burner account. Captioned it: “This city is a graveyard run by smiling vampires.”
By nightfall, the bucket was half-full and smelled like rot and ammonia.

He crouched in the middle of the pedestrian bridge on Somerset, wind howling around him, and clicked on the camera one last time.

“No cops. No city worker. No Zee rep is ever gonna clean this up. They only come when the blood dries. So yeah—we’re picking up their mess. With tongs. And a fucking longboard.”

He looked straight into the lens. Eyes sharp. Voice low.

“You think we’re just addicts, anarchists, street rats? Nah. We’re the archivists of your apocalypse.”

He ﬂipped the camera oﬀ, shoved it back in his hoodie, and coasted oﬀ into the wind with his bucket swinging. Behind him, the city kept lying.
But Justino? He kept recording.




[bookmark: _TOC_250000]SWEETBERRY — SUBCHAPTER: THE FANTASY IS FLOODING

Sweetberry was not in Ottawa.

Not the real Ottawa. Not the cracked sidewalks and freezing alley piss and sirens-howling-at-nobody Ottawa. No.
He was in Sweet City—a high-stitched, Zee-dusted hallucination. A glitter-drenched fever dream.
Here, the buildings danced to synth basslines. The pigeons wore sunglasses and sang ‘90s R&B.
Traﬃc lights blinked purple, and all the junkies wore velvet.

Dot hadn’t cried since 2019, and the sky was always on the edge of a gold-lit dusk. And in Sweet City?
He was king.

Crowned with a neon halo, ruling from a throne made of shopping carts and crushed soda cans. Groupies giggled in the corners of his mind—lips glittery, teeth gold, voices echoing with adoration. “You really did it this time, baby,” Dot’s voice purred from a nearby sewer vent.
“Real king shit. Monarch of Mayhem.”

And Sweetberry smiled.

Because in Sweet City, he had never let her down.




But reality—it had teeth.

And it was gnawing at the edges.

The bucket he was supposed to ﬁll sat abandoned beside a rat-chewed mattress near the old Centre 454. Forgotten. Maybe he thought he’d already done it. Maybe, in one version of reality, he’d already saved everyone.
He’d built shrines of needles.

He’d preached harm reduction with a golden mic. He’d crowned Dot queen of the righteous.
Saint Sweetberry.

He burned through his stash like it was fuel for a spaceship he never planned to land. Lines. Pills. Vials. Dust.
All Zee-fent.

All stolen, gifted, or wrangled in handshakes soaked in desperation. Every hit was a brick in the cathedral of his delusion.
He was trying to torch his insides before guilt could carve its name on his bones.




He was crouched behind a shuttered pizza shop, licking blood from his gums and reciting bedtime stories to himself. He was mid-sentence—“And then the prince kissed the city awake with a ﬂame-tipped spoon…”—when he arrived. The Zee Pharma rep.
Slicker than oil on wet pavement. Hair perfect. Suit ﬂawless.
Teeth too even to trust.

Skin the color of recycled bone.

He didn’t knock. Didn’t clear his throat.

Just stepped over a fallen shopping cart and stood above Sweetberry like he owned the air molecules. “Sweetberry,” he said, voice smoother than sin. “You’ve been burning through inventory faster than forecasted.” Sweetberry blinked up at him.
Vision smeared. Pulse slow.

Face slick with sweat and street dust. “I’m building something,” he slurred. “Building her a fucking kingdom.” The rep didn’t blink.
Just tilted his head, all gentle menace. “That right?
You’re overdue for a check-in.

And since you’re such an enthusiastic consumer, we’d like to discuss… an expanded relationship.” Sweet staggered to his feet, palm dragging against the brick wall for balance.
The city spun sideways.

His voice came out as smoke and broken teeth. “Relationship?
You cancerous ﬂesh bot. You think this is love?”
The rep consulted a clipboard like he was checking inventory in a morgue. “No. But it is loyalty.
And I think we both know who yours belongs to.”




SNAP.

Like a vertebrae cracking.

Sweetberry’s bliss ruptured. The velvet vanished. No more dancing buildings.
No more doting Dot-voice in the air vents. Just him.
A man sweating blood behind a pizza joint. A man who remembered everything.
His pupils ﬂared.

His breath caught ﬁre.

And his voice came out like acid and gunpowder. “You broke her.
You bastards laced the whole city in timebombs. You watched it rot.
And then you handed out clipboards like penance was good PR.” He took a step forward, trembling with fury.
“You motherfucking corporate leeches. You dandruﬀ in God’s beard!
You walk in here, into my ruin, and try to put your leash around my throat?” His voice rose, cracked, ﬂayed.
“You think I’ll sign your fucking dotted line?

You think I’ll sell her out again because I’m high and scared and stupid? You think I’m still yours?”


The rep said nothing. Waited.

Then, calm as a machine, pulled out a black card from his coat pocket. It gleamed—minimalist, sleek.

Just a number.

And the Zee insignia.

He held it out like an invitation to hell. “Call when your supply runs out.
We’ll sweeten the deal next time.” Sweetberry stared at the card.
His jaw clenched. His hands twitched.
Then he swatted the card to the ground.

It skittered across the wet concrete like an insult. He wheezed, almost laughed.
“I’d never betray her again. Not again.
Never again.”

The rep didn’t ﬂinch. “Good,” he said.
“Then we won’t call it betrayal. We’ll call it… survival.”


Sweetberry’s breath caught.

His ﬁngers moved before his brain could stop them. He picked the card up.
Held it.

Just for a second too long.

Then shoved it deep into his pocket—furious with himself, cursing the weakness in his bones.

He turned fast, knees failing, shoulders crashing sideways into a stack of metal bins. They tumbled, howling, down the alleyway.
He vanished into the dark like a myth breaking in half.




The rep adjusted his sleeves. Watched the alley for a moment.
Then turned, humming a Zee jingle under his breath, and walked away.




CHAPTER 25 – “DEGENERATE OF THE YEAR”

Johnny Noire (Intro Broadcast):

“It’s the city’s favorite hour—when the garbage trucks wake up and the ghosts go to sleep. But some don’t sleep. Some light cigarettes in basements that leak like bad alibis. Some are still ﬁghting because they don’t know how to stop. If you’re tuned in, you already know what kind of night this is. Static in the air. A pulse under the concrete. This one’s for the ones they called a problem—and for the girl who made herself unforgettable.”

Dot walked with her hood pulled low, hands deep in her pockets, smoke curling from her mouth like a secret she wasn’t ready to tell.

Ottawa had that early-morning rot—half dawn, half hangover. Construction sites humming like they never slept, trucks backing up into loading docks, joggers with earbuds blaring mindfulness podcasts as they jogged past piss-slicked grates and boarded-up shelter doors.

She was in one of the cleaned-up neighborhoods—the kind they renamed every ﬁve years. Same pavement, diﬀerent plaques.

The ﬂyer slapped her dead in the face. Glossy. Too clean. She pulled it oﬀ, irritated, and looked down. Big gold text on white:
“SANDHURST LEGACY: FIVE YEARS HOMELESS-FREE”

There was a cartoon sun in the corner, smiling like it had never seen death in a stairwell. Below it, a grinning real estate exec stood next to a cop, both giving thumbs-up in front of a new condo tower.

“Join us in celebrating ﬁve years of a cleaner, safer neighborhood! Free BBQ. DJ. Community pride!” Dot stared. Her lip curled.

This was the same block where she used to squat behind an abandoned print shop. Where Jax OD’d in the snow and nobody called for help.

She folded the ﬂyer in half with trembling ﬁngers, then again, then again, until it was a perfect little square. A bullet.

The war room was darker than usual. Nobody had said it, but the absence of Sweetberry sat heavy in the air. Like someone had left a door open and the cold was seeping in.

Dot dropped the ﬂyer onto the middle of the table with a ﬂick of her ﬁngers.

Justino looked up from his laptop, eyes bloodshot, ﬁngers stained with Cheeto dust and nicotine. “What is it now? Another rent increase?”

Dot’s voice was low. Dangerous.

“They’re throwing a party. For being homeless-free.”

Mickster squinted at the paper. “Isn’t that Sandhurst? Didn’t they evict like… a hundred people to build that?”

“Hundred and seventeen,” Justino muttered, already pulling up the archive. “Two encampments, four rooming houses, one hotel turned shelter.”

Dot stood still, coiled tight like a match waiting to strike. “They think they won.”
She didn’t say it loud. She didn’t have to. The silence in the room carried the rest. “What’s the move?” Mickster ﬁnally asked, quietly.
Justino leaned back in his chair, cracked his neck. “The building’s got digital projection windows—ten-storey glass displays. I can patch in. It’s a clean network, for once. Shouldn’t be hard.”

Mickster looked uneasy. “Won’t they trace it back to us?” Dot lit a cigarette oﬀ a candle stub, exhaled slow.
“Let them.”

By 3 a.m., the war room was alive again—barely. Justino had half the screens ﬂickering, lines of code running faster than his pulse. Mickster brewed instant coﬀee so strong it made your eyes water. Dot sat with her feet up on a milk crate, watching a digital mockup of the projection play out like war rehearsal.

DOT SHMOT FOR DEGENERATE OF THE YEAR

Her face. Tower-high. Fierce, unﬁltered. Not pretty. Not safe. “This is gonna piss oﬀ everybody,” Justino said with a smirk.

“Good,” Dot said.

He glanced over at her, serious now. “You sure you want your face up there again?”

She didn’t look away from the screen. “They already tried to erase it. Let’s make sure they never can.” 8:59 a.m.
Sandhurst Plaza glowed with corporate smugness. The Night Mayor adjusted his tie while a community liaison ﬂuﬀed a balloon arch behind him. A DJ played a remixed version of “Walking on Sunshine.” Branded tote bags were handed out to homeowners who called the cops on teens with backpacks.

The podium was framed with three words:

“CLEAN. SAFE. RENEWED.”

The Night Mayor opened his mouth to speak. And then the screens glitched.
Static. Hiss. A beat. Then Dot.
Her face blazed across ten storeys of glass like an omen. Gaunt. Deﬁant. Eyes locked straight into the lens.
The speakers crackled alive. Her voice ﬁlled the plaza:

“VOTE DOT SHMOT FOR DEGENERATE OF THE YEAR.”

The crowd froze.

Someone dropped a sandwich. Security scrambled.
The Night Mayor’s mic shorted out with a shriek. Phones came out like pistols.
Within seconds, it was all over social media. Dot’s face ﬁlled feeds across the country. Headlines churned like panic sirens:

“Protester Hijacks Government Celebration” “Who is Dot Shmot?”
“Is This the Face of the Housing Crisis?”

Back in the bunker, Dot didn’t smile.

The feed lit up. Justino sat wide-eyed, breathing hard through his teeth. Mickster said it like a confession: “You just made yourself famous again.” Dot stared at the wall, cigarette burning down to the ﬁlter.
“We’re not doing this for clicks,” she said softly. “We’re doing this because it’s almost over.” Outside, the city braced for another storm.
Inside, they went back to work. The tomb waited.
Johnny Noire (Outro Broadcast):

“They wanted a celebration. What they got was a reckoning. Sandhurst said ‘homeless-free’ like that was an achievement instead of a confession. But one voice—raw, wounded, uninvited—cut through the ribbon-cutting bullshit like a boxcutter to a balloon. Dot Shmot. If you didn’t know her before today… now you do. And if you’re smart? You’ll start listening. Because the ones at the bottom? They’re done asking. And you’re running out of time.”

CHAPTER 26 – “A BUSINESS MODEL, NOT A CRISIS”

Johnny Noire (Intro Broadcast):

“If you want to ﬁnd the real killers, don’t look in the alleys. Don’t look in the jails or the dope spots. Look up. Look where the lights never ﬂicker. Tonight, we’re tuning in to the rooms where nothing is illegal if it’s proﬁtable. Where every overdose is just another decimal shift. And where a girl with a camera in her face is the most dangerous thing they’ve seen in years.”

ZEE PHARMA HQ – GLASS & BLOOD

Boardroom 37D perched at the pinnacle of one of Ottawa’s gleaming glass towers—a fortress of polished arrogance that mirrored the city’s skyline like a perfect, unblinking mask. The cold steel and glass reﬂected an image of prosperity, but inside, the air was thick with quiet cruelty.

A long walnut table stretched the length of the room, its surface gleaming so bright it could have been a mirror. Around it sat the city’s most polished predators—executives in tailored suits, their watches ticking like metronomes for human suﬀering.

Looping silently on screens embedded in the walls were glossy ads for allergy medications and antidepressants—smiling faces, happy families, pastel-colored pills. Not a single mention of the opioid deaths erupting just streets below. Not a whisper of fentanyl.

Marla, the Chief Strategy Oﬃcer, tapped her pen with a clipped precision against her tablet. Her perfectly manicured nails clicked like a metronome in the tense silence.

“Let’s begin with Q2 projections,” she said crisply, voice smooth but edged with steel.

Behind her, a muted screen ﬂickered to life—silent footage of the city’s protests ﬂashed: sirens piercing the night, riot cops lined up like statues, and a massive banner waving above the crowd, emblazoned with the words “DEGENERATE OF THE YEAR.” The image hung there for a moment, distorted and pixelated, before switching back to serene waterfalls and wellness slogans.

No one in the room spared it a glance.

“Revenue from fentanyl analogues is up 16% year-over-year,” announced the man opposite Marla, his voice carefully measured, almost hypnotic—like the slow drip of a sedative. His tie was silk, perfectly knotted, shimmering faintly in the cold ﬂuorescent light. “Our Canadian branches report exceptional growth, particularly due to the black market bottleneck created by recent safe supply closures. Street prices have spiked accordingly.”

A younger man, the Policy Liaison with the hollowed enthusiasm of someone who got his degree in “Public Health Policy” but knows it’s useless here, ﬂipped through a dossier with nervous ﬁngers. He looked from page to page like it might bite him.

“There’s… public unrest,” he murmured, almost apologetically. “Some lobbying for decriminalization, expansion of safer supply programs.”

Marla’s eyes never wavered from her tablet as she responded, cool and dismissive. “That’ll pass. Public opinion always does. People forget.”

An older executive, cradling a cup of espresso as if it were a lifeline, allowed himself a slow, sardonic smile. “Deaths are regrettable, sure,” he said with the casual cruelty of a man discussing lawn maintenance. “But manageable. Public sentiment spikes and crashes like clockwork. We’ve weathered worse—remember the vaccine backlash? The media circus around that junkie with a camera was just noise. We survived.”

A low chuckle rippled quietly around the table, the kind that echoes in rooms where human lives are numbers on a spreadsheet.

Not a single soul spoke Dot’s name, though her face ﬂickered one more time on the lobby’s giant screens far below—brief, blurry, an unwanted ghost—before the soothing cascade of waterfalls returned, smearing the memory clean.

And somewhere in that gleaming tower, the war on the streets was just another line item on a quarterly report. MINISTRY OF HEALTH – SMOKE AND MIRRORS
The Minister’s oﬃce was a sanctuary of muted earth tones and carefully curated calm—a polished façade designed to soothe nerves and mask chaos. Thick carpets muﬄed footsteps, and sunlight ﬁltered lazily through blinds, dust motes swirling in the quiet air. A few thriving green plants sat in gold-trimmed pots, their leaves pristine, untouched by the world’s mess outside.

Aides moved eﬃciently but quietly, almost reverently, like shadows. One of them approached with a delicate tray, setting down a steaming cup of coﬀee with oat milk and a soft warning whispered just beneath her breath:

“She’s waiting.”

Minister Aldridge inhaled deeply, the weight of politics pressing on her chest. She pressed the intercom with a measured ﬁnger.

“Send her in.”

The door opened, and in she walked—red silk blouse, stilettos clicking with the certainty of a predator, lips polished and sharp as knives. No badge. No oﬃcial title. Just presence. Power without explanation.

Aldridge barely had time for pleasantries. “I don’t have much time.”

The woman settled into the chair without waiting for an invitation, leaning in like a secret shared between enemies. “You’ll want to make some.”
She slid a single sheet of paper across the glossy desk, its edges crisp but its weight heavier than any oﬃcial order. No logos, no letterhead—just cold, unyielding directive. It might as well have been stamped with the city’s seal of silence.

“Zee wants the safer supply pilot in Lowertown dismantled. Quietly. No public vote. No media. Slow defunding, until it’s gone without a trace.”

Aldridge’s hand trembled slightly as it hovered over the cup of coﬀee.

“We already closed the Bronson site. We’re hemorrhaging public health support—and the community is furious.” “That’s your job to ﬁx,” the woman said, voice a velvet dagger.
The room fell into a suﬀocating silence. Aldridge stared at the paper as if it might burn her, then met the woman’s unblinking eyes.

“You want the endorsement next election cycle? The funding? The career?” “Then shut her down. The girl. Her crew. Make them disappear.”
Aldridge swallowed hard. “She’ll become a martyr.”
The woman’s lips curled into a cold, unamused smile—no warmth, no doubt, only steel. “Don’t worry. We’ll make the public forget.”
The shadows in the room seemed to grow deeper, swallowing promises whole.

The boardroom was a cavern of glass and steel perched high above the city, where the sun rarely reached and the hum of air conditioning drowned out the cries from below. Floor-to-ceiling windows oﬀered a panoramic view of Ottawa’s skyline — a gleaming testament to wealth built on broken lives.

Around the long table sat the executives of Torrid Developments, suits sharp and expressions sharper. The CEO, a man with icy blue eyes and a jaw set like chiseled marble, tapped a sleek tablet, his ﬁngers impatient.

“We’re at a crossroads,” he said, voice smooth as cold concrete. “The rooming houses are liabilities. Maintenance costs are bleeding us dry, and the public eye is starting to turn. We need decisive action.”

A younger exec nodded, ﬂipping through spreadsheets littered with numbers and eviction notices. “If we shutter the properties, redevelop the land, we can double our proﬁt margins within two years. The city’s growth projections support it.”

Another leaned forward, voice low but ruthless: “Evict them all. Fast. The homeless population will spike, sure — but that’s not our problem. That’s the city’s mess to clean up. We get the land, the permits, the tax breaks.”

The CEO’s lips curled into a cold smile. “We’ll ‘redevelop’ in name only. Luxury condos. Boutique shops. The kind of gentriﬁcation the council can’t say no to.”

On the digital screen behind them, a news ticker scrolled past: “Community outcry grows over rising evictions — tenants speak out against Torrid Developments.” A few executives glanced brieﬂy, then turned back to their plans as if the words were distant static.

One exec tapped his pen thoughtfully. “We need a narrative. Discredit Dot Shmot and her ‘crew.’ Portray them as troublemakers — ‘degenerates,’ if you will. If we can tie the rising homelessness to their activism, public sympathy will evaporate.”

The CEO nodded slowly. “Call it collateral damage. The city’s dirty work, done with our hands clean. If the tribunal or the public ask questions — we stall. Delay. Disrupt.”

A ﬁnal slide appeared:

“Project: Clean Sweep”

Objective: Shut down all rooming houses under guise of safety violations and redevelopment. Timeline: Immediate commencement.
The room fell into cold silence, the kind that presses down on the soul and leaves no room for doubt. Outside, the city carried on — unaware of the storm brewing in the glass tower above, where proﬁt was king and people were expendable.

Deep beneath Ottawa’s City Hall, in a concrete room with no windows and no clocks, a dozen oﬃcials sat beneath ﬂickering ﬂuorescent lights. The air stank of dust and stale coﬀee. Dot Shmot’s face stared up from every folder on the table — grainy stills from protests, red circles around her eyes, one image mid-scream that someone had captioned “Domestic Extremist?”

“She’s gaining traction again,” murmured the Mayor’s media advisor, tapping his pen against a glossy page. “The Sandhurst stunt got 2.3 million views in 12 hours. Press requests are ﬂooding in.”

“Then we tank her credibility,” came the reply from a woman in a navy blazer who’d built her career sinking careers. “Round up a few known associates. Evictions, loitering, drug paraphernalia charges. Doesn’t matter what sticks — just make it messy.”

“What if the public sympathizes?” an aide asked, too young to know how these things really worked.

“They won’t,” she said ﬂatly. “Not when we show the mess they made. Frame it as chaos. Make it look like she’s lost control. Collapse the movement from inside.”

They ﬂipped open a crisis binder. Pages of ﬂowcharts and escalation paths. PHASE ONE:
· By-law blitz in high-density protest zones

· Closure orders for safe injection sites, citing ‘health code violations’

· Pre-dawn shelter raids “for ﬁre safety”

· Press leaks: needle waste, unsafe food handling, suspected traﬃcking PHASE TWO:
· Freeze public donations via ﬁnancial red tape

· Discredit lead activists via smear proﬁles, real or invented

· Anonymous tip-oﬀs to Children’s Aid, Health Canada, CRA One man, a veteran of bureaucratic warfare, leaned forward.
“Let the chaos speak for itself,” he said. “The public doesn’t need to see us ﬁght her. They just need to feel unsafe.” There were no dissenters.
No one said the word war. But it hung in the air anyway.
They adjourned without a vote. The machine was already in motion.

Back in Vanier, in a gutted basement that still smelled like mildew and stale bleach, Dot crouched beside the unﬁnished monument. A thousand needles lay scattered on the ﬂoor like fallen stars, ready to be wired into history.

Her ﬁngers were raw. One had split open from pushing wire through metal, and she sucked the blood absently, eyes scanning the structure as it rose piece by piece — a spire of grief, rage, and survival.

Mickster rummaged loudly through a duﬀel in the corner, muttering something about propane tanks and peanut butter sandwiches. Justino was passed out under a table with a hoodie pulled over his face, laptop still glowing, screen ﬂickering code.

Dot lit a cigarette. Held it with the same ﬁngers she used to thread death into sculpture.

Through the narrow basement window, the sky was bruising into night — deep purple and yellow like an old wound. Somewhere far oﬀ, sirens echoed, but they were faint. Familiar.

She didn’t know yet.

Didn’t know about the closed-room strategy meeting.

Didn’t know the Health Minister had just signed the death warrant on safer supply.

Didn’t know Torrid was about to gut every rooming house from Mechanicsville to Lowertown. Didn’t know the cops had already started marking tents in chalk with eviction times.
But her chest was tight. Her breath short.

Something in the air had changed. Like the sky before a storm. She exhaled smoke into the silence.
“They’re getting quieter,” she said, not to anyone — just to the air.

Then she stood. Cracked her knuckles. Tied her hair back in that way she did when it was time to ﬁght. And she kept building.
Because even without knowing, she could feel it. They were coming.
Johnny Noire (Outro Broadcast):

“They say power’s quiet. That it doesn’t need to scream to kill you. Tonight, it moves through boardrooms and ministerial oﬃces with the same grin. It wears a suit, signs a contract, and walks away clean. But here’s the thing about storms: they don’t check your resume before they hit. And this one? This one’s building fast. So buckle up, Ottawa. The girl you tried to erase is just getting started.”

CHAPTER 27 – “JUSTINO’S BACKDOOR”

Johnny Noire (Intro Broadcast):

“People think hackers are born in basements with too much time and too little sunlight. But some of ‘em are born in foster homes. Government bunkers for forgotten kids. You wanna know what makes someone dangerous? Try giving them nothing.

Then watch them build an empire out of rage and secondhand Wi-Fi. Tonight, we visit a boy who was property once. Now he’s the breach.”

Justino hadn’t slept in two days. Maybe three. His pupils were the size of dimes, darting from screen to screen like they were trying to outrun time itself. His ﬁngertips jittered—part meth, part coﬀee, part pure venom for the system that raised him like a lab rat and spit him out like trash.

The living room wasn’t a living room anymore. It was a war bunker disguised in thrift store fabric. A fortress of frayed ethernet cables and scavenged circuit boards. Routers duct-taped to milk crates. Laptop fans whirring like angry bees. Power strips buzzing, overloaded. A lava lamp pulsed red in the corner—someone else’s idea of ambiance, long forgotten.

On the table: empty energy drink cans. A stained notebook ﬁlled with passwords, IP addresses, and paranoia. Above it all, six mismatched monitors blinked like a jury of indiﬀerent gods. Surveillance feeds. Source code. Firewall diagrams. Ottawa’s digital veins, splayed wide open.

He cracked his neck with a pop. Took a drag oﬀ a cigarette he didn’t remember lighting. Exhaled smoke that hung like ghosts in the air.

“Let’s go, motherfuckers,” he whispered to the machines.

The city had made a mistake—left a port open on a forgotten local server tied to a community centre ﬁrewall, thinking no one would ever notice. But Justino noticed. He saw everything.

And when he slipped through that gap—he didn’t walk. He oozed. Like smoke under a locked door. Like a ghost through drywall.

The port led him to a backdoor in the city’s public health infrastructure. Not guarded. Not encrypted well. Just sitting there, arrogantly undersecured. Like they didn’t believe anyone poor or angry could read code.

Amateurs.

His ﬁngers ﬂew.

He bypassed the token keys with a homebrew script he wrote on a stolen iPod six years ago. He cracked open a health department inbox and found keywords: Zee Pharma. Supply Chain. Crisis Comms. “Strategic Delay.” A chilling phrase in a sterile memo: “Death rate acceptable. Public trust in recovery messaging remains strong.”

He leaned closer. Scrolled faster. Then—there it was.
A ZIP folder mislabeled as “Wellness Strategy Draft 2022.” Inside: a contract.
Zee Pharma had been paying the Ministry of Health to intentionally sabotage safer supply programs. Not once. Not indirectly. Explicitly.

Timelines. Payment schedules. Political talking points. Even drafts of interviews to feed to friendly journalists. His heart thudded. He stood, pacing, then dropped back into the chair with a shaking hand pressed to his temple.
He’d always known it. Every kid tossed around the system knows it—deep down, you know. That you’re worth more dead than alive. That the help they oﬀer is booby-trapped. That they smile at you while signing your death warrant with the other hand.

But now he had proof.

He clicked “Upload to secure server.” Watched the progress bar crawl. The machines hummed louder around him.
The war wasn’t coming. It had already started.. The cursor blinked.
Not on a screen—this one blinked in the back of Justino’s brain. A pulsing reminder. A gateway. A ﬁle marked DO NOT OPEN UNLESS BURNING.

But tonight, everything burned.

He leaned back from the monitors, smoke curling around his face, and let it drag him under.

He was nine when he entered the system. Fresh oﬀ a welfare check. The cops found him in a corner closet, arms wrapped around his knees, trying to breathe through drywall while chaos screamed through the walls. Someone else’s rage. Someone else’s addiction. His bruises, though, were always his own.

They called it a “voluntary placement.” Like anyone had a choice.

They gave him a garbage bag for his things. A pair of donated sneakers that didn’t ﬁt. And an intake folder marked GROUP HOME 7—a place that smelled like bleach, ﬂoor wax, and institutional piss. That smell that gets into your hair and your dreams and never quite leaves.

A motivational poster above the intake desk read:

“We’re Here to Help You Make Good Choices!”

The girl behind the desk didn’t look up from her phone. His ﬁrst roommate screamed in his sleep.
The second never spoke, just carved spirals into the drywall with the edges of broken CD cases.

The third stabbed a house parent with a pen cap and vanished before dinner. No one ever said his name again.

They didn’t call it punishment.

They called it Behavioral Restructuring. Which meant:
Two pills in the morning. Three at night.
Four if you didn’t smile enough.

“Mood regulation,” the staﬀ said with rehearsed concern, clipboard in hand.

“Human testing,” Justino would call it later—after he learned to read the med labels, after he caught a glimpse of the drug log marked “Research-Conditional – Adolescent Panel.”

He learned not to swallow. Perfected the art of the fake gulp. Practiced tucking pills under his tongue and spitting them into the hollow of his mattress when the door clicked shut.

He learned the real curriculum of Group Home 7. How to sleep with one ear open.
How to decipher the admin’s security code from the sound of their typing. How to rewire an Ethernet cable using a busted headset and aluminum foil.
How to fake a fever to skip “wellness day,” where they’d hand out experimental antidepressants like breath mints. By twelve, he could access the incident report system. He started printing ﬁles, redacting names, highlighting lies. By thirteen, he’d staged his ﬁrst revolt.
It wasn’t much. Just a login loop. But when the staﬀ couldn’t get into their ﬁles, when meal schedules disappeared, when the printer started spitting out manifestos written in Sharpie and taped inside empty juice boxes—people noticed.

He left quotes on napkins in the dining hall.

“If you cage a child long enough, he’ll learn to pick the lock.” “This isn’t therapy. It’s containment.”
“We are not your lab rats.”

He became a ghost in the machine. Unseen but felt.

Feared. Studied.
At ﬁfteen, they kicked him out. “Unmanageable.”
“Non-compliant.” “Beyond our resources.”
He packed his things—what little they’d let him keep—and stood at the front door.

The supervisor handed him a manila envelope, sealed and impersonal. “Best of luck,” she said ﬂatly. Justino looked at her.
At the fake plants.

At the ﬂickering exit sign above the reinforced glass. Then he smiled.
“Thanks for the training,” he said, stepping into the cold. Behind him, the door clicked shut like a gun cocking.
He didn’t look back.

Group Home 7 is gone now. Closed under “budget constraints.” Rebranded. Repurposed. Forgotten. But Justino remembers every hallway. Every backdoor. Every password.
And now, as his ﬁngers dance over the keys and the city’s secrets peel open like dead skin, he whispers into the static hum of his war room:

“You made me. Now let’s see what I can do.”

Justino hadn’t slept in three days. Maybe four. He’d stopped counting after the second pot of coﬀee and the last shard of meth dissolved under his tongue like bitter resolve. His pupils were satellites—dragging in every ﬂicker of light and paranoia in the room.

The war room—if you could call it that—looked like a hacker’s nervous breakdown collided with a Value Village. Routers duct-taped to milk crates. Monitors balanced on pizza boxes. Extension cords dangling like vines. Every socket overloaded. Every screen lit like a portal to somewhere darker.

He sat twisted in a rolling chair, wires tangled around his ankle, crumbs in his beard, ﬁngers ﬂying across keys like a conductor tapping into chaos.

Ping.

A window opened on the leftmost monitor:

UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY — COMMUNITY RESOURCE CENTRE PORTAL ACCESS: GRANTED
“Oh, you absolute idiots,” he muttered, grinning as the door creaked open in code. “You’re still running PHP like it’s 2003.”

Within seconds, he was inside a tangle of municipal middleware, tracing sloppy connection strings and bouncing through half-patched tunnels. Beneath the front-end calendar for a local resource center was a decaying municipal health node—still tethered directly to Ottawa Public Health’s central email server.

Two-factor authentication? Disabled for “ﬁeld convenience.” File encryption? A joke.
Justino blinked. Clicked. Scrolled. Click.
A directory appeared.

ZPHR – Regulatory Compliance / Messaging His blood pressure spiked. He didn’t breathe.
Inside: PDFs. Memos. Brieﬁngs. Strategy decks. Draft statements. PowerPoints with smiling nurses. Buried beneath them all—raw email threads with internal subject lines that punched like brass knuckles:

“Ongoing Media Distraction: Dot Shmot Containment.” “Fentanyl Push / Policy Interlock – Secure Channel Only.” “SPP Closure Strategy – Avoidable Outrage Messaging.”
“Rooming House Coordination: Zee Liaison + Development Council.” “DEATHS = OPTICS RISK.”
He stopped blinking. The screen was a window into hell.

The ﬁles conﬁrmed everything—more than everything. Zee Pharma had bought silence. Bought policy. Bought suﬀering.

They’d paid oﬀ public health oﬃcials to sabotage safer supply rollouts, scrub overdose data, and greenlight a quiet partnership with real estate developers to displace “high-risk populations” across the city. All of it synchronized to eviction schedules and shelter closures. A city-wide erasure, disguised as progress.

And the ﬁnal ﬁle? One line.
Flagged priority. Dated two weeks ago:
“If Dot goes quiet by September, we can greenlight the Byward Redevelopment Plan in October.” Justino leaned back, a frozen breath rattling out of him.
His chest tightened. His ﬁngers shook—not from the drugs this time, but from something deeper. Older. That nine-year-old boy still trapped behind a locked group home door. The one who learned that systems aren’t broken—they’re functioning exactly as intended.

It had never been about protecting people. Not him. Not Dot. Not anyone like them.

It was about containment. Controlling the ﬁre. Keeping the city’s conscience clean by building its future on a mass grave of addicts and tenants and discarded children.

He stared at the screen.

Then, slowly, deliberately, he dragged the folder onto a secured drive. Every byte encrypted with a cipher only he understood.

He cracked his neck.

Lit a cigarette he didn’t remember rolling. And whispered into the low buzz of machines:
“Your move, Dot. Let’s burn this fucking city clean.”

He stood up. His spine popped. His vision tunneled from exhaustion, but he felt lighter. Like something terrible had left him.

Then he clicked SEND.

The bomb—digital and undeniable—was in her hands now. Outside, the city slept like nothing was wrong.
But the wires were humming.

And something was coming. Johnny Noire (Outro Broadcast):
“The system forgot about Justino Carson when he was still small enough to ﬁt in a group home closet. Thought he’d disappear like the others. But some kids? They don’t vanish. They sharpen. Grow claws. Learn how to climb back in through the digital vents. Tonight, the city just got hacked by one of its own casualties. And if I were them? I’d be real fuckin’ nervous

CHAPTER 28 – “MICKSTER VS. THE MACHINE”

Johnny Noire (Intro Broadcast):

“Some folks ﬁght with ﬁsts. Others with ﬁre. But the hardest battles are fought in quiet rooms—under ﬂuorescent lights, with words that shake in your mouth. And some days, the bravest thing a man can do is show up. Tonight, we follow a quiet shadow. The kind they forgot to be afraid of. Until now.”

Mickster almost didn’t show.

He stood outside the community legal clinic with his collar turned up, shoulders hunched like someone waiting for a storm to pass. The awning above the door ﬂickered like it was trying to die quietly. Behind the glass, he could see tenants talking, shuﬄing papers, warming their hands on shitty Styrofoam cups.

He rubbed at a coﬀee stain on his jacket. It didn’t come out. It never did.

The door creaked open before he touched it. A paralegal smiled at him—way too cheerful. “Mr. Michaels? You’re just in time.”
“Yeah,” Mickster said. “That’s kinda my thing.”

They called it a “lead tenant representative.” Sounded fancy. Almost noble.

What it meant was this: he’d be standing in front of a judge, a corporate lawyer, and a city oﬃcial, trying to explain why people like him deserved to stay in the places nobody wanted.

The clinic’s back room was full of folding chairs and bad photocopies. Justino sat at a desk, his hoodie pulled over a ballcap, sorting exhibits into ﬁle folders with cracked ﬁngers.

“You’re the guy,” he said ﬂatly, not looking up. “Whether you feel like it or not.” Mickster ﬂinched. “What if I screw it up?”
Justino handed him a ﬁle. “Then we all go down together. That’s the deal.” Dot came in a few minutes later, carrying a mug ﬁlled with microwaved tea.
She didn’t say anything. Just put it in front of him and sat across the table, her knees bouncing gently under her coat. Not pushing. Not cheering.

Just there.

Mickster didn’t know what to say to that, so he just nodded. And kept reading.
FLASHBACK: ROOM 203

The toilet was broken again.

It gurgled like a dying throat, and then backed up, ﬂooding the ﬂoor with something that wasn’t quite water. Mickster stood in the doorway holding a mop that was more duct tape than stick.

He could smell the mold through the vents. You got used to it after a while. The mice, too. They only came up at night, skittering like thieves with no exit plan.

The landlord hadn’t ﬁxed the heat in three years. The windows didn’t close all the way. He used an old towel to block the draft and duct-taped the corners.

He once counted nine mushrooms growing in the wall behind the fridge. But still. It was home.
The man in the unit across from him used to sing Bon Jovi in the shower. The woman downstairs always had soup going, even if she never said a word. People lived there. Tried, anyway.

Then Torrid bought the building.

Two months later, everyone got a letter that said “redevelopment” like it was a blessing.

Back in the tribunal, Mickster sat in front of the mirror in the prep room. Fluorescent light buzzing like a mosquito. Legal papers stacked beside him like a barricade he wasn’t sure he could climb.

He looked in the mirror. Really looked.

His face was a patchwork of hard winters, too many cigarettes, and disappointments he’d stopped naming. The kind of man you see and forget unless he’s in your way.

“You’re just a broken old man,” he muttered. He stared a while longer.
Then, quieter:

“But maybe even broken things got sharp edges.” He stood up. Shaky, but upright.
The hallway to the tribunal chamber felt like walking into a courthouse room.

He passed a sign taped to the wall:

“NOTICE TO TENANTS: TRESPASSING ON TORRID PROPERTIES MAY RESULT IN CHARGES.”

Mickster smirked, just barely. He reached the door.
It creaked open when he pushed it.

Inside were rows of folding chairs, a three-person panel in suits, a Torrid lawyer checking their watch, and a reporter with a tired face scribbling into a notebook.

He stepped in.

Didn’t announce himself. Just walked in.
Trembling.

But walking in anyway.

Johnny Noire (Sign-Oﬀ)

midnight static, soft jazz curling like smoke through wire

“No ﬂag. No anthem. Just an old ghost in threadbare boots, whispering truth into a courtroom built to forget him. He stood still—and the city ﬂinched.
They thought he was nobody.

Turns out, nobody’s the one who lights the match.” vinyl hiss, jazz fades, silence sharp as ﬂint
.

CHAPTER 29 – “A GHOST RETURNS”

Johnny Noire (Intro Broadcast)

low vinyl crackle, trumpet bleeding out in blue “Not all ghosts ﬂoat.
Some drag their feet.

Some come wrapped in smoking grade tinfoil

with eyes that don’t shine right anymore. They don’t haunt halls—they haunt people.
And tonight… one of them found his way back. Not healed. Not whole.
But holding something that just might matter.” soft jazz resumes, like memory on loop


It was one of those bitter spring nights when the wind still had winter teeth—sharp and spiteful, biting at exposed skin like it had something to prove. The air reeked of thaw and rot, the kind of cold that seeps in beneath your ribs and makes your bones feel like they’re carrying old grief.

Dot walked fast. Hoodie up. Shoulders hunched. Boots loud on the cracked pavement like they were arguing with the city. Her breath came out in visible curses. Head down, hands in pockets, heart somewhere between her molars and her stomach. Trying to outpace another betrayal. Trying not to crack open in public.

Behind the drop-in, the alley was familiar in the worst way—damp with fryer grease and piss, lined with the ghosts of last week’s bad decisions. The glow from the back door light was ﬂickering again, casting everything in a twitchy kind of shadow. Tags layered the brick walls—half-slurs, half-slogans: “JUNKIE LOVE.” “FUCK YOUR NIMBY.” “WE EXIST.”

A raccoon chittered from the shadows and bolted across her path like a warning. And then—
A voice. Low. Hesitant. Like it didn’t belong to the man speaking it. “Hey… Dot.”
She stopped like she’d just stepped on a live wire. Every muscle locked. The world seemed to inhale. She turned. Slowly.
And there he was. A shape out of a life she hadn’t dared to imagine coming back. Leaning against the wall like he might slide down it. Hands shoved deep into the pockets of a too-big coat. A little too thin. A little too washed out. His face drawn sharp under the alley light, like hunger had been carving it for months.

Sweetberry.

Not the cocky legend from six months ago. Not the swaggering grin that turned chaos into choreography. Just him. Frayed. Raw. No armor. No mask. The echo of who he’d been before everything broke.

His eyes met hers. Clearer than she remembered. Not clear. Just—less clouded. Less drowning.

Dot didn’t speak. Didn’t blink. She just stared at him like a trap waiting to be triggered. He oﬀered the faintest smile, then regretted it before it ﬁnished forming.
“You look like hell,” he said, instantly wincing. “I mean—not worse than usual. Just. You know. Weathered.” Dot’s jaw tensed. Her voice was ice wrapped in barbed wire.
“What do you want?”

Sweetberry shifted his weight, suddenly looking like someone who’d been standing for too long on feet that didn’t quite belong to him.

“Nothing,” he said quickly. “Not here to ask. I just…”

He glanced around the alley like the shadows might eavesdrop. Then, slowly, he reached inside his coat. Dot didn’t ﬂinch, but her hand dipped slightly into her hoodie pocket, just in case.
What he pulled out wasn’t a weapon. Just a notebook.

Spiral-bound. Battered. The kind you get from the discount bin and treat like gold. The cover was soft with wear, the corners dog-eared from nights spent stuﬀed under mattresses, tucked behind toilets, passed between trembling hands. The kind of object that had seen things. Held secrets.

He held it out like it weighed more than it should.

“This is for you,” he said, voice barely above the rustle of trash in the wind. Dot didn’t move. She looked at the notebook like it might detonate.
Then she stepped forward. Took it. Her ﬁngers brushed his—his were colder. Shaking. He ﬂinched.
She didn’t.

Her thumb rested on the stained corner of the cover. “What is this?” she asked.
Sweetberry took a breath like he’d been holding it for weeks.

“Notes. Maps. Names. Shit I heard when I was crashing with someone who used to courier for Zee. I don’t know how much is useful. But it’s… it’s something. I thought maybe it could help.”

Dot didn’t respond right away. Her eyes skimmed the ﬁrst page. Scribbles. Codewords. Locations. Government acronyms.

She looked up slowly. Studied him like he was something between a bomb and a prayer.

“You didn’t have to do this.” He shrugged. Looked away. “Yeah. I did.”
And just like that, the cold didn’t feel quite as sharp anymore. But the night?
The night had only just begun.

She ﬂipped through the notebook without meaning to—reﬂex, muscle memory, a street kid’s instinct to scan and sort anything handed over, just in case it might save your life later.

The pages were chaos. Ballpoint scribbles layered over highlighter smears. Margins jammed with sharp-angled handwriting, some of it his, but most of it wasn’t. Multiple hands, diﬀerent pressures on the paper, some words scrawled like confessions, others like codes meant to disappear in plain sight.

Names. Initials. Arrows pointing to nothing and everything. Street corners and dates. Supply chain breakdowns. Shorthand like ZPHR / CT-9 and DELAY 3A / VCT-LVL. Warehouse locations tagged with dollar signs. Timelines mapped like subway lines. A few pages had blood smears. One had a burned corner.

It looked like a schizophrenic’s survival journal—until you read it twice. Then it looked like a blueprint.
Dot’s thumb stilled on a page that had her name. Red pen. Underlined. Twice.
Next to it: “Contact point compromised?” and “Unstable media risk.” Her jaw tensed.
“Where’d you get this?” Her voice was ﬂat, but the alley seemed to lean in closer.

Sweetberry scratched his jaw, glancing over his shoulder like he expected someone to step out of the bricks.

“I been staying with this guy,” he muttered. “Used to courier for Zee. Paranoid as shit. Smoked his teeth to dust but he’s sharp. Memorizes drop routes like song lyrics. Can’t sleep unless the microwave’s unplugged. Says he saw too much. Heard too much. He’d rant, I’d listen. And when he passed out, I’d write.”

Dot kept ﬂipping. Dates that hadn’t happened yet. A meeting location—“King Edward & Laurier. June 14, midnight. No witnesses.”

Some of it looked old. But some of it was still in motion. Still alive.

“He ever know you were writing it down?”

Sweetberry hesitated, then shook his head. “He thought I was just drawing. Kept calling me ‘the quiet ghost.’” His laugh was short and low. “Felt right.”

Dot stopped on another page. Names she knew from the activist scene. One circled with a question mark. Another with “PAYMENT SCHEDULE?” beside it.

She wasn’t breathing. “Why give this to me?”
He didn’t answer right away. Just stood there with the wind pulling at his sleeves, his eyes darker than the night around them.

Then he looked at her.

And the act dropped. That subtle smirk he used to wear like armor — gone. His voice didn’t waver, but it was stripped of everything unnecessary.

“I dunno. You were always the one who gave a shit. Even when I didn’t deserve it. Even when I was burning it all down.”

She stared at him.

At the boy who once carried her home through a snowstorm with a bullet graze in his thigh, laughing the whole way. At the man who left her six times, maybe more, because staying scared him more than dying.

She looked back at the notebook, and this time, she let her ﬁngers tremble. “You didn’t have to do this,” she said softly.
He nodded, once. No hesitation.

“Yeah,” he murmured, eyes steady. “I did.”

And for the ﬁrst time in a long time, she believed him.

They didn’t plan it. Didn’t even speak much after the alley. But somehow, they ended up in a 24-hour diner oﬀ Bank—one of those leftover places from a decade that people stopped remembering. Fluorescent lights humming. Cracked vinyl booths patched with duct tape. A jukebox in the corner that hadn’t worked since Harper was still convincing people he had a heart.

They sat across from each other in a booth near the window. The rain outside made everything look like it was melting.

Two mugs of coﬀee steamed between them, but Dot barely touched hers. Sweetberry dumped ﬁve packets of sugar into his like he was trying to outrun the taste, or maybe just the night.

“I’m not looking for anything,” he said again, voice low, stirring too fast. “Not a couch. Not some dramatic reunion. No second chance. I just… thought maybe this could help.”

Dot didn’t respond right away. She was chewing the inside of her cheek, eyes on the warped Formica table like it held some kind of answer. Her hoodie was damp around the edges, and her ﬁngers kept curling and uncurling around the strap of her bag like she wanted to hit something—or hold on.

He looked older. Not just in the lines, but in the weight. Like whatever street magic used to ﬂoat around him had burned down to smoke. His cheekbones were sharper now, his voice more tired. But his eyes still had that same ﬂicker. Fight-or-ﬂight in human form.

“You think you’re the only ghost I see?” she said quietly, not looking at him. “Ottawa’s full of you.” Sweetberry let out a faint chuckle, breath fogging the window beside him.
“Yeah,” he said. “But I was your favorite, wasn’t I?”

She turned her head just enough to meet his eyes—and for a second, they were back in that condemned apartment on Gladstone, curled under jackets and Christmas lights that stayed up until April. Back when they used to steal heat from each other and swear it was enough.

Dot didn’t answer.

Just watched the rain as it slid down the glass in lines like smeared ﬁngerprints. The silence stretched long and full.
Then, ﬁnally: “Don’t come back unless you mean it.”

Her voice didn’t crack, but it dipped low—like something breaking just under the surface. Sweetberry stared down at his mug. The sugar had barely dissolved.
“Then maybe this is goodbye,” he said.

Dot stood slowly, sliding the notebook deeper into her bag. She lingered for a moment, hand resting on the back of the seat, the leather peeling under her palm.

“Or maybe,” she said, “it’s a start.” And with that, she walked out.
Didn’t look back. Didn’t need to.

Sweetberry stayed where he was. Finished his coﬀee in three slow sips. Then sat still, watching the door long after she was gone, like if he stared hard enough, maybe she’d walk back in.

But she didn’t.

Not yet.

And still, he waited.

Johnny Noire (Outro Broadcast):

“Some ghosts don’t haunt houses. They haunt people. Old loves, old lives, old mistakes you can’t quite shake loose. But sometimes they come bearing something more than guilt. Sometimes, they come back carrying truth. And that’s the thing about ghosts—they only scare you if you still care.”

CHAPTER 30 – “THE NIGHT SHE FORGAVE HIM”

Johnny Noire (Intro Broadcast):

“Some people don’t fall in love. They crash. Loud. Violent. Beautiful. It doesn’t always make sense. Doesn’t always make it right. But every city has a pair like this: a girl built from wildﬁre and a boy who keeps striking matches.
Tonight, the storm circles back. And this time, they don’t look away.” She told herself she wasn’t going to look back.
Not this time.

The second she stepped out of that dingy diner—ﬂuorescent lights buzzing like bad nerves overhead—Dot felt her jaw tighten, her spine lock into something rigid and furious. She kept her eyes forward and her pace sharp, each footfall like a blade slicing through the thread that had always tethered her to him.

She walked fast. Hard. Like distance could cauterize the wound. Like she could outrun every promise she ever wanted to believe from his mouth.

But they don’t go down easy, the ones you love wrong. “Dot—”
The voice stopped her cold. Real fear kicked in—startled, for real, which didn’t happen often. She whipped around, breath snagged somewhere in her throat.

And there he was. Sweetberry.
Just standing there at the edge of the lot like he’d clawed his way out of the dark. Breathless. Dripping. His hoodie hung crooked oﬀ one shoulder like it wasn’t really his. Like nothing ﬁt anymore. Hair wet. Shirt clinging. Eyes sharp with something wild and wounded—something she couldn’t pin down. Fear maybe. Or hope, god help him.

She blinked. “What are you doing?”

He stepped forward, slow, careful, like she might bolt. “You didn’t look back.”

She held her ground. “I didn’t need to.” “I did.”
His voice cracked just enough to make her knees wobble. “I always fucking do.”
She took him to the only place she trusted anymore.

A crumbling unit just down the alley from the Vanier war room—one of those forgotten spots the city had stopped pretending to condemn. No doorbell. No lock. The kind of place that coughed when you opened the door, like the whole structure was held together by secrets and soot.

Inside, the only light came from three leaning candles and a busted string of blinking Christmas lights that hung crooked from a rusted nail. The mattress on the ﬂoor had no sheets, just a thermal blanket and a hoodie crumpled at the corner like a pillow. The walls were bare, save for one jagged rip in the drywall where someone had once punched straight through.

It wasn’t romantic. But it was them.
Dot handed him a chipped mug of scorched tea—too bitter, steeped too long—and sat beside him on the cold ﬂoor. Not close enough to touch. But close enough that she could feel the edges of him. The weight. The years. The gravity pulling him back.

“You look diﬀerent,” she said after a long silence, eyes trained on a ﬂickering patch of light. “I feel the same,” he replied. “Just more tired.”
They sat like that—two bodies wrapped in the same silence—while the wind rattled the pane and the past pressed in from every side.

“Remember our ﬁrst winter?” he asked, his voice rough from too many cigarettes and too many nights without sleep. “You made a pillow out of frozen socks and told me it was the best sleep you’d ever had.”

“I was lying,” she said, lips twitching at the memory.

“I know,” he chuckled softly. “But it was the ﬁrst time someone lied just to make me feel better.”

She passed him the cigarette she’d been saving. The one she always lit when she felt like crying but didn’t want to.

They smoked in silence. The kind of silence that knows things. That’s carried body counts and broken vows and the weight of too many “almosts.”

Then Dot asked:

“Do you still have nightmares?”

He exhaled. Watched the smoke trail like ghosts heading for the rafters. “Not really.”
Pause.

“Just dreams where I overdose. But instead of dying, I wake up in all these diﬀerent places. Diﬀerent cities. Diﬀerent faces. Every time, I’m a diﬀerent version of someone I hate.”

She looked at him then, eyes wet but hard. “You always came back.”
He nodded, slowly. “I didn’t always want to.” Dot shifted closer.
“And now?”

Sweetberry stared down at the cigarette between his ﬁngers, burning to the ﬁlter. “Now I don’t want to run anymore.”
She moved ﬁrst.

Rested her head on his shoulder like she used to on freezing nights on the back of the #14 bus—where they’d pretend streetlight halos were stars and that the world couldn’t touch them.

Her hair smelled like damp wool and cigarette smoke.

“I hate you sometimes,” she whispered. “I hate how you crawl inside my ribs and stay there like you were always meant to live under my lungs. I hate how you ruin things just to see if anyone still gives a damn. I hate how you never ﬁgured out what you’re worth.”

Sweetberry ﬂinched. But didn’t move. Then came the softest blow:
“But I never stopped loving you. Not for one fucking second.”

He turned, slow and fragile, his face crumpling open like a letter that had been folded too many times. Whatever he was going to say never made it past his lips.

Because she kissed him. Not for forgiveness.
Not for salvation.

But because she remembered what it felt like to have her heart beat next to someone else’s and not feel like it was wrong.

THE COLLAPSE

They didn’t make love like people trying to prove something.

They clung to each other like driftwood in a ﬂood—desperate, reckless, grateful to still be alive. Dot’s hands dug into his back like she was trying to press him into memory. Sweetberry kissed her like she was the last good thing he’d ever touched.

It wasn’t graceful. It wasn’t clean. It was real.
And when she cried—silent tears sliding into the hollow of his throat—he didn’t ask why. He just held her tighter. He just held her tighter.
Whispered the words she used to say to him when he thought about ending it:

“You’re still here. Just exist with me, just exist with me.” Morning came like a bruise.
The room was silver-gray with weak light, barely touching the cracked ﬂoorboards. Dot stirred ﬁrst, her throat dry, her heart strangely still. She opened one eye, half-expecting to ﬁnd the mattress cold beside her.

But he was there.

Lying on his side. Awake. Watching her like she was the only proof left that he hadn’t just dreamed the night. “You stayed,” she said softly.
“I couldn’t go.”

They stared at each other for a long, quiet beat. That kind of pause that only happens when two people know this moment might never happen again.

“Don’t make this something it’s not,” she said. “We’re still broken.” “Yeah,” he said. “But we’re broken here. Together. And that’s something.”
She reached up slowly. Brushed her thumb across the small scar just above his brow—the one he got when he stepped in front of her during a protest and took the baton meant for her.

“If you leave again,” she said, “do it clean. Don’t leave pieces of yourself inside me.”

“I won’t,” he said. “If I go, I’ll take every piece of me with me this time. Except the part that still loves you.”

She didn’t cry.

But she almost did.

And that, for now, was enough.

.

Johnny Noire (Outro Broadcast):

“Love like theirs doesn’t ask permission. It doesn’t care if you’re ready, or if the world is watching. It burns through walls, sleeps under bridges, survives overdoses, betrayals, winters. And sometimes—just sometimes—it gets one quiet night to breathe. So let ‘em have it. Let the city sleep. Let the lovers heal. For once, let there be peace in the wreckage.”

CHAPTER 30 – “THE FINAL MOVE”

Johnny Noire (Intro Broadcast):

“Some nights are louder than sirens. But others—the most dangerous ones—are whisper-quiet. That’s when the real work happens. Not in speeches. Not in marches. But in the hands of the tired and brave, crawling toward justice before the city even knows it’s bleeding. Tonight, something’s being born on Parliament Hill. And it’s not asking for permission.”

They arrived in pieces.

One by one. Hooded. Masked. Silent as snowfall on pavement.

Dot was ﬁrst—already crouched in the tall, manicured grass behind the bronze statue of Laurier, hidden in plain sight. Her ﬁngers were slick with grease and adrenaline, knuckles scraped raw from earlier prep. Her jaw was set tight, eyes locked on the glow of Parliament looming like some smug god across the street. This was it. Tonight was the night.

Justino came next, skating low and fast, longboard tucked under one arm, a gutted backpack straining with routers, duct tape, encrypted gear, bolt cutters, a crowbar still warm from the safehouse. He gave her a nod, sharp and wordless. No small talk. No nerves. Just mission.

Then Mickster, steady as ever, muttering quiet prayers beneath his breath—half scripture, half poetry—as he helped unload the heavy crates from the back of the van. Inside: industrial-grade panels, steel beams, solar wiring, and the heart of it all—

Fifty thousand syringes.

Used. Washed. Counted by hand. Each one sealed in transparent resin, sorted by color and cap, bundled with care like relics from a war no one believed was real.

Fifty thousand lives.

Gone. Taken. Forgotten. Remembered.

Held now in the bones of a monument no city ever asked for, and none would ever forget.

“This is it,” Dot whispered, more to herself than anyone else. Her voice was low, cracked, reverent. “No do-overs. No dress rehearsals.”

Just the one shot. One night. One impossible act of grief and deﬁance.

The monument lay around them in labeled crates and salvaged parts—gleaming steel ribs like a skeleton from another world, towers of wired-together needles rising like spires, translucent plexiglass panels etched with names: some conﬁrmed, some whispered on the block, some half-guessed from ghosted Facebook pages and scrawls in shelter guestbooks.

Names no obituary ever printed. But Dot knew them.
They all did.

The plan was tight. The math unforgiving. Every piece had its place. Every second had its weight. It all had to go up before ﬁrst light.
And not one cop. Not one drone.
Not one fucking camera could catch them in the act..

The moon cast Parliament Hill in ghostlight, pale and unreal, as if the whole landscape were a stage set for ghosts. Shadows stretched long across the lawn, warping over stone and grass as the crew moved like phantoms through history.

Justino was already crouched beneath a wrought-iron park bench, hands deft and dirty as he anchored the signal booster. His hoodie bunched around his elbows, forehead glistening under the strain. The LED on the side blinked once—armed and encrypted.

Mickster had taken position by the statue’s base, kneeling on a ﬂattened cardboard square to protect his aging joints. His ﬁngers trembled around the grip of the power drill, but he pressed forward anyway, teeth clenched, breath fogging in the cool night air. The ﬁrst frame groaned as he bolted it into place—crooked, then righted. He’d never touched a power tool in his life.

“You okay, man?” Dot asked, crouching beside him, her palm steadying the base as he adjusted his grip. “My knees are screamin’,” he muttered, with a grimace and a smile. “But I ain’t quittin’. Not this time.” She squeezed his arm once—brief, electric—and was up again, already scanning the perimeter.
Sweetberry hadn’t said a word since he arrived. No greeting, no nod. Not even a look.

But she’d felt him the second he slipped onto the ﬁeld—an old frequency humming at the base of her spine. His presence moved past her like a breeze laced with memory. Quiet, sharp, undeniable. He didn’t make a show of it. Didn’t need to.

His hoodie was pulled low, his movements calm, calculated. He wasn’t jittery like he got on fent. Wasn’t cocky like he got on good days. He was something else tonight—cleaner, maybe. Older. Tired in a way that had teeth. But his hands were steady. Focused. Almost reverent. No ﬂare. No drama.

He just worked.

The last time they built something together, it had been a makeshift shelter—a rain tarp strung between rusted railings with bike locks and bungee cords, wind slicing through the gaps. A sanctuary of sorts, if only for a night.

This was diﬀerent. Bigger. Riskier. Sacred.
But the way they moved around each other? That wasn’t.

Dot passed him a steel bolt without speaking. He caught it midair without looking. It was wordless choreography.
The muscle memory of love and survival.

The blueprint of years lived shoulder to shoulder, through ﬁre, rain, detox, relapse, near-deaths, and the slow rebuild after every crash.

No instructions. No rehearsal. Just the rhythm of what it meant to still be here, still building. The monument grew taller.
Six feet. Then ten. Then twelve.

A jagged crown of grief rising against the sky.

The spines of syringes caught the moonlight like weaponized sorrow—thin, glinting needles of memory, trauma, and deﬁance. They rose in ribs and spirals, cruel and holy, welded into something sacred by hands that had known too much loss to bother with fear.

Each panel was a silent witness.

There were photos—weather-worn, grainy, printed at the pharmacy kiosk. Obituaries torn from weeklies. Quotes scrawled in Sharpie and paint pen, love letters from the margins: “Give us back our dead,” “You’re not gone if we remember,” “This could have been you.”

Jax’s tag dripped neon at the base—his last act before the shelter closed for good. Rosie’s eyes stared out from a laminated ﬂyer, wide and laughing, forever seventeen. A torn remnant of the Safe Supply Now campaign ﬂapped lightly in the wind like a ghost’s prayer ﬂag.

Justino, hunched and sweat-soaked, hissed, “One more bolt,” around the wrench clenched between his teeth. His hands were bleeding, but he didn’t stop.

Dot stood back for a moment, eyes scanning the hushed, manicured lawn. Beyond the monument, the eternal ﬂame danced its tidy little ritual. A symbol of memory, they said. It hadn’t once ﬂickered for the people she’d lost.

She thought of Chiclet—her grandmother, her giant. Of the crawlspaces they’d hid in during raids, the hard lessons learned from tear gas and trespass notices. Of tarps turned into protest camps. Rage folded into resilience.

She thought of funerals that never happened, memorials made of Facebook comments and beer cans on windowsills. She thought of how many times she’d buried people with her hands, and how she’d never been allowed to grieve. Not properly. Not once.

Her voice was soft, cracked raw from the cold. “We did it, Chiclet.
We fucking did it.”

The canvas was massive. Black, thick as a winter night, heavy with the weight of what it had to conceal. They stretched it over the ﬁnished structure in silence, hands moving with exhausted reverence. Zip ties cinched tight. Staples bit into wood and steel.

By the time it was fully draped, the monument didn’t look like a sculpture. It looked like a sarcophagus from a war no one lived to name.
Mickster stood back, chest heaving, eyes glassy. His ﬁngers brushed one corner like he might cross himself. “Like a body bag,” he murmured.
“Like a veil,” Dot said, more ﬁrmly. “This is a funeral. And a resurrection.”

The sky had shifted again—no longer night, not yet morning. That thin, ghostlight hour when the world held its breath.

A lone crow shrieked from the rooftop of Centre Block. It echoed like a warning. Or maybe a blessing. Hard to say.

Dot pulled the remote from her coat pocket. A small, ordinary thing. Cheap plastic, green light blinking. But inside it: the trigger. The stream. The message they’d risked everything to deliver.

Her earpiece crackled.

Justino’s voice—low, lit with a spark of awe:

“All systems armed. Broadcast queued. Ready when you are, Shmot.” Dot looked out over the city that had tried to forget her.

This glass-and-granite capital that paved over people like her and then called it progress.

This place that wrote overdose stats like footnotes and erased the names from history while pretending it wasn’t genocide by bureaucracy.

This city that built condos on their ashes. Fenced oﬀ their benches.
Shut down their safe places. And trained itself to look away.
She pressed her ﬁngers to her lips. Kissed the air.

Then she placed her hand gently on the veil—right where Rosie’s name glowed faintly beneath the fabric. Beside her, Sweetberry fastened the last stabilizer bolt.
No speech. No smile.

Just one long look, full of every life they never got to live. His eyes—soft, haunted, unﬂinching.
Dot nodded once. Whispered:

“Let’s wake them up.” And pushed the button.
Johnny Noire (Outro Broadcast):

“They say you can’t build a monument to the forgotten. But that’s a lie. You just need steel, scars, and the kind of love that doesn’t make the papers. Tomorrow, the city will call this vandalism. But tonight? Tonight it’s truth. Standing twelve feet tall. Glinting with pain. And it’s about to speak.”

CHAPTER 31 – “DOT’S FINAL PLEA”

Johnny Noire (Intro Broadcast):

“Dawn’s a funny thing. It don’t care what came before it. Doesn’t matter if the night was holy or hell—it rises anyway. But some mornings, the light doesn’t bring peace. It brings reckoning. And if you’re lucky, if you’re paying attention, you’ll hear it speak. Not with a whisper, but with a war cry.”

The moment the ﬁrst light touches the monument, it’s like time holds its breath. Parliament Hill is quiet. Still.
Until Dot presses the button.

The black tarp falls away in one heavy sweep—like a funeral curtain being yanked back on a body no one wanted to look at.

There it stands:

The Needle Monument.

Twelve feet tall. Steel bones. Clear panels stuﬀed with 50,000 used syringes. Glinting like broken glass. Like a truth that cuts if you get too close.

And stretching across its chest in massive, blood-red letters:

“50,000 NEEDLES. 50,000 LIVES. NOT A STATISTIC—A SLAUGHTER.”

Mickster had to leave just before it happened.

“Tribunal,” he said softly, eyes heavy with apology. “They’ll cut my cheque if I miss again.” Dot nodded. She understood. No one else would.
He touched the veil like it was skin, like it might breathe under his hand, then limped oﬀ into the shadows, disappearing down Wellington with the sunrise at his back.

She waited until he was gone. Until she couldn’t hear his footsteps anymore. Then she turned to Sweetberry, who gave the faintest nod.
To Justino, who was already counting down in his head.

To the sky, just beginning to bruise at the edges with morning. And then—
Every screen in Ottawa blinked once. Then again.
Then they all went dark.

Bus shelters. Gas station monitors. Oﬃce lobby televisions. Tablets charging on kitchen counters. Cell phones on nightstands. The Rideau Centre’s towering ten-story digital banner. Every single one—shorted out in perfect silence, like the city had been unplugged from itself.

A beat. Nothing. And then—
Dot’s face ﬂooded the city.

No ﬁlter. No frame.

Just her. Pale in the low light, illuminated by the soft, ambient hum inside the monument’s ribcage. Her eyes were lit with something feral and holy. Lips cracked. Hands trembling slightly at her sides.

She looked exhausted. She looked alive.
And from deep inside the monument—cradled in steel, memory, and meticulously assembled sorrow—Dot Shmot began to speak.

“DOT’S FINAL PLEA – LIVE FROM THE TOMB OF THE UNKNOWN JUNKIE.”

She exhales. And then—
“You call this a crisis.

They call it a business model.” “You call this a tragedy.
I call this evidence.”

Her voice slices through the silence. Car stereos.
Coﬀee shop speakers.

Phones buzzing in coat pockets.

Televisions blinking to life in high-rises and halfway houses alike. “You step over bodies on your way to brunch and call it a shame. You see a man convulsing in the gutter and call it unsightly.
But when the city bulldozes an encampment— when the cops raid a shelter—
when safe injection sites shut down and people start dropping like ash— You don’t call that murder.

You just say, ‘Well gee, how ’bout that,’ and get on with your damn day.
Not giving another fuck.”

A static hush. Then her voice again, sharper now. “Let’s get one thing straight.
None of this is accidental. Not the housing crisis.
Not the overdose epidemic.

Not the way people like me, like Mickster, like Jax—

like the 50,000 needles holding this monument together— got erased from your city.”
“We built this downtown.

We laid its bricks. Stocked its shelves. Cleaned your oﬃces. Poured your drinks. Served your meals. Mopped your mess.
And now that we’re tired—now that we’re sick— now that we need something back?
You shove us into alleyways and piss-soaked shelters and tell us to die quietly.”
Her eyes blaze, the light inside the tomb catching every line on her face. “You think you’re safe from this?
You think clean clothes and a straight spine and a steady paycheck keep you apart? Let me tell you something:
Every single person in power is making a bet. They’re betting you’ll never get desperate.

That you’ll never run out of options. That you’ll never lose your footing—
never lose your home, your job, your mind,

your loved one to fentanyl in a porta-potty behind the pharmacy. Because the second you do?
You’re one of us.

And this world will turn its back on you just as fast as it did on us.” She breathes in. Steady. Slow.
Rage vibrating just beneath her ribs. “We are not statistics.
We are not headlines.

We are not cautionary tales you scare your kids with.

We are proof— proof that this city, this country, this system— does not care if we live or die.” Her voice wavers. But not from fear. From fury.
“So what are you gonna do, Ottawa? Change the channel?
Go ahead. Try. Keep scrolling.”
The city watches. The city can’t stop watching. “In this moment—you can’t.
Because in this moment, we’ve had enough. And we’ve hijacked every screen in this city. This is what uprising looks like.
What grief looks like when it’s given a voice.” “So I’m asking:

While we’ve got your attention— what are you going to do? Pretend it’s someone else’s problem?
Turn your face away again? Or will you ﬁnally see us?”
She leans forward, closer to the lens, eyes sharp as glass.

“Because if you don’t— if you let this keep happening— then one day, you’ll look around and realize there’s no one left to ﬁght for you.”

The screen ﬂickers. Once.
Then again. A static hum. Then—shift.
Dot’s face vanishes.

Now it’s Justino’s voice: ﬂat, toneless, stripped of emotion. A scalpel. “Zee Pharma Internal Communications Archive: Excerpt 4B.”
The screen ignites with data.

A PDF blazes across every display in the city—burning white against the early dawn. Then another. And another. Wire transfers.
Private emails.

Meeting minutes stamped CONFIDENTIAL. Names. Dates. IP addresses.
Zee Pharma executives. The Health Minister.
Lobbyists. Law ﬁrms. Shell companies. Evidence.
Unmistakable.

The safe supply blockages? Engineered.
The fentanyl analogues ﬂooding the market? Patented.
The overdoses? Predicted.
Modeled. Proﬁtable. Intentional.
And Ottawa stares. Frozen.
For three full seconds, no one moves. No traﬃc.
No footsteps.

No phones buzzing. No engine hum.
Just stillness— thick and paralyzed.
Like the city has been sucker-punched. Like its lungs forgot how to draw breath. And then—
from somewhere far oﬀ— sirens.
One.

Then another.

Then dozens.

Rising like a pack of wolves waking to blood. The screens all go black.
One by one. Ottawa exhales—
—and is left with nothing. Johnny Noire (Outro Broadcast):
“There are days the city forgets its crimes. And then there are days like this.
Where the streets remember. Where ghosts speak.
Where the forgotten come back louder than anyone could ignore.” “Dot Shmot didn’t build this monument to be pretty.
She built it to be undeniable.

She built it because she was tired of screaming into silence. And now?
Now the silence is screaming back.”

CHAPTER 32 – THE GHOST IN THE COURTROOM

The air in Room T7 was dry and sour, like it had been ﬁltered through old binders and stale government coﬀee.

Mickster adjusted the collar of his thrifted blazer again and again, his ﬁngers restless against the fraying seams. His hair was combed back too neatly, as if trying to pretend he hadn’t ever slept in that same blazer. He carried a plastic grocery bag of evidence. Not folders—bags. Because that’s how they treated them, right? Like trash.

Across the aisle: Torrid Developments. Three corporate lawyers, a portfolio manager, and some sleazy guy in loafers who couldn’t stop scrolling on his phone. They looked like they were here to buy a building, not answer for destroying lives.

The tribunal adjudicator entered. Everyone rose.

“Docket 509A. Carson et al versus Torrid Developments. Allegations include tenant harassment, falsiﬁed inspections, and unlawful eviction threats. Mr. Carson, are you prepared to begin?”

Mickster rose slowly. “Y—yeah,” he said, voice cracking. “I’m ready.” But before he could even open the bag—
Every screen in the tribunal room ﬂickered at once.

The desktop monitor meant for case ﬁles. The outdated ﬂatscreen bolted high on the wall for remote testimonies. Even the clerk’s private laptop.

A split-second ﬂash of static—sharp, white, electric. Then:
A face.

Dot Shmot.

Looming. Backlit. Eyes blazing with grief and deﬁance. Her face ﬁlled every screen in the room, eclipsing the tribunal’s dull overhead ﬂuorescents. The image was raw—unﬁltered, unﬂattering, unforgettable. Behind her: the steel ribs of the monument. Shadows of needles and plexiglass glinting like a cathedral of the condemned.

Across Ottawa—inside Tim Hortons, in transit shelters, hospital waiting rooms, sports bars, police stations, newsrooms, bus terminals, laundromats, and the LTB tribunal itself—her face took over every single screen.

“This is Dot’s ﬁnal plea,” her voice declared, echoing through the speakers. “Live from the Tomb of the Unknown Junkie.”
It hit like a detonation.

The adjudicator half-rose from their seat, frowning, mouth open to object—but no words came. A bailiﬀ stumbled forward, fumbling for the remote like a man trying to put out a ﬁre with his hands. Too late. The signal was hijacked clean. Deadlocked.

The court clerk froze mid-keystroke. Her eyes didn’t blink.

Rows of tenants and landlords—some in suits, others in ripped hoodies and work boots—sat motionless in their plastic chairs. Even the crying toddler in the back stopped whining.

“You call this a tragedy. I call this evidence.”
Dot’s voice didn’t just echo. It inhabited the room.

It crawled up the walls, into vents, through ﬂoor tiles.

It seemed to know this building, like it had been waiting outside its doors for years.

Mickster sat at the edge of the public seating row, his tribunal papers crumpled in one plastic grocery bag, a chocolate bar in the other. When Dot’s image hit the screen, he didn’t move—just stared, slack-jawed. His lips parted, barely breathing.

“You step over bodies on your way to brunch and call it a shame…”

The words crashed through the room like a demolition charge. A woman in a navy blazer—clearly a landlord rep—scoﬀed, then went quiet when no one joined her. A young man in a ball cap near the back covered his mouth with both hands. Someone whispered, “Jesus.”

One by one, people leaned forward. Not like viewers.
Like mourners. “We’re not statistics.”
That’s when Mickster’s hands clenched—white-knuckled—around the grocery bags in his lap. The handles snapped in his grip like brittle plastic bones. The chocolate bar dropped to the ﬂoor.

Dot’s voice cracked now—not from weakness, but fury. She was speaking for the dead, and everyone knew it.
For a moment, the tribunal wasn’t a courtroom. It was a reckoning.

The city’s sins laid bare, bleeding across display screens meant for eviction orders and lease disputes. No one looked away.
And the ones who tried—found they couldn’t.

As the screens cut to black and the room was plunged back into dull ﬂuorescent hum, a silence lingered thick enough to chew.

No one moved. A beat.
Then the adjudicator cleared their throat. Their voice, usually crisp and neutral, had lost some edge. “We, uh… apologize for the unexpected disruption.”
“Shall we proceed, mr. Michaels?”

Mickster’s jaw moved, but nothing came out at ﬁrst. She did it, he thought.

They all did. Goddamn. I wish she could see this. Then, The door creaked open in the back of the room.
Justino stepped in ﬁrst—eyes wide behind his wired-up glasses, breathless. He gave a little nod. Then came Sweetberry, arms folded, shoulders squared, standing tall for once. And ﬁnally Dot, hair damp from the morning air, hoodie half-zipped, her expression unreadable but steady.

They didn’t say anything. They just sat.
Mickster steps forward slowly, papers in hand, the cheap laminate ﬂoor creaking under his boots. He doesn’t look at the tribunal yet. He looks down. Then he lifts his eyes and speaks—not loudly, but clearly.

“Look. I ain’t got a suit. I don’t got the right words. I’m not some lawyer with a PowerPoint. But I lived what I’m about to tell you. And if you still got ears in this place—then you’ll listen.”

He breathes out slow, grounding himself.

“I’ve lived in the same rooming house for ﬁfteen years. It used to be a place people could survive. Wasn’t great. But you had a lock on your door and a stove that worked, most days. Then Torrid bought it.”

“They called it revitalization. I call it legalized abuse.” He looks up, his eyes burning.
“They stopped ﬁxing the wiring. Told us to stop ‘overloading’ the breakers. We were just trying to boil water and keep the lights on. They left holes in the roof for months—I’m talking snow piling in on people’s beds. When we called, they sent notes saying ‘we’ll get to it.’ When we complained, they sent fake inspectors who never got out of the car.”

Murmurs ripple through the back of the room.

“You ever sleep through January with no heat? Watch your neighbor—an old vet with PTSD—get pneumonia from black mold? Watch him die in that same room ‘cause no one gave a damn?”

Mickster’s voice cracks. But he steadies it.

“They install cameras in the halls, but never ﬁx the broken locks. They say it’s for our safety, but they only record us, not the dealers they let pay rent in pills. They raised rent in buildings that failed ﬁre code—and when we asked why, they sent threats. Formal ones. Legal ones. Quiet ones.”

He holds up one such letter—creased, coﬀee-stained.

“I got told I was ‘uncooperative.’ That I was ‘interfering with redevelopment.’ All I was doing was asking to keep my goddamn sink from leaking sewage.”

“I’m not just talking about neglect. I’m talking about a business model that proﬁts oﬀ silence. A strategy where suﬀering is the point. Where keeping us sick, scared, and scattered means they don’t have to take responsibility. Or give anything back.”

He pauses. His hands are shaking. Dot watches him with tears in her eyes.

“Every person they forced out of those houses—every overdose in those stairwells—every suicide we don’t talk about—that’s on Torrid. That’s on every damn complicit landlord who ﬁgured the city wouldn’t care.”

He ﬁnally looks the adjudicator in the eye.

“But I care. And they care.” He gestures to the crowd. “The people who lived it. The people still trapped in it. And I’m asking you—for once—to care too.”

Silence.

Then, a ﬁnal sentence—quiet, but resonant.

“We’re not garbage. We’re not problems. We’re tenants. Human beings. And we’ve got nowhere left to go.” The room holds its breath.
Even the air seems to hesitate.

The lead adjudicator, a graying man who’d worn bureaucratic neutrality like a second skin for decades, takes oﬀ his glasses and folds his hands. He glances down at the binder, but doesn’t read from it. He speaks—not like a judge, but like someone who, for once, is afraid of getting it wrong.

“Thank you, Mr. Michaels… for your testimony. And for your courage.” He lets the sentence hang, like it weighs something.
“After reviewing the evidence submitted by the tenants, cross-referencing documentation from municipal housing inspections, and considering the personal accounts provided—this tribunal ﬁnds Torrid Developments in severe breach of Ontario tenancy law, as well as basic standards of human dignity.”

The crowd stirs.

“Torrid has demonstrated a repeated and willful pattern of negligence, coercion, and misrepresentation—violating both the Residential Tenancies Act and the Ontario Human Rights Code. This includes, but is not limited to:

· Failure to maintain livable conditions,

· Use of intimidation to suppress tenant complaints,

· Falsiﬁcation of property inspection records,

· Strategic vacancy and demolition tactics meant to displace low-income residents.”

He lifts a sheet of paper and reads the judgment. Tribunal Ruling:
1. Immediate Injunction: Torrid Developments is hereby barred from issuing further eviction notices, rent increases, or development-related communications to tenants in their Ottawa rooming house portfolio.

2. Independent Management: Eﬀective immediately, all Torrid-owned rooming houses will be transferred to LTB-appointed third-party property management, pending permanent status review. If Torrid fails to comply within 30 days, their assets shall be frozen and properties seized for public trust administration.

3. Tenant Compensation Fund: A mandatory restitution fund will be established. Torrid must pay
$10,000 per aﬀected tenant, retroactively applicable to any individual unlawfully displaced from these properties within the last 7 years.

4. Criminal Referral: The Tribunal has submitted a referral to the Ontario Ministry of the Attorney General and Municipal Aﬀairs for potential criminal investigation into Torrid Developments’ practices.

5. Housing Advisory Panel: The Tribunal recommends the creation of a Low-Income Housing Watchdog Council, with elected tenant representatives—including, if willing, Mr. Michaels—to participate in ongoing oversight and policy reform.

The adjudicator leans forward.

“This isn’t justice. Not yet. But it’s a start.” He slams the gavel.
“This hearing is adjourned.”

As murmurs erupt into applause and quiet gasps ﬁll the room, Mickster doesn’t stand right away. He just leans forward in his seat, head in his hands, not crying, not even smiling. Just… breathing.

Dot reaches over, ﬁngers lacing through his without a word.

Outside the courthouse, the crowd is already gathering—screens still buzzing with Dot’s speech, the Needle Monument still towering over Parliament Hill.

Inside Room T7?

They just made history.

On the radio…

“Some revolutions roar,” Johnny Noire’s voice intoned later that night. “Others happen in dingy rooms with leaky ceilings and shaking hands.
And sometimes, the ghost of a broken man becomes the voice that shakes the system.”

Ottawa shudders.

Sirens howl like grief itself. Headlines can’t print fast enough.

Thousands spill into the streets. Banners ﬂy, ﬁsts rise, and the faces of the forgotten ﬁnally appear on every screen, every feed, every damn lamppost. For once, the city can’t look away.

THE TOMB OF THE UNKNOWN JUNKIE STANDS. ZEE PHARMA EXPOSED IN CORRUPTION SCANDAL. NIGHT MAYOR RESIGNS AMID PUBLIC OUTCRY.
Downtown trembles with boots and chanting. Journalists claw for scraps of Dot’s identity, but she’s already gone—slipping sideways into the alleys of Vanier, hoodie up, camera-ducking.

At the courthouse, Mickster’s tribunal hearing ends in ruptured applause. Not polite clapping. Not political golf-taps. But full-on, messy, explosive celebration. People weep. Some just sit stunned, ﬁnally hearing words that matched what they lived.

Mickster stands still in the center of it, tears caught in his lashes, chin trembling like a boy who never believed he could win.

He feels it for the ﬁrst time: signiﬁcance.

He feels like something he said actually mattered.

Dot catches his eye through the crowd. And for the ﬁrst time in a long time, he sees himself the way she sees him—a protector. A survivor. A quiet ﬁghter who ﬁnally roared.

She gives him a smile—just a little one, the kind that says “told you.” But revolutions don’t rest.
The city still hums with riot cops, camera crews, and political spin.

Dot, exhausted and shaking, cuts through the backstreets on foot. Her boots ache. Her voice is shredded. She hasn’t slept in days.

She rounds a corner behind the old Salvation Army drop-in, hoping to disappear. Instead, she ﬁnds him.
Sweetberry.

Half-slumped, lips blue, vomit on his chin. A used rig beside him. His chest barely moving. For a second, the whole world stops.

Then Dot drops to her knees. The asphalt scrapes her shins. Her ﬁngers ﬂy, ripping open her backpack, fumbling for the Narcan. Her hands won’t stay steady. She’s swearing, whispering his name like a prayer, like a curse.

She plunges the dose into his thigh.

“C’mon, baby, c’mon—don’t you fucking dare.” Ten seconds.
Twenty. Thirty. Then—
He gasps. Eyes ﬂy open. Confused. Panicked. Alive. Dot chokes on a sob.
She presses her forehead to his.

“You don’t get to leave me like this,” she whispers. Somewhere behind them, the city roars on.
CHAPTER 36 – “YOU DON’T GET TO LEAVE ME LIKE THIS”

The ﬁrst thing Sweetberry sees when he opens his eyes is Dot’s silhouette—curled at the edge of the bed, hunched and still, like a statue carved out of worry and exhaustion. A shadow bleeding into the wall.

The room smells like mildew and Narcan.

The kind of room where time has stopped but pain hasn’t.

His chest stings. His mouth is bone-dry. His body is screaming, aching, twitching with the aftershock of overdose and revival. It’s not the ﬁrst time. But somehow it feels like the last.

Dot doesn’t say anything.

She just sits there, shoulders folded in, eyes blank, cigarette rolled between her ﬁngers that she keeps turning and turning but doesn’t light. Like she’s trying to keep herself from shaking apart.

He watches her in silence, shame rising like bile in his throat. She found him. Again. Pulled him back from the edge. Again. Alone.
Again.

He knows the moment his breathing changed, she felt it. Her head tips just slightly—not enough to turn, just enough to say I know you’re awake.

He swallows. Hard. “Dot…”
She still doesn’t look at him.

But he hears her inhale—sharp, painful, like her lungs forgot how to function under the weight of everything he’s done to her.

Dot (quietly):

“You don’t get to leave me like this.” There it is.
The crack in the silence. The one truth that cuts through everything else.

She says it like a curse. Like a promise. Like she’s been screaming it into the walls every night since he disappeared. He shifts, tries to sit up, and immediately regrets it. The pain is everywhere—muscles stiﬀ, bones sore, soul cracked. “I wasn’t trying to die,” he mumbles, voice hoarse. “I just… forgot how to stay alive.”
Still, she doesn’t turn.

“I didn’t plan to come back.”

That’s the truest thing he’s said in months.

He watches her exhale. Slow. Like she’s trying not to sob.

The silence between them has weight now. Years of missed calls, cold pavement, hospital lights, screaming matches, inside jokes, and the way she used to curl into his chest when the world outside got too sharp.

“I thought you were dead,” she says ﬁnally, and this time her voice trembles. “I thought I’d never see you again. And I told myself that was okay. That I’d survive it.”

She turns.

And there she is—Dot Shmot, the ﬁercest, most exhausted girl he’s ever loved. Her eyes are swollen but dry. Her face is older than he remembers.

But it’s her. Still her.

And still—his.

“But you don’t get to die in a fucking alley,” she continues, barely above a whisper, “while I’m out here carrying your memory around like a grenade in my chest.”

His throat closes up. He wants to say sorry, but the word feels useless. Weak. Plastic. He just nods, eyes wet.
“You were supposed to be better than this,” she says. “You were supposed to come home.” He lets that word—home—hang in the air.
What a thing to call a person. What a thing to lose. He pulls himself to sit up fully, breath shaky.
“You’re the only thing I ever called home,” he says. “And that’s why I have to go.” Dot:
“You always go.” Sweetberry:
“Because you keep pulling me back. And I keep breaking everything I touch.” He stands, slow. Every bone screams. He moves like a man three times his age.
Grabs his jacket. Worn. Thin. Still smells like her shampoo from the last time he held her. She doesn’t stop him.
She doesn’t beg.

She just looks at him, steady and full of all the heartbreak she’s never said out loud. Dot (voice low, almost pleading):
“You running again?” He hesitates.
Then—

Sweetberry (barely a whisper):

“No. Just… letting go.”

She looks down, like maybe if she doesn’t meet his eyes she can pretend this isn’t the end. But it is. They both know.

“Where will you go?” she asks, voice ﬂat.

“Somewhere quiet. Somewhere I can try to ﬁgure out who I am without needing you to ﬁx me.”

He moves toward her, carefully. Kneels. Presses his forehead to hers, just for a breath, just long enough to let the ache pass between them like a pulse.

It’s the softest they’ve been in months. The gentlest goodbye. Sweetberry:
“I’m going to try to save myself this time.” Dot (softly):
“You better.”

“I love you,” he says.

“Yeah,” she murmurs. “i love you. You know that…That’s the problem.”

He lingers. Wants to stay. Wants to crawl back into her ribs and disappear there forever. But he stands. Doesn’t look back.
She watches him go. Watches the door close behind him. Watches nothing for a long time.
And when she’s sure he’s really gone, she curls her knees up to her chest and ﬁnally lights the cigarette. Not because she wants it, but because it gives her something to do with her shaking hands.

Epilogue - ONE YEAR LATER

Dot walks past Chiclet’s monument with her hood up and her hands tucked deep into her pockets. The wind tugs at the edge of her coat, but it’s Soy beside her who keeps her warm. He’s grown taller this year. Louder too. Smarter. A little more like her. A little more like Sweetberry.

In his small hands, he carries a homemade protest sign that reads in bold, crooked paint: “ZEE PROFITS OFF DEATH.”
Underneath it, in Soy’s blocky handwriting:

“NOT IN MY FUTURE.”

They stop at the stone pedestal where her grandmother’s name is etched in metal: CHICLET SHMOT – WARRIOR FOR THE PEOPLE.

Dot kisses her ﬁngers, touches them to the cold surface.

Soy mirrors her without needing to be asked—small ﬁngers to his lips, then to the stone. She nods, eyes damp.
“This ﬁght isn’t over yet, Grandma.”

Just a few steps away stands the towering Tomb of the Unknown Junkie—the needle monument still wrapped in wire and grief, casting a long shadow over the city that once tried to bury everyone it represented.

The morning air is alive with footsteps, chants, and paper signs slapping in the breeze. A new protest is brewing.
This time, in front of Zee Pharma’s high-rise headquarters. And this time, Dot doesn’t lead it.
She pulls her hood tighter over her face, fades into the crowd, just another body, another breath in the movement she helped build. Beside her, Soy bounces on his toes, vibrating with purpose.

Then, like a spark catching, he bolts forward into the protest line, holding his sign high. Soy (yelling):
“DIVIDE AND CONQUER, MOM!”

Dot laughs, despite herself. That same tired, broken, beautiful laugh Sweetberry once said sounded like church bells in hell.

Dot (calling after him):

“Be careful, baby—and be back at base camp before dark or else!”

Soy ﬂashes her a grin, throws up a peace sign, then disappears into the mass of kids with ﬂags, teenagers on milk crates, and elders banging pots with spoons. His voice already swallowed by the chant.

Dot lingers a second longer.

Looks up at the building towering over them.

“This one’s for you, Sweetberry,” she whispers. “My love. I hope you’re out there somewhere… watching.” The wind picks up, just enough to feel like a nod.
And then she turns her back on the monument and walks away—not to run, not to hide, but to blend in. To become part of something bigger. Again.

Because the truth is—this was never just her ﬁght.

On the radio, Johnny Noire signs oﬀ:

“Cities erase what makes them uncomfortable—tear it down, paint it over, call it renewal.” “But some things don’t stay buried.”
“Dot Shmot didn’t ﬁght to be remembered. She fought because the city wanted her gone. They tried to silence her, to scrub her out like she was never here.”

“But some names don’t fade. Some battles don’t end.”

“So let them rebuild. Let them rewrite. It won’t matter. Because if you stand in the right place, in the right light, you’ll see it—”

“—her shadow, still standing. Her ﬁre, still burning.”
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