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      “Take my hand,” she whispers. “I’ll tell you a story.”

      I stare at the skeletal claw, with its papery flesh, lying inert on the white sheet. I try not to compare it to the strong, tanned farmer’s hand it once was. I lift it, weightless and freezing, from the bed and wrap my fingers around it. Gently, like I’m handling eggshells. I hold back a shiver.

      The look in her eyes says I haven’t disguised my disgust, my disbelief. I’m not fooling anyone, but at least I’m here, and that’s more than I can say for my brother Brent or my father. I avert my eyes and swallow thickly.

      I don't want to hear her stories right now. Not about sandy beaches and blue-green oceans. Not about high mountain peaks and an endless clear sky. I don't even want to hear about rain showers and snowstorms. Not when there's no chance of ever experiencing them again. She might as well be telling fairy tales.

      “How about I read to you instead, Mom?” Mom. My mommy.

      She murmurs indistinctly. Her sunken eyes are already closing, and I watch her chest rise and fall evenly to ensure that it won’t be for the last time. I set the book back on the bedside table; we’ll never finish it before Mom… leaves…

      I tiptoe out of the room. “Lori?” she groans.

      “Yes, Mom? What do you need?”

      Her breath rattles in her chest as she pushes the words out. “Dr. Kimura?”

      “Sure. I’ll send him right in. See you later?” She doesn’t respond, already sinking into a fevered sleep. “Love you.”

      Mom’s room isn’t much. I suspect it used to be the janitor’s closet, and I vaguely wonder where they put all the brooms now that Mom is taking up all this precious space. At least it’s better than what most get. I mean, it’s private. Four walls and a bed. Stepping out, the dim hallway feels cavernous in comparison.

      Down the hall is the hospital, or at least what passes for one around here. They used to have whole buildings designated to healing the sick, but it’s nearly impossible to remember. This is just one long room, lined on both sides with cots. There are only two patients in here at the moment, both scavengers, which means it’s a good day. They’re hooked up to IVs, heavily drugged, no doubt. Painkillers, one ration we always seem to need. I try not to glance at their pus-soaked bandages as I walk through the hospital to Dr. Kimura’s office at the back.

      He’s hunched over his desk but glances up when I knock softly and shuffles his papers out of the way. “Sorry to bother you, Dr. Kimura,” I whisper, even though I’m sure nothing could wake up those patients out there.

      “No bother, Lori. Never a bother. And please, I’ve asked you to call me Kenzo. We’ve certainly known each other long enough.” Kenzo has been the compound doctor for years, treating our malnutrition and scraped knees, even though he isn’t old enough to have graduated medical school pre-compound. He’s just the best of what we have to choose from. Lately, since my mother got sick, we’ve grown closer than just the standard doctor/patient relationship. We shared a brief moment of... closeness last Christmas, and now he looks at me with far too much tenderness. I have to tread lightly. He gestures for me to take a seat across from him, but I opt to stand; I’m not staying long. “How’s your mother doing today?”

      “Isn’t that my line?” I scoff, and instantly feel guilty for my attitude. “If you don’t know how your patient is doing, then we’re worse off than I thought.” I can’t keep the bitterness from my voice, and he flinches.

      He huffs a sigh. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

      “I know.” A painful pause stretches between us, broken only by beeping medical equipment. “She’s asked for you… Kenzo.”

      He acknowledges my peace offering with a small nod, then turns to his locked cabinet to grab an ampule of morphine and a sterile syringe pack. Nothing to do now but keep her comfortable.

      “Will you send for me if…?” No need to finish the sentence, Kenzo knows what I’m saying.

      “Of course. I’ll page all three of you.” He means my dad and brother. I wonder if they’ll even bother to show up to say goodbye when the time comes. Kenzo gives a sad smile and throws me a mournful glance before leaving the room.

      The hospital always smells acrid, like burn ointment and urine, which is probably exactly what causes the stench. Dr. Kimura—Kenzo—his office always smells like cinnamon, and I take a deep breath of it, trying to hold it in my lungs as I plow back out through the hospital with my head down.

      I contemplate my situation while heading to work at the garage. My mom… she’s going to die. There’s nothing any of us can do about it. Not me, not the doctor. Not even my dad, even though it used to feel like he could fix anything.

      There might have been a point in time when treatment was an option, but we’ve been down here too long. We’re getting weaker by the day, living off of vitamins and protein supplements. It’s not natural. We need sunshine and fresh air, meat and vegetables. We need to live, not just exist.

      My ill-fitting work boots echo off the metal floors as I wind my way through the maze of hallways. Turn right, two lefts, another right. The halls all look exactly the same, with their grey metal paneling and nondescript doors. It’s amazing we don’t all spend our days wandering the halls, lost.

      When I’m almost at the garage, I’m intercepted by a guard, faceless behind his tinted visor, barring my path with the butt of his rifle. “You’ll have to take a detour, Ms. Fisher. We’re disinfecting.”

      “Seriously?” I groan. I’m already running late after visiting with Mom. “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Well, if you want, you can always stay here with me instead. I have the authority to call ahead and get you dismissed from work duty for the day. It won’t cost you much.”

      I can’t see his expression behind his visor, but if his lewd hand gesture is any indication, I’m better off not knowing.

      I shove my middle finger against his visor, provoking his muffled guffaw, and turn on my heel, heading back the way I came. I guess I’ll just have to take the long route.

      By the time I get to the garage, I’m way past late. I’m lucky that my boss isn’t a total asshole, like some of the others I’ve worked for. Jose is approaching his golden years, and because of his important position in the community, he’s offered a certain amount of slack. More slack equals less stress. I’ve even heard the guy whistle while working on the trucks. The dude is laid back.

      “Sorry I’m late, boss man.” I’m ready with my explanation, but he waves it away.

      “No apology needed, Lori. How’s your mom?”

      I wonder if he knows how sick I am of hearing that question. “She’s hanging in there.” My standard response. People don’t actually care how she’s doing. They don’t want me to go into the gory details about how she’s wasting away while we all watch helplessly. They don’t want to hear about how her teeth have started rotting out of her skull, or how she throws up any food she eats. They’re just being polite. So I give them the polite answer.

      “Are you ready to get to work?” Jose asks.

      “You know it.” Working in the garage is the best work assignment I’ve had. I’ve been working in the garage for three years so far, and will likely stay permanently now that I’m trained. We all spend our teen years being cycled through the duty roster until we find a good fit. Latrine duty is by far the worst because it always smells like… well, latrines. Can you imagine being the poor schmuck who gets pegged with latrine duty for life? If you’re lucky, you get assigned to the laundry rotation before working latrines, because the bleach will eventually sear the inside of your nostrils, and then you can’t smell anything. Kitchen duty isn’t too bad, except for the beast of a drill sergeant running the place. She actually smacks you with a wooden spoon if you add too much salt. “Rations! That’ll come out of your pay!” she’s always bellowing. Joke’s on her, we don’t get paid. The whole place smells like burned protein mush, but if you have quick fingers, you can snag the occasional snack when the Beast isn’t looking. If you like snacking on protein mush, that is.

      The garage, however, smells like grease and fuel, like rust and metal. And on a good day, when the scavengers return from a trip, you can catch a whiff of real, bona fide air.

      Today is going to be one of those good days.

      “Why don’t you get started on sorting that bucket of bolts,” Jose says, pointing to a literal bucket full of assorted screws and nails. “And when you’re finished, you can get started on that bucket of bolts.” This time he points to a rusted truck chassis.

      I give a small smile; one of the few I haven’t had to force lately. The truck really is a lost cause, but Jose lets me tinker around with it. It brings peace to my tangled mind. On a normal day, we split our time between tuning the trucks, repairing any small appliances brought in, and sorting through the various pieces of scrap that get hauled in from supply missions. Today, however, we’re just killing time until the ground crew comes back in. They left early, at first light, to maximize their time. They would’ve had to hole up somewhere for the hottest hours in the middle of the day, and they won’t be back until just before sundown.

      As long as everything goes according to plan, that is.

      I sit down on my rickety stool and run my hand through the bucket’s contents. I finger the pieces of steel, leftovers of a land long dead. Their points haven’t dulled, their grooves just as sharp as they ever were, ready to be used again. I wish I were as strong as these scraps, able to withstand the wear of time and trial. I squeeze a fistful and let the sharp bits of metal bite into the skin of my palm. Not hard enough to break the skin, but enough to remind me of where I am and what my purpose is.

      Because without a purpose, my life here is forfeit.

      Just like my mom’s.

      I get to work putting finishing nails in one bin, roofing nails in another. Screws sorted by size and by head. I can’t keep the smirk from my face while I contemplate all the sexual innuendo contained in this bucket.

      Jose glances over, and I swear he knows what I’m thinking. I straighten my expression, but he still gives me a strange look. Time to change the subject.

      “Do you think they’ll bring back anything useful today?” I ask Jose.

      He takes his hands out of the inner workings of a fried microwave and smooths back his greying hair. “I’m not sure, cariño. The pickings are slim around here. We’ve scoured all the local shops, so they were going to go a bit farther out today. But if this keeps up, they may have to go for more than one day.”

      “More than one day? But that’s...” I start.

      “Suicide?” Jose finishes for me.

      “I was going to say unheard of.”

      Jose continues like I hadn’t spoken. “Trust me, they’ve thought about any other possible options, but the truth is, there’s just nothing left. And without the supplies they bring in, I’m not sure how long we will last. This place wasn’t designed to be in use this long.”

      I finger the worn fabric of my coveralls. Most of the compound members dress in scrubs, since they stumbled on a medical clothing warehouse about a year ago. I, however, have the privilege to wear denim coveralls because the grease and oil would destroy the softer cotton scrubs right quick. What else will we have to eventually live without, besides clothing? Tools and building supplies, and the all-important fuel. Even the occasional dry or canned goods, now well past their expiration dates but edible nonetheless.

      My shoulders sag as I think about Trey being gone for days at a time. I wouldn’t call Trey the love of my life, exactly. He’s more like a distraction. I try my best not to claw the eyes out of all the women who ogle him, while simultaneously trying to keep him from ogling them back. It’s a full-time job, and I’ve got nothing but time.

      Trey is one of the elite around here. One of the untouchables. Only the strongest of our community are hand-picked to be a scavenger. It’s a dangerous job, but the perks far outweigh the risks. Sure, you have to withstand unbearably high temperatures out there, and you may end up with third-degree burns if you’re not careful, but within these walls, you live like royalty. You get the plushest bed to get a good night’s rest. You get actual meat instead of the bland and squishy protein meal the rest of us have to choke down. My family lives pretty well because of my mom’s important role in food production, but the scavengers are a level above us all, second only to the bigwigs who run this place.

      Jose heaves a bone-weary sigh. “They want to take our supplies,” he says, gesturing to our meager stockpile of scrap metal, “to build some kind of reinforced bunker.”

      “A bunker,” I repeat, confused. “Why would they need a bunker? It’s not like they have to worry about the sun at night. In fact, why don’t they do all their scavenging at night, rather than risk the burns during the hottest part of the day?”

      “Lori,” Jose says with a sigh, almost disappointed with me. “Don’t pretend you haven’t heard the rumors.” I look up to meet his eyes. He’s dead serious.

      I try to laugh off the heaviness in the room, but it comes out as a weak chuckle, thin and watery. I know what he’s talking about. “The rumors are ridiculous, boss man. They’re fairy tales, like the troll under the bridge, or the witch that fattens up children to eat for dinner. They’re meant to scare little kids into behaving, to keep them inside where it’s safe. You don’t seriously believe them, do you?” But I can tell by his rigid stance that he does.

      “Fairy tales often contain a grain of truth; a truth that is too dark to tell our children but must be remembered nonetheless.” Suddenly my easygoing boss has become Nostradamus, minus the beard, prophesying our demise.

      “Okay, seriously dude, you’re freaking me out.”

      “Good. You should be freaked.”

      Jose is nowhere near the top of the command chain, but he still hears things. His direct boss, Magnus, is known for his loose lips when he’s had a drink or two. Jose doesn’t often let the gossip trickle down to my level, so it really means something when he lets something slip. And now I’m not sure whether I want to know more… or less. Unfortunately, that bell can’t be unrung. I can already feel my curiosity itching under my skin.

      A chill settles over me. And it lingers through the rest of the day. Jose doesn’t say much after he dropped his boogeyman bomb. He retreated into his office, keeping a wary eye on the garage door. Several times I caught him testing the radio to make sure it was still working. Was he expecting the crew to run into problems out there? Does he know something I don’t? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this unsettled.

      After lunch — protein paste sandwiches and a couple wrinkly tomatoes I snuck from the garden — I grab some tools and get working on my special project, aka “total waste of my time.”

      It’s essentially just an old truck frame that I’m reinforcing with sheets of steel. I’m hoping that it will one day have the approximate strength of a Medieval battering ram. I have glorious daydreams of it plowing through the streets, pushing aside all the rusted wrecks left behind during the city’s “great escape.” Most of the city’s population was evacuated by the military to safe compounds like this one, and everyone just left their cars in giant traffic jams as far as the eye can see. A whole ocean of metal, just ripe for the taking. Or so Trey tells me. I have a hard time buying all his far-fetched tales of the world outside.

      Trey might not be the sharpest nail in the scrap-metal bucket, but what he lacks in brains, he makes up for in hot air. That’s one thing Trey is full of. Stories. He always has time for his adoring fans. Too much, in some cases. We’ve all heard the rumors about the fairy-tale monsters. It’s the exact kind of story he loves; one where he can be the hero protecting us weaker folk from the big bad.

      “Shit,” I gasp as my finger catches on a metal burr and stick my finger in my mouth to catch the blood. Serves me right for working while distracted. I pull my finger from my mouth to decide what level of first aid it warrants. Nope, not deep enough for a band-aid. Plus, I really don’t want to bother filling out the form. The red tape involved in medical supplies is so not worth the trouble. I head into Jose’s office for a piece of duct tape instead.

      “Hey, boss, mind if I grab some tape?” I peek at Jose around the doorframe, but he doesn’t even bother looking up from his desk. He waves his hand at me, face buried in his paperwork. “What are you up to?” I ask him, curious about what has him so enthralled.

      He grunts. “Just going over the list of supplies they want to requisition,” he says with a sneer. He catches himself, and looks up, aghast. “I didn’t mean to imply that I disagree with any of the decisions made.” His voice catches. “Every choice made is for the overall benefit of the community.” Jose gulps.

      “Hey,” I say soothingly. “Relax, boss. I’m not going to report you. You know that I would never do that to you.”

      Jose hesitates, then nods. Deep down he does know that, but some days it’s hard to remember who you can trust. “Sorry, I’m just under a lot of pressure right now. I honestly don’t know how I’m going to give them all the building supplies they’ve asked for without neglecting the rest of the citizens,” he groans, gesturing to the list in his hand. “The cots are rusted and wobbly, the tables in the cafeteria need a new coat of rustoleum too. Pipes are leaking, ceilings are sagging, tiles are lifting. Do you want me to keep going?”

      “No, please don’t.” A sick feeling has started in my stomach. “I had no idea things were so bad.”

      “No, of course you wouldn’t. Your mother was one of the elite, one of the first members of the community. Her family has been kept safe from the everyday struggles of living underground. So far.” Gee, that’s not ominous at all…

      I think back to what Kenzo told me last year. Your mother is the reason your family is here in the facility in the first place. Her scientific and agricultural knowledge have been integral to sustaining our community. I wish I could just be proud of her contribution, without the sick dread that comes with it.

      “Your mother. When she… well, when she dies… you won’t have her protection anymore.” Jose looks at me apologetically. “You’ll have to live life like the rest of us.”

      A flare of anger surges forward. “I never asked for any privileges.”

      “No, of course not. I didn’t mean to—”

      “Save it,” I bite, holding up a hand to stop him. “I can’t talk about it right now, not about my mother’s death and the fresh horrors that it will bring.”

      I turn from the office, duct tape long forgotten, and head for the door. But before I can properly storm out, I hear the radio crackle to life behind me. “Alpha-one, this is Omega, do you copy?” My heart stutters for a beat.

      Jose jumps up from his desk, a whole new set of concerns taking center stage on his face. He fumbles with the handset, gasping out, “This is Alpha-one, go ahead.”

      “Hey, Jose. It’s Trey,” he says unnecessarily. He’s the leader of Omega team, and would be the only person calling in. Unless something happened to him, of course. I’m already smiling, relieved to know he’s all right. “We need a med team ready, ETA 5 minutes.”

      Med team. That means someone was hurt. Jose looks up to me, and before he can respond, I’m running. Jose will call ahead to Dr. Kimura once he’s off the radio, but I’ll get a head start and help bring supplies.

      Down the halls, boots squeaking on the floors as I skid around the corners. I completely forget about the blocked hallway, closed for disinfecting. No time to stop; better to beg for forgiveness than ask for permission, that’s what my dad always says.

      I blast past the guard, lazily leaning against the wall. He shouts at me to stop, but it’s too late. I’m long gone.

      I’m running down the hall towards the dormitories, my future living quarters as soon as Mom dies. On the way down the hall, I take a peek through the open door, and barely register the blood on the way past. Shit.
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      My legs lead the way, but I’m barely aware of where I’m headed until I careen into the hospital. And just like that, I’m back online. “What the hell is going on, Kenzo?” I demand, storming into the hospital. Kenzo and a young girl I recognize as his apprentice Eleanor are scrambling back and forth, throwing seemingly random medical supplies in a black leather satchel.

      Kenzo raises an eyebrow and shoves rolls of bandages at me. I juggle them into my arms. “Isn’t it obvious? Jose called about the crew coming back with an injury. He couldn’t be more specific, so we have to go broad.” He loads me up with bags of saline next. “Lucky you, you're here just in time to help us carry supplies. Get a move on, they could be here any minute.”

      I groan in frustration. “I don't mean the injury, I came to help. I mean the…” How am I supposed to ask him about the room smeared with blood? The soldiers were guarding the hallway, so clearly someone knows more than I do. Kenzo, being the doctor, should know something about any accidents in the dorms, but now that I'm face to face with him, I can't seem to form the words. My throat is like a dam, and the words are building up behind it.

      I’m still trying to gather my thoughts while Kenzo and Eleanor are already halfway out the door with a stretcher folded flat and wedged under their arms. I follow them at a brisk pace, shuffling under my awkward armload of medical gear, and suddenly it's like the pressure in my chest is too great and the dam springs a leak. I blurt out, “Why don't we take the shortcut by the dorms? Whoever spilled all that blood seems to be gone now, so it's not like we'll be intruding.”

      Kenzo falters in his steps, nearly tripping himself. He glances quickly over his shoulder at me, just long enough for me to see a flash of something in his eyes. Remorse, maybe. Guilt?

      “Shortcut. Right. Good idea.” He nods his head to me, and I fall into step beside him. “Later, okay?” He flicks his eyes over to Eleanor, and I catch his meaning. You never know who you can trust. Even Eleanor — all blonde curls, blue eyes, and cherubic face — could be trying to find the right leverage.

      I get a scowl from the guard as we rush down the hall, but he doesn’t dare say a thing now that I’m with Dr. Kimura. Technically he’s a colonel, but nobody calls him that. He’s pretty high up in the military rank, I guess, but he never would have moved up the ranks so quickly in the old world, before things went to shit. But since he’s the only doctor we’ve got, and the higher-ups want to keep him happy, the advancement works almost like a Christmas bonus. Besides, there isn’t exactly a lot of competition for the promotions.

      His showy military title hasn’t exactly made him popular with the grunts. They’re putting in maximum effort for minimal gain, while he’s just being handed all the privileges on a silver platter. I can’t really blame them for being grumpy about it, but at the same time, I don’t hesitate to hide under Kenzo’s rank blanket from time to time.

      As we head down that fateful hallway, my feet slip across the wet floor. They truly have been disinfecting as they first claimed, and when we run past the doorway to the dorm, I can’t stop myself from taking a peek. I see Kenzo do the same. His shoulders sag in relief when we pass the newly hosed-down room. I have to admit I’m a little disappointed. With all evidence washed down the drain, I start second-guessing what I could have possibly seen.

      I’m sure there was no body, but most definitely blood. I think a fair bit of it… How much can a human lose before they die? Was it dripped or splattered? Still ruby red, or starting to dry brown around the edges?

      Kenzo and Eleanor are already rounding the corner into the garage, and I pick up my pace. Jose is just rolling up the door for the incoming trucks. Perfect timing. It’s so bright that I have to shade my eyes, even though it’s not even direct sunlight. The entrance is a long covered ramp to keep solar exposure risk to a minimum.

      The trucks are more like tanks, with windows covered in angled panels to shade against the scorching sun and thick metal plates… to protect against everything else, I guess. I think back to Jose’s warning from this morning, but he’s so full of shit. They’re just stories. Probably.

      Dr. Kimura’s got his stretcher laid out flat, gloves and mask donned, gear at the ready. He has me unload all the bandages and saline along a counter, ready for use at a moment’s notice. The first truck skids to a quick halt. Trey is already up and out of the driver’s seat and around at the side door before the second truck has even pulled through the main door. Even though I knew ahead of time that he wasn’t injured, it’s a relief to see that he’s still in one piece. Is it cruel of me to say that I’m not really attached to the rest of his team? Soldiers tend to come and go — usually go — and it’s always best if we don’t get too emotionally connected to any of them. I catch sight of the injured soldier when Trey swings the door open. His name might be Rob? Todd? Something like that. He seemed like an alright guy.

      Jose takes care of closing everything up while the scavengers all swarm around the first vehicle. Dr. Kimura runs up, leaving Eleanor scrambling after him. She seems too delicate for this kind of work. She certainly won’t be able to help haul a 200-pound man out of the back of a truck.

      Uhhh… please tell me I’m not supposed to help with that? Nah, I’m sure those guys can handle it. I’ll just watch from back here in my front-row seat.

      I feel like a real ass when they pull the guy out of the truck. Also, I’ve lost my appetite. I’m never eating again. I was expecting burns, which is the most common injury we see on the scavengers. The sun’s damn hot, so it only makes sense that they get a little singed from time to time. But this… this is something new.

      First off, there’s blood — as if I haven’t seen enough of that for one day. Burns don’t usually bleed so much as melt. The blood is soaked into his clothes, through the makeshift bandages wrapped around his torso, and dripping across the floor of the garage. Makes me glad we have a floor drain, since I’m fairly sure my afternoon chores will include hosing it down. Gross.

      There’s also the smell. I was prepared for the usual stench of burned flesh, which I have to admit is pretty damn awful. Instead, I’m hit with something almost sickly sweet, like a bottle of my mom’s black-market perfume poured over sweaty socks.

      While I’m puzzling over the guy’s bizarre injury, the guys are wrestling the large man onto the stretcher. Eleanor keeps trying to help, but she repeatedly gets squeezed out between the shoulders of the larger men. In the end, she grabs one of the victim’s feet to help move him. She glances over at me watching and blushes.

      The guy has clearly been dosed, which is probably for the best. Between the blood and the smell, I can just imagine what kind of injury he has under those bandages. He would probably be feeling less than stellar without some serious sedatives. The guy’s so big they probably needed to use an elephant tranquilizer.

      Dr. Kimura lifts up the bandages to look at the injury. I can tell he’s trying to school his features, doing his best not to show what… panic? Dread? Maybe he doesn’t want to tell the guys that their teammate isn’t going to make it. But then he looks up at Trey and gives a nod. After a long moment of silence, stretched out to feel like an hour, Trey turns to his men and starts barking orders. “Harker, Telly, wheel Dan over to 7A.” Dan! That’s his name! “The rest of you go get cleaned up. We head out again first thing in the morning.” That’s it? What about all the medical gear we hauled down here? I busted my ass to bring that saline, the least Dr. Kimura can do is start an IV. And what the hell is 7A? That’s not the hospital. I cross my arms and give Kenzo a sulky glare, which he doesn’t even have the decency to notice.

      “You go with them, Eleanor,” Dr. Kimura says to his student, without taking his eyes off the patient. “Tell them… tell them to secure the patient and wait for me. I’ll be there shortly.” He peeks at me, perhaps gauging my reaction to the whole event. Women have been known to swoon at the sight of blood, I think to myself with an epic eye roll.

      Once the stretcher is wheeled out amid a stampede of stomping boots, the tension in the garage immediately lightens. Dr. Kimura and Trey speak in muted whispers, and I’m thrown for a bit of a loop at how they seem to be on the same page. I’ve never seen them like this before. In fact, I’ve only ever seen them at odds with each other. They’ve been borderline hostile, and the only thing that has stopped Trey from pummeling Dr. Kimura into the ground is Kenzo’s military rank. Even still, as our number-one scavenger, Trey could probably get away with it with only a slap on the wrist.

      I watch them huddled up, trying to read their lips — My grandmother wears red boots? Yeah, I’m sure that’s what they said —  until Jose comes over and gives me a nudge. “Hmm?” I respond, my attention still divided.

      After he gives a second nudge, I finally look at him. Without a word, he hands me a coiled hose. “Seriously?” Not like I didn’t know this was coming, but maybe I can whine my way out of it.

      “Yes, seriously. If you hadn’t noticed, I’ve got work to do.” He gestures over to the trucks that had come in with the scavengers. He’s right, I hadn’t noticed. They are seriously beat up. I meander over for a closer inspection and observe some questionable damage. The front of the lead truck looks like it ran over a bear. Bits of blood and tissue, and what look like flakes of metal are stuck in the grill, and the whole front fender is pushed in. The second truck has a series of tears down the side. I’ve never seen this kind of damage to our vehicles before.

      What the hell happened out there?

      “Ahem.” The most polite cough ever comes from behind me.

      I turn to find Dr. Kimura a few steps away, his gloves now discarded but the hems of his sleeves still tainted with blood. “What can I do for you, Dr. Kimura?”

      He gives a small sigh. “Didn’t we just go over this? Please call me Kenzo.”

      “You came over here to ask me to call you by your first name?” I ask, eyebrow raised.

      “Obviously not,” he says, but whatever he has to say is making him blush and avert his eyes. Ah. I see where this is going. Please tell me he’s not about to declare his undying devotion with my boyfriend just 20 feet away.

      Part of me kind of enjoys watching him get all flustered, his cheeks burning, but I can’t help feeling a little guilty. It’s not that he isn’t a good guy. I mean, he is literally the nicest guy I’ve ever met. Ummm, I guess that’s not really saying a whole lot since there’s a pretty limited gene pool to compare against, but I imagine it would’ve been the same before the end of the world outside. And he’s attractive in a nerdy way, it’s just… My eyes fall on Trey walking this way across the garage. Kenzo isn’t Trey. Trey is strong and broad, confident and bold. My body responds to his, like we’re on the same frequency.

      Kenzo follows my sightline, and I watch his face fall. Whatever he was about to say, he has officially lost his opportunity.

      Trey drapes an arm across my shoulders, pulling me flush against him. He’s so tall that I fit neatly under the crook of his shoulder. Kenzo barely conceals an exasperated sigh, and Trey lets out a low chuckle. It’s like a fucking game to him! This is the animosity that I’ve come to expect from them. Trey takes it a step further and leans in to kiss my neck directly behind my ear. He only gets possessive and grabby when another man comes sniffing around. Trey is essentially marking his territory; I guess I should be grateful he isn’t pissing on me, and neither of them is whipping anything out of their pants to compare size. Granted, I wouldn’t necessarily mind the latter. With that thought, I give Kenzo another head-to-toe appraisal.

      Hmmm.

      “Do you need anything else, doc?” Trey asks. He’s supposed to be addressing Kenzo as ‘sir’, and using the nickname is blatant disrespect. His very posture, half wrapped around my body, isn’t exactly standing at attention either. Right now, he’s just trying to see how many buttons he can push, toeing the line. I give him a slight bump with my hip, trying to convey my displeasure.

      Trey, of course, doesn’t get the hint. He thinks it’s an invitation to get physical, so he leans over me to take an earlobe into his mouth. I try my best to ignore the tingle it sets in motion through my body.

      Kenzo must see my frown, because he seems slightly mollified. “It’s fine, I’ve got work to do. You go get some rest. The morning will be here soon enough.” He says this last part with a heavier emphasis. No doubt he’ll be happy to see Trey head out yet again.

      Luckily, Trey misses that snide comment as well. He may not be the sharpest tool in the shed, but you can use any tool as a hammer if you hit the nail hard enough; he gets the job done.

      Trey draws me toward the door, but even before we leave the garage, he pulls back. Now that Kenzo is no longer posing a threat to him, his posturing isn’t necessary. “Hey, babe. How ‘bout you bring me some dinner later. Risking my life for the sake of the community is hungry work.” Trey smacks me on the ass and saunters out of the room without waiting for my response. Part of me feels like I should be offended, but he’s not wrong. He’s been outside, putting his beautiful face on the line, while the rest of us pretty much sit on our asses and reap the rewards. I don’t mind bringing him a bite to eat for his trouble. Really, I don’t. Even though he’s an adult and perfectly capable of feeding himself. His legs aren’t broken. Just sayin’.

      I watch the rest of Trey’s crew follow after him. A couple of them give me a wink, or a leer, but the sad truth of the matter is that I’m not even on the same level as the dust on the soles of their boots. These guys are like the gods of men. Me, I’m just a lowly ant. A sarcastic ant, but an ant nonetheless. I’m just flattered that someone of Trey’s status notices me at all.

      The scavengers head down the hall towards the dorms. They’ll have their pick of the best foods, high protein ‘to combat the high-caloric expenditure’, or so my dad says. It’s basically an excuse to leave most of the compound citizens borderline starving. Dr. Kimura — Kenzo — is headed in the opposite direction. I think back to his words about the patient… victim… Dan. What did he mean ‘secure the patient’? Kenzo hardly seems in a rush now, even though the guy was bleeding all over the floor. Does that mean that he was too far gone to bother trying to save him? Or maybe that it wasn’t as severe as it looked, and Eleanor could handle it?

      “Uhh, hey, Jose? I’m just gonna take a quick bathroom break.” Jose is already waist-deep under the hood of the lead vehicle. I take his mumbled reply as consent.

      I find myself meandering down the hall after Kenzo. I try to look casual, but I probably look about as discreet as an ostrich out for a stroll. The more I try to swing my arms calmly at my sides, the more awkward and gangly I feel. I attempt to keep some distance between us, allowing his lab coat to disappear around the corner ahead of me before following down the next stretch of corridor. I pass a couple of citizens and flash my least-creepy smile their way, but the startled expressions I get in return mean that I’m failing miserably.

      Seriously, what the hell am I thinking? If Kenzo turns around and finds me following him and grinning like an idiot, he’ll probably think I’m stalking him. Oh god, he’ll totally get the wrong impression. I can’t stop myself, though. I think about the way the blood dripped from that poor scavenger. And then I think of the blood in the dorms. And both times I’ve been given the brush-off. I have no rank in this society, I’m not worthy of answers.

      A flash of hot fury burns through me, and my cheeks flush. This compound is such bullshit. On the surface, it’s safety, which obviously nobody would turn their noses up at. But… it’s like polishing a turd. Is there really any point? I can feel the fresh paint peeling at the edges, flaking off to show the blood-spattered walls beneath. Is safety worth turning a blind eye?

      Are we selling ourselves out?

      I step out into the next hallway without peeking, lost in thought. Kenzo is standing 20 feet away. Lucky for me, he’s turned away, facing an unmarked door. I leap back with a muffled squeak and then count to ten to make sure he isn’t coming back this way. When I risk a quick glance around the corner again, I watch him swipe his card.

      The door unlocks with a soft click, and Kenzo pushes through. I try to get a look past him, but there’s nothing beyond the door except… a second door! Thwarted again! As it closes behind him, I sag in defeat.

      What a lame disappointment. Now I have to get on with my day. My stupid, boring day. It involves spraying blood off the garage floor and feeding my lazy-ass boyfriend. Gee whiz, however will I survive all that excitement.

      I drag my feet back to the garage to get the cleaning over with. The only thing worse than cleaning up blood, is cleaning up dried blood. At first you think it won’t be that bad because at least the smell is gone. But then you spray water on it, and it all just rehydrates, and guess what… the smell rehydrates too! Presto!

      Stupid, lame, boring day.
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      The first door closes behind me with a click, but it’s the second door, closing with the ominous click-buzz, that makes my skin crawl. When I hear that sound, it becomes official: I am locked in here with these things…

      The door may look like every other door in the compound, nondescript and nearly indistinguishable, but I promise you, it’s what’s on this side of the door that sets it apart from the others.

      “Doctor, I have everything prepared for you.” Eleanor’s voice quivers and she won’t look me in the eye. But at least her hands aren’t shaking as she hands me the clipboard.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I ask her. It would be remiss of me if I didn’t at least ask, but the question is a formality. There’s no going back for her now. If she can’t handle it, the authority will make sure she never leaves this lab. She wouldn’t be the first who couldn’t make the cut.

      Her eyes flick up to mine, and she squares off her shoulders. “I can handle it.”

      “Of course you can.” I give her a pat on the arm, which I intend to be comforting but is probably actually patronizing. I can see Major Ellis Hill over her shoulder, and he’s watching her carefully, one hand resting against the butt of his holstered gun. As the compound’s head of security, it’s his job to take care of all the loose cannons and loose ends. We share a look, and he relaxes his stance.

      Harker and Telly trudge past, their bodies sagging, uniforms caked with drying blood. They barely spare me a glance on their way to the showers. Normally they would smirk or jostle me “by accident,” but this lab is like a different world from the rest of the compound. They know it could just as easily have been them strapped down to a gurney in here.

      Maybe next time it will be.

      I lead the way down the hall, passing by a dozen doors, a dozen empty rooms. I know when I get to the right room by the shuddering breath from Eleanor. I turn and look through the small window in the center of the reinforced door.

      “How is he?” I ask, a cold dread sinking into my stomach.

      Eleanor starts listing his stats, “Patient is Daniel Strum, age 22. His temp is 105.2 and rising, blood pressure 130 over 90. He’s lost a lot of blood and—”

      “He’s infected,” Ellis interrupts.

      But I didn’t need him to tell me that. It’s obvious, anyone with eyes could see something isn’t right with Dan. His body is arching under the restraints, bucking and pulling against the thick straps, even as his blood soaks through his bandages, spilling out over the floor.

      “He’s… is that normal?” Eleanor asks. I know what she’s asking. Not, is that normal for a human, but is that expected for one of our… experiments.

      I clear my throat and square my shoulder. “The portentum noctis virus has already spread through his bloodstream and is currently overwhelming his nervous system. Do you see the bandage on his abdomen?” Eleanor nods. “It should be all red where the blood is soaking through, but see how it’s starting to darken?” She nods again, her eyes wide. “The blood has already begun to change its appearance, its texture, and even its function. It won’t take long before we’ll begin to see the exterior changes to the body as well.”

      “Shouldn’t he be getting… weaker? From the blood loss?” She isn’t looking away, and I feel a little flutter of pride. Maybe she can handle it after all.

      “It actually helps for the body to purge the blood. It will speed the transition. The body will become much more efficient before the transformation is complete.”

      A door opens from the back of the lab, and a man in full uniform enters. Major Hill stands to attention, saluting. “At ease, soldier,” the older man says with a distracted salute.

      “General Howell, this is my assistant, Eleanor Baker.”

      He nods in response, but I’m not sure he even hears me. He only has eyes for the experiment. “Remarkable,” he whispers reverently. “I never get tired of this stage.” He reaches out and touches his hand to the window. “It’s a big one, isn’t it? An impressive specimen. It’ll be a good asset if we can keep it in line. Did it have any ties to the compound? Family? Any loved ones?”

      I look down at the clipboard in my hands. “No, sir. No next of kin listed.”

      “Huh. That’s unfortunate,” General Howell says, a frown puckering his creased face. “Oh well, maybe we can appeal to its sense of patriotism.” He barks out a laugh, and I give a lame attempt at joining him, but my chuckle comes out brittle.

      General Howell gives me a disappointed glance, and then waves his hand at me. “Well? Get on with it. Um… Eric?” he calls over his shoulder, snapping his fingers at the man behind him.

      I take a deep breath and steel myself against the inevitable. It’s not “Eric” as General Howell said, but David Fisher, Lori’s father. It’s probably best that Howell doesn’t seem to know his name, and neither of us correct him. I try not to look at David; his eyes are too much like Lori’s, and she has no place in this lab, not even the thought of her.

      David isn’t a big man, but he has two things going for him. He’s desperate, and he’s expendable. Without a word, he unbolts the door and swings it open just enough to slide through the gap. As soon as the door opens, we’re assaulted by the howling of a madman. Madthing. “—the fuck out of here! You can’t do this to me! I’m—” The words are muffled once again as the door closes behind him.

      We all huddle around the small window, unable to look away. David steadies the specimen’s arm against the gurney and moves to inject a needle into its skin. I see the skin dimple beneath the needle’s point, resisting the pierce. After a moment, David looks up and shakes his head. We were too slow.

      I turn to Eleanor to explain. “We weren’t fast enough, the skin has already begun to thicken. David will have to inject through another site.”

      Eleanor’s eyebrows go up. “Another site? Where—”

      Her question is answered as David darts forward and peels back the specimen’s eyelid, exposing the softer tissue behind the tear ducts. Its head is strapped to the gurney, but the teeth are still a danger. I can see that the teeth have already begun to sprout from the gums, leaving a viscous venom dripping from the elongated canines.

      I’m grateful that we can’t hear the howls that are coming from the creature. The cries tug at me, and I’m trying my best to sever the doctor-patient connection—human connection—that is too easy to draw at this stage. He—it, I remind myself—still looks too human. Not for long.

      I dart a glance over to Eleanor, and I’m pleased to see that she has her emotions on lockdown. Ellis and I share another meaningful glance. She’s showing promise, she might make it out of this yet.

      “Well, that certainly was exciting,” General Howell says with a satisfied sigh. “Let me know if there’s any progress, yes?” Without waiting for my response, he heads back out the way he came, through the back door. I won’t see him again for another week at least.

      As David comes back out through the door, we are once again blasted by the inhuman wail, though now the specimen gratefully seems beyond words.

      “Now what?” Eleanor whispers.

      “Now we wait,” I tell her simply.

      She looks like she has dozens of questions, but Ellis takes her by the elbow. “Tomorrow,” he says softly. “Think things over and ask your questions tomorrow.” Though his tone is gentle, I know that he can be anything but. He’ll be watching her tonight, keeping an eye to make sure she doesn’t break, that she doesn’t spill the beans to the other civilians. If she makes it through this, she’ll have the chance to become an important member of the compound. And that means, she’ll be generously rewarded for her service. I take one last glance at the man on the gurney before turning away.

      It’s not a bad deal, if you can handle it. But the price to pay is steep.

      David stays behind as Ellis leads Eleanor back into the compound. “I just
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