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Zoe Ice dug her gloved fingers through the rubble, a wet sucking sound accompanying the motion as she pulled back a slab of concrete. The stench hit her immediately—that unmistakable sweet-rot smell of decomposition that had become as familiar to her as her own sweat. Three weeks dead, maybe four. The gastropod attacks on Sector 7 had happened twenty-six days ago, but time worked differently on bodies trapped beneath tons of concrete, especially when the toxic slime of the mutant snails was involved.

"Got another one," she called out, her voice muffled by the regulation mask that did little to filter the smell.

Her supervisor, Markus, didn't bother looking up from his clipboard. "Tag it and bag it," he grunted, making a perfunctory mark on his sheet. "Incinerator's already backed up three days."

Zoe turned back to her grim discovery. What had once been a person—a woman, judging by the remnants of long hair still clinging to the partial skull—was now barely recognisable as human. The body had been partially dissolved by gastropod secretions, the corrosive slime having eaten through layers of skin, fat, and muscle to expose bone that had turned a sickly yellow from chemical exposure. The woman's torso had been crushed by falling debris, forcing liquefied internal organs out through what remained of her abdominal cavity in a congealed mass that resembled spoiled stew.

Zoe's stomach lurched, but she swallowed hard against the reflex. Puking meant removing her mask, and removing her mask meant breathing in the full bouquet of death, chemicals, and gastropod residue. She'd learned that lesson her first week.

With practiced movements, she pulled a body bag from her pack and unfolded it beside the remains. The plastic crinkled loudly in the relative silence of the ruins. Around her, a dozen other recovery workers performed the same grim task, cataloguing and collecting what remained of the two hundred or so residents who'd been unable to evacuate before the gastropods overran the building.

Her gloved hands sank into the partially liquefied corpse as she attempted to lift it. The body came apart in her grasp, ribs separating from spine with a wet, tearing sound that reminded her of pulling apart a rotisserie chicken. Bile rose in her throat again.

"Shit," she muttered, reaching for her collection bucket. When bodies reached this stage of decomposition, the only option was piece by piece.

She worked methodically, scooping sloppy remains into the bucket, separating recognisable body parts for the identification team. A hand with three fingers still wearing rings. A foot still encased in a leather boot. Half a face, the single remaining eye open and clouded, staring accusingly at nothing.

"You get used to it," her partner had told her on her first day. He'd been wrong. Six months on the job, and Zoe still went home with nightmares crawling behind her eyelids.

But home was its own nightmare.

The thought of Rick waiting in her apartment—her apartment—made her dig into the corpse with renewed vigor. Every minute here was a minute not spent under his watchful eye, not listening to his drunken rants, not cleaning up after him like some unpaid servant.

A glint of metal caught her attention as she shifted more rubble. Dog tags. SEF issue, like the ones Rick kept polished and prominently displayed despite having been discharged eight years ago. She wiped the slime from the metal with her thumb, revealing the name: HARKER, PETER.
"Got an ID," she called, holding up the tags. "SEF officer."
This got Markus's attention. He trudged over, boots crunching on pulverized concrete. "Where's the body?"

Zoe gestured to the bucket and the partial remains she'd collected. "What's left of it."

Markus grimaced behind his mask, the expression visible only in the crinkling around his eyes. "SEF's gonna want confirmation. DNA, dental records. Bag everything separately."

Zoe nodded, reaching for more collection bags. Snail Extermination Force officers got special treatment, even in death. Their remains were actually identified and returned to families, unlike civilians who went straight to the incinerator, anonymous in death as they'd been in life.

As she carefully bagged what might have been Harker's liver, something moved beneath an adjacent slab of concrete. Zoe froze. Movement meant survivors, and survivors after nearly four weeks meant...

"Markus," she whispered, her voice tight. "I've got movement."

The supervisor was beside her instantly, hand going to the sidearm all recovery supervisors carried. Not for protection against looters—for mercy killings of those found too late. 

He followed her gaze to the shifting rubble. "Could be rats," he said, but his hand remained on his weapon.

The concrete shifted again, more definitely this time. A wet, slithering sound emerged from beneath the slab, followed by the unmistakable chemical stench of gastropod mucus.

"BREACH!" Markus bellowed, drawing his weapon. "Everyone out! NOW!"

The recovery team abandoned their work instantly, scrambling toward the exit path they'd cleared through the rubble. Zoe moved to follow, but her boot caught on exposed rebar, sending her sprawling across the debris field. Pain lanced through her knee as it struck concrete, but adrenaline dulled the sensation almost immediately. She rolled onto her back in time to see the concrete slab heave upward, pushed from below by something massive. A gastropod emerged, its shell easily four feet in diameter, glistening with toxic slime that sizzled where it touched metal or stone. Its eyestalks rose from the amorphous mass of its body, swivelling independently until both focused on Zoe with predatory intensity.

"Oh god," she breathed, scrambling backward, hands and feet slipping on the uneven ground.

The creature surged forward with horrifying speed, its radula—that specialized feeding organ—extending from beneath its body like an obscene tongue. The radula was covered in thousands of microscopic teeth, evolved to strip flesh from bone in seconds. Zoe had seen the aftermath of radula attacks—bodies scraped clean like corn cobs, bones polished to a high sheen before being dissolved by the acidic slime.

A shot rang out, the bullet striking the gastropod's shell with a sound like a hammer hitting stone. The creature paused, eyestalks swivelling toward the new threat. Markus stood twenty feet away, his sidearm raised for another shot.

"Run, you stupid bitch!" he shouted at Zoe.

The momentary distraction was enough. Zoe scrambled to her feet and bolted, ignoring the pain in her injured knee. Behind her, more shots echoed through the ruins, followed by a wet, gurgling sound that might have been the gastropod's version of a roar. She didn't look back. Looking back meant slowing down, and slowing down meant death.

She burst out of the collapsed building into the harsh sunlight of Sector 7's main thoroughfare. Recovery vehicles were already pulling away, workers piling into them with frantic haste. A hand reached out from the nearest truck, grabbing her arm and yanking her aboard just as the vehicle lurched into motion.

"Markus?" asked the worker who'd pulled her in, a heavyset woman named Dena.

Zoe shook her head, gasping for breath. "Still in there. He was shooting at it."

As if in response, a scream tore through the air—a man's voice, high and thin with terror and agony. It cut off abruptly, replaced by the wet, slurping sounds of feeding.

"Poor bastard," someone muttered as the truck accelerated away from the site.

Zoe closed her eyes, trying to block out the sounds, the smells, the images still fresh in her mind. But all she could see was the gastropod's eyestalks, swivelling to focus on her with that alien intelligence. All she could hear was Markus's scream as the radula found him. All she could smell was death and slime and fear.

The truck jostled over broken pavement, each bump sending pain shooting through her injured knee. She looked down to see blood seeping through her pants leg. Not serious, probably just a deep scrape, but it would need cleaning. Infection was a death sentence in a world where antibiotics were rationed more strictly than food.

"You hurt?" Dena asked, noticing her examination.

"It's nothing," Zoe replied automatically. Admitting injury could get her pulled from the recovery team, and without work, she'd be trapped in the apartment with Rick all day. The thought made her stomach clench tighter than the smell of decomposing bodies ever had.

The truck delivered them to the processing centre at the edge of Sector 7—a repurposed warehouse where recovered remains were catalogued before being sent to the incinerator. Zoe limped inside with the others, the day's collection buckets and body bags carried between them. The SEF officer's remains—what she'd managed to collect before the gastropod appeared—were handed off to a special processing team.

"Ice!" The shift supervisor's voice cut through the bustling warehouse. "Report!"

Zoe made her way to his station, trying not to favor her injured leg. "Sir?"

"Says here you were working with Markus when the breach occurred." He didn't look up from his paperwork. "What happened?"

She recounted the incident in the flat, clinical language expected of recovery workers. Discovered remains. Tagged for collection. Movement beneath adjacent rubble. Gastropod emergence. Markus providing covering fire. Escape to transport.

The supervisor nodded, making notes. "Markus was a good worker. Shame." He said it the way someone might comment on a broken tool, not a human life. "You're dismissed for the day. Report back tomorrow, 0600."

Zoe blinked in surprise. "Sir, my shift's not over for another four hours."

"Site's compromised. SEF's sending in a combat team to clear it. No recovery until they give the all-clear." He finally looked up, noticing her bloodied knee. "Get that cleaned before you come back. Can't have you leaking all over the remains."

She nodded, turning to leave. An early dismissal should have felt like a gift—four unexpected hours of freedom. But instead, her heart sank. Four extra hours at home. Four extra hours with Rick.

The journey back to her apartment in Sector 5 took nearly an hour on the overcrowded civilian transport. The truck bed was packed with workers returning from various assignments—construction crews, sanitation teams, other recovery units. No one spoke. Energy was a precious resource, not to be wasted on conversation after a day of physical labor.

Zoe pressed herself against the side of the truck, trying to ignore the throbbing in her knee and the hollow feeling in her stomach. She'd missed the midday ration distribution because of the gastropod incident. She wouldn't eat until tomorrow now, unless...

No. Rick wouldn't share his evening rations, not even the portions allocated for her. He never did.

The truck dropped them at the Sector 5 checkpoint, a fortified barrier manned by bored-looking SEF soldiers who barely glanced at their work permits before waving them through. Zoe limped past the barricades and into the warren of half-collapsed buildings that constituted her neighbourhood.

Her apartment building had once been upscale housing, before the first wave of gastropod attacks eight years ago. Now the façade was pocked with acid burns, windows patched with scavenged materials, hallways rank with the stench of too many bodies crammed into too little space. As Zoe approached the building, her knee throbbing with each step, she couldn't help but think about her mother.

One year. One year since she'd found Marjorie's body crumpled at the bottom of the stairwell, neck twisted at an impossible angle, blood pooled beneath her fractured skull. The memory still came to her in flashes—the sound of her own screams echoing in the stairwell, the stickiness of blood between her fingers as she cradled her mother's lifeless head, the glazed emptiness in eyes that had once looked at her with love.

All because someone had left their garbage in the stairwell. All because the building's electricity had been out again, the stairwell pitch black. All because her mother had been hurrying home to make dinner for Rick before he got angry.

Rick. The thought of him waiting in the apartment made Zoe's stomach
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