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DEATH.

IT WAS SOMETHING UNAVOIDABLE. That should have been true. It used to be true, at least, fifty years ago. But now…

Just thinking about it was enough to make Slater Frost chuckle. It wasn’t a happy laugh, but a bitter one. He stood outside of his house, in the light of day, and couldn’t even feel the way that the sun hit his skin. It might not even touch him now, though part of his flesh still glowed with alabaster delight. It felt, recently, as if there was something wrong with the nerve endings.

Touch was a little less. Feelings were a little less. Water had to be either frozen or burning for him to feel it on his hands, and his tongue seemed numb to everything but the absolute strongest of flavors. And yet, there he stood, alive, even if not well, thinking about death on a possibly bright, possibly sunny, afternoon.

Slater was an elderly man, with thinning gray hair and deep lines on his face. Each day, he looked at the world in front of him — at the changes in it. The changes that had taken place seemingly both quickly and slowly, all at the same time — and he found that looking away was too difficult.

No.

Not just difficult. It was almost impossible. This world was here, and that terrified him.

Winds carrying the smell of death itself breezed through him, ruffling his exquisite-looking clothes. He could smell it, smell the sheer rot that was in the wind itself. He could smell everything, from the way the decay and destruction moved in the air to the smell of blood. 

It was putrid and sour, the sort of tang that made his mouth water. Not too long ago, the smell would have made his stomach heave, too. But funny, wasn’t it, that he could get used to even this? To the way that fetid blood curdled the air, to the way that a dying society blossomed into scents like the world’s most ill-regarded bouquet?

There was so much blood. It seemed to be everywhere. It seemed to be in everything. Slater pulled in a deep breath, forcing that putrid air into his lungs until it made his chest ache. Then, he straightened out the front of his shirt, smoothing his hands down over the white cloth, crooked fingers catching on the buttons of it.

“Come on,” he told himself, and proceeded to not take a single step.

Around him was the end of all things. 

“Walk,” he told himself, petulantly.

Slowly, his feet began to move. He leaned upon a polished cane, which had the head of a lion for the top. A large pearl was caught in the lion’s mouth. It had been beautiful at the time, fitting even.

Once, Slater had thought himself to be exactly the same as that lion. He was a king in his youth. A man ready to take on the world. This whole city had been brimming with people just like him, determined to make something of themselves. But now… now everything was different.

He could see how the years had ravaged everyone, and looking at it, all he was reminded of was an article he had read. It must have been fifty years ago that he’d picked up that newspaper, but the words written within still echoed about in his skull. 

Death is a concept that has plagued life itself since its beginning. Everyone knows that what starts must come to an end, and what ends must begin again. History repeats itself, as one says, only one cannot tell how often it will repeat itself. 

Slater couldn’t remember anything else about that article, not anymore. His memory wasn’t like it used to be. But that line, it stood out to him. He could hear it in his sleep some nights. Could hear the words as they bounced around in the empty house, somehow both a comfort and a mocking joke. 

He had been afraid of it. He had been afraid of death, of going into a slumber so deep that he would never wake up again. He had been afraid of missing out on the world, on how this world operated, on how this world made the beauty of it appear out in the open by simply existing with each other.

That might not have seemed so unusual, so awful. Many people were afraid of death. The concept of forever going into a true unknown was enough to bring grown men to their knees. It was part of why some people prayed — although religion was hard to come by these days. People had turned to other means of getting help and comfort. 

Slater was not alone in his fear of death. Far from it. However, he was one of the few who had been able to find an alternate route and had taken it.

He didn’t want to go away; he didn’t want to know what would happen to himself. He didn’t want to know what he would do if he didn’t get a chance to see his family grow, to see his successes grow, to see what he managed to do in the world. 

He was a smart man, after all. Carnelian City, in its youth, had been kind to him. His wife had passed away years before — Cordelia, a lovely woman who had taken Slater’s heart when she died — but he had a son, and he had grandchildren, and they meant a great deal to him. They lived in Carnelian City, too. They were all flourishing within the warmth of the city’s seemingly endless generosity. To leave that behind, in death, seemed like a sin.

But that wasn’t it.

Oh, Slater would tell you, “I don’t want to die because I need to see how my family fares. I need to make sure that they’re all taken care of, you know?”

His son, Clayton, would shake his head, “You don’t need to worry about us, Dad. We’re going to be just fine. Did you see what Arlyne built the other day? He’ll be an inventor someday, I’m sure. They’re going to want him at Cryo Corps.”

And Slater, a coward, would quickly change the subject from death to the future of his grandson, asking, “Is that such a good idea, though?”

The conversation was always the same. Clayton would roll his eyes and say, “It’s all he’s ever wanted. And they pay well. He can create literally anything in their labs, even things once thought impossible.”

Bitter, Slater would go on a rant — Cryo Corps was not stationed in Carnelian City. They were out of bounds, nearly three hours to the north, in Hydroark. And yes, they would give Arlyne the supplies to build and create anything in the world, anything that his heart might desire, anything to save the world — but then they would own it, too, would take it, and claim it as their own.

Generosity died outside of Carnelian City.

It was a good excuse… but it wasn’t the truth.

No, Slater was afraid of dying for something much worse. He was afraid that if he died, he would just be forgotten. A name, written on a stone, and nothing else. Arlyne, that boy had a future. He had something going for him. A real chance to change things. Only sixteen, and already the Cryo Corps was watching him.

But Slater?

He’d done next to nothing with his life. Built a family. A home. A decent business, but only by the standards of Carnelian City. He had friends, sure, but none so close that they would write poetry about him for years after he was gone.

Slater didn’t just face uncertainty when he died. 

He faced obscurity.

That was terrifying.

He didn’t want that. He didn’t want people to forget about him; he didn’t want people to completely forget about him and never remember him ever again. He didn’t want people to forget who he was, what he had done, why he existed. And that was why he also had done it. He had bought one of the revolutionary pills. 

And oh — there’s a story there. A tale about what had happened in those fifty years. But Slater didn’t like to think about it. The glory he had sought didn’t exist. Instead, the city had changed. Had twisted, broken, and fallen. And now, it was this.

And fifty long years had passed since then. Fifty years of watching how the pills had changed the world. Fifty years of watching how the life of this proud, lustrous, and bright man had turned into something that was akin to a nightmare, dark and black, unable to even comprehend how life could be as such.

It got difficult to see at times, and he had hidden. Hid and stayed away, but even hiding did not change anything. Even hiding did not assure that he would be able to escape the blanket of darkness and despair that had overtaken the world. But he survived. Even when everyone and everything was dying, he survived. He lived, and he watched. Watched as his foolishness, his stupidity, made sure he would be there until the end of time.

And oh, but the world was so empty now! There was so little left to see, even here, in Carnelian City. Or perhaps, it was especially noticeable in Carnelian City because he knew what the world used to be like.

Once, the city in front of him was beautiful. Very beautiful. It was the city of dreams, with gardens blooming in colorful flowers, streets bustling with all types and manners of vehicles, and ideas getting a chance to be reality. Carnelian City was a place where no one would ever go hungry; there were food shops on every corner, filling the air with the scent of freshly-baked sesame rolls, sweet honey cake, and fluffy buttermilk biscuits. On other streets, flower shops were thriving.

Fifty years ago, there had been a trend. Flowers in everything. Your hair, your car, your home. If you had a green thumb and a smart mind for business, then you could literally bloom into a man or woman of wealth and esteem overnight.

And it wasn’t just the business side of things.

Carnelian City was special, because the people who lived and worked there were generous. There were no wastes. There was nothing that got put aside, left, forgotten, or thrown away. It was a city that took what others might discard and found a new use for them.

Sometimes, that meant giving away food at the end of the day. Other times, it meant taking what had been discarded and turning it into something new — furniture made from broken crates, blankets made from old couch cushions, clothing made from torn blankets. The people of Carnelian City were smart. They were smart, and they were kind. 

That wasn’t a combination that Slater had found anywhere else in the world.

In Carnelian City, everyone was kept healthy and happy. 

The motto of Carnelian City was “We Thrive Together,” and it was thought that if the community let each other down, then it would let itself down. It was a city that was founded on the belief that no one could make it through life on their own; they needed to rely on each other. Humanity thrived best when people were working together. 

It was thought, in Carnelian at least, that no one could survive as a singularity. It took a village to raise a child; it took a city to form a future; it took people, as a whole, as a collective, to create a world that was worth living in. And all that Carnelian wanted, more than anything, was to be a town that was worth living in.

In fact, it was a priority. The city itself was built to reflect the purity of humanity. Just as the people held a white glow to them, the buildings were made to mimic that. The white stone work was accentuated with the many flowers that were sold and brightly-colored cloth banners. During the holidays, the stone would find itself covered in bright rainbow confetti. And then when the celebration was done, it wouldn’t be left to one person or another to clean; it would be a group effort — another celebration of its own, as the people descended onto the streets with brooms and cloths and water, and they brought with them treats and drinks for the long hours that waited ahead.

Winter wasn’t much different. The city was purer then, as the snow fell down. It was a blanket of white on top of a world of white; sometimes, you could lose yourself in it. Sit down on the ground and just let the stillness of it all swallow you. The winters were not harsh, and Carnelian City was such that no one was left to try and weather the season outside alone.

Even if you didn’t have a family, there was always someone to spend it with. Community functions were a driving point behind it all. They worked together to ensure that the city was kept up with, that nothing was forgotten, that no one was overlooked. Food given away. Warm clothes mended whether you could afford it or not. People back then had never met but in passing, joining to help create a better year for each other.

Life was a struggle, but like every struggle, two hands made it better than one. When they helped people out, they would be helped out in return. That was what made Carnelian City so different. That was why people pulled together and chose to stay there, why they would travel from all over the world, choosing to put down their roots and start their families in Carnelian City! That was what had drawn Slater there, what seemed like a lifetime ago. 

Cordelia had still been alive then, and she said to him one day, “I’m tired of this place. The Winding Roads don’t have anything to offer us.”

Their house, at the time, was in a section of land called the Winding Roads. It was popular for merchants, as the main roads wrapped around the homes, who could then earn their coin with room and board, food and sales, or other such novelties. Cordelia had been a quilter before her hands and her eyes started to give her trouble. 

Now, they just lived there with no sales to offer.

Slater said, “We make a good living, selling out that spare room of ours. People like staying with us.”

“But look outside! This land is so ugly. Did you know, Wilder passed away?”

“Who?”

“He lived next door for three years,” said Cordelia, as if that was proving her point. “It took someone stopping to buy from him for his loss to be noticed. Dead and rotting on that floor for a solid week, they say.”

Slater had taken hold of her hand. “That won’t happen to you,” he’d told her. “I won’t let it.”

But Cordelia had made up her mind. She no longer wanted to live at the Winding Roads. She wanted to find somewhere to live where people were more compassionate, where they knew each other. And that’s why they had gone to Carnelian City.

Slater had been amazed by the difference! The people here were so… different.

He remembered watching a street-baker offer a hungry homeless woman some food for her children one day, and almost three months later, he saw the same woman, who was once homeless, opening up her own shop right next door to the baker, a grocery shop, and supplying the baker with everything he needed without charging him. 

That had just been one case of many. Stories like that were a dime a dozen in Carnelian City. The people there were just good. When someone needed help, others stepped up. They repaired homes and businesses after bad storms. They stepped up to help when illness took over. They didn’t let anyone suffer alone. In fact, very few people were even put into a place where they needed to suffer! That’s just not how it was done.

They were a family without being a family. They were friends without being friends. These people looked at the world around them, and they made the decision that they wanted it to be better. That they would do anything it took to make the world better. Safer. Happier. 

That was admirable. 

And so, Cordelia and Slater stayed in Carnelian City. They stayed and made a life for themselves, relishing in the companionship that the city offered.

Co-operation and content went side-by-side. It was no utopia, that’s for sure. There were problems. People were fired. People got sick. But unlike other parts of the world, when a problem arrived, Carnelian City gathered together to help it recover and survive.

Maybe that’s why it was so much harder to see Carnelian City fall compared to the rest of the world. Because this had been one of those few places where things were actually good. Where the people here were actually, genuinely good.

But everything was then slowly destroyed. Piece by piece, the world began to change. Those first few years, it happened so slowly that it was almost missed. Slater certainly hadn’t taken notice of it back then. Maybe that was a sign. Maybe it proved that he’d always been selfish. Too concerned with his own life to see how the pills were affecting the world around him and the lives of the others who had once lived in Carnelian City.

The radiant glow of people slowly started to change as the pills came into the market. It had been gradually slow — the dimness hadn’t even been noticeable at the start! But as their glow began to fade and more darkness crept into the world around them, their personalities began to change, too. There was no generosity to be found in Carnelian City anymore. There was no kindness. No constant giving.

Everything had broken. It was a hairline fracture in a pane of glass, which had cracked and split beneath the weight of the pills — only to eventually shatter completely, leaving nothing but shards to slice open one’s skin. 

And oh, but the world had taken those shards and split themselves open! Oh, but the world had seen the damage and leapt upon it with greed in their hearts! And Slater had been right there with them, so desperate to escape from his own plight and stress, he had not seen that it wasn’t just his own flesh being rendered open. It was the flesh of everyone in Carnelian City.

It was the flesh of everyone who lived on their sordid path. And there was no way to fix it. 

These were wounds that couldn’t simply be stitched back together. There was no cure for the infection that had sunk deep into the Earth. 

All around him, as he walked down the filthy cobbled streets, Slater was reminded of what had happened. How the introduction of the pills had changed things on a scale so great that there was no doubt no one had ever been able to predict it. It was in the countless empty houses. It was in the silence of the streets. It was in the aching, all pervasive loneliness. 

Slater turned onto a street, stepping into what used to be the market district. Very few of the shops were still open. A young woman, not even thirty, sat on the cracked pavement in dirty clothes. The tips of her fingers were black as oil, like she’d stained them in ink.

Just the sight of it was enough to make Slater freeze.

A mistake, he quickly realized. The woman caught sight of his stillness and hurried to get up, though her stiff joints and weak limbs made that difficult. She was clutching a small bowl in one hand, empty with only a few coins, and crossed the street without looking.

A dented hovercar nearly ran her down, blaring its horn. The woman acted as though she had not even seen it. 

“Sir,” she said, her voice a rasp. “Have you anything to spare?”

Slater frowned. “I… know you from somewhere. What’s your name?”

“Do you have anything to spare?” She repeated it with more urgency this time. 

Slater reached into his wallet and pulled out a bill. The woman’s eyes snapped to it, as though it was magnetized. 

Once more, Slater demanded, “What’s your name?”

“Maeve,” she told him, with the air of someone who was no longer used to that name. “Maeve Marlowe.”

“Maeve Marlowe,” he echoed. 

Slater’s memory was getting spotty these days. He stood there a long moment, holding the bill tight in one hand, and thinking. Then it hit him. He made a soft “oh,” one that was more air than sound.

Then he told her, “You used to own a grocery store.”

Maeve nodded, just once. “I did. Is that for me, then?”

“It’s for you,” he told her, putting it into her bowl. “Do you know what happened to the baker who set up next to you?”

“Dead,” she said, without missing a beat. There was no sorrow in Maeve’s voice, not for him. Too much time had passed. Too much had changed. The generosity of Carnelian City had been ground out like a bug beneath a boot heel. “Nearly twenty years now.”

“Oh,” said Slater again, but with much less breath.

Maeve, having gotten her change, scuttled across the street without looking once more. She settled back down in her little corner of the world, eagerly running the bill between her black fingers.

The fact that the baker was dead, and Maeve was homeless, that should have churned Slater’s stomach. But… it didn’t. It was the sight of her fingers that made Slater feel ill.

He turned away from her, continuing down the road. One street. Two streets. His ill feeling would not abate. He thought about it.

That was a side effect of the pills, he knew.

Slater knew this because he had taken it. Had taken the pill amongst the few others who could afford it. And now, it was clear that the effects were starting to hit him.

Long ago, Slater had been a handsome hand. Even in his old age, his hair had been gray but thick. His fingers had ached but been straight. His skin had been pale but healthy. And now, the tips of his fingers were tinged with gray. It was the worst around his cuticles, where the pigmentation was so dark it was nearly black. But the rest of his fingers, up to that first joint near the nail, were ashen.

That color would darken. It would continue to grow filthier, blacker, until they resembled Maeve’s fingers. And then the darkness would creep up to his knuckles, over his palms, staining his wrists and arms. Eventually, he would be as black as the world itself. As black as the corruption that had taken over the world itself. It would change him, and he would then no longer be the Slater that he had been before he took the pill. In fact, he hadn’t been the same Slater the minute he realized what taking the pill had done to him. People had a right to be angry with him for what he had done. 

For the reason he had done it.

All that Slater had wanted — all he had changed for — was just to survive. He was infected, diseased, and dying. He didn’t want to die because he was afraid of death, and yet he had done just that. He had done just that; he had bought, and then taken the pill, and eventually after fifty long years, he realized the utter horror that it had brought him, and that it had brought to his family.

Clayton died first. It was sudden. They mourned. Arlyne, the oldest grandchild, was picked up by Cryo Corps and swept away for ten years and then returned in a coffin to be buried, with nothing to his name, for Cryo Corps had claimed every invention as their own.

The youngest grandchild, Maia, lived to have a family of her own. But then an infectious sickness wiped them all out, one after the next. 

And still, Slater lived.

Still, he lived, damn it all, and he would keep on living.

And if it wasn’t bad enough to watch his family die, Slater knew with certainty that he would be here even when the entirety of their existence would die out. Living alone, with only a couple of other people who had taken the pill for the same reason as him. To live, to never die. And because of that, because of that greed and because of that utter terror of death, they were also turning. 

Their kind was amazing. There were no skin colors, no discrimination, no difference between one man and the other. The only thing there was, was prosperity. Prosperity and contentment. Carnelian City had been the home of the future. Revolutionary. A true step toward a greater life!

But even beyond Carnelian City, the glow of the people could be seen. The Winding Roads connected worlds of all sorts, people from places so far away, it was barely even worth learning the names of the cities. Innovation was the priority of their kind; that’s why the Cryo Corps was such a glinting gem in their society.

People were trying to take their light and bottle it. They were trying to find ways to further spread peace throughout the globe, to create new things constantly. 

But the pills had changed it all. 

The ability for someone to do whatever they wanted, but a simple pill had changed them all, and he for sure thought, in the end, that it was not worth it. 

Slater turned onto another street and paused, struck for a moment by the sheer vast emptiness of Carnelian City. There were colorful confetti still caked into the brick work of some of these buildings, for there simply were not enough people left around to clean everything. And those who did remain didn’t care the way that they used to.

At some point during the descent, there had been a riot. Several windows were broken; glass littered the sidewalk. The plants, no longer tended to, were riddled with weeds, and some of them had simply given up and died completely, sitting brown and gnarled in their white stone pots. It was just one more reminder of everything the pills had stripped out of the world.

Not only was humanity affected, but the world itself. And the stones! Once so white and dazzling that they glittered in the sun! Now, they were washed out. The pills had done something to the very atmosphere. Slater was no scientist. He couldn’t say what the change was, not in so many words, anyway. But he knew it had happened. A faint grayness that clung to the air, blocking out what had once been pure, raw beauty.

Death clung to these stones, and it would not be forgotten. 

Once more, Slater was forced to grapple with the fact that this was his fault. That he had a hand in this destruction by agreeing to take the pill. He had wanted a chance to change his life, but the change brought about had not been kind.

It was not worth taking the pill and having a chance to have it all. It was not worth taking the pill and having a chance to be on top of it all. It was not worth it to survive when everything else in the world hadn’t. 

Hindsight truly was 20/20.

Slater turned another corner, coming upon what had once been the park. The flowers had long since been overtaken by weeds and thorns. At the center of the park, stood a fountain. Years ago, it had been filled with water that crashed down in different colors; a stunning innovation that had drawn many lovers out to see it in the late hours of the night.

Slater went there now, even knowing that it had dried up. The power to it had been cut. Colorful stains riddled the basin of the fountain, a mark of what it used to be. With a heavy sigh, Slater sat down on the edge of the basin, letting his aching joints rest. He looked around, taking in the parts of the park that had been allowed to decay, and the parts that had been turned into a camp of sorts for the ill and the homeless.

Authorities didn’t bother trying to police people anymore. Some of them lived here too, after all.

The pills had destroyed everyone. It had started slowly, a couple hundred losing their pale luster and beauty, their glow and their prosperity turning darker. They should have known it would happen. The team of scientists who had worked on the pills, they came out of those labs, black as sin! People had thought it was a result of failed experiments, not of the finished product! No one had realized that the pills would alter them on a fundamental level, leaving them stripped of their glow. And they hadn’t realized that without their glow, they would struggle to maintain their health and humanity.

The pale luster faded, slowly at first, and then in great waves. Darker and darker and darker until it became difficult to even recognize them as beings and more as an existing personification of darkness, wrongness, greed, and nothingness. That was how dark they became. That was how dark the world was becoming. And as they grew darker, they lost greater and greater pieces of themselves. The symptoms differed sometimes, and so did the speed at which the change occurred. That’s why Slater was only just starting to suffer from these ill effects himself.

But the people didn’t care. They had ways and means of achieving whatever they wanted to achieve; they had ways and means of achieving their dreams. That was all that they wanted. 

So, what if they became walking shadows? Things of nightmares? Creatures that wore the suit of human flesh? So, what if time stood before them, immoral, and judging the vanity of these creatures?

They didn’t care. They had no use for the world anymore.

The pills were all that they wanted, and the pills were all that they needed. 

It didn’t matter that the world was wasting away around them. It didn’t matter that they, themselves, were wasting into husks. Dust in the form of a body. Hate in the form of a human body. It didn’t matter.

No one cared anymore.

Even Slater had stopped caring.

It got to the point that every single day, darkness seemed to overtake the world. It wasn’t even a metaphor. The more the humans lost their glow, the less the world itself seemed to be a bright and welcoming place. Like the stones that Slater now stood before, the world began to drift. The water no longer reflected the sun and sat still even on a windy day, and it tasted… foul. Even the clean water, it was just so sour, as if everything that had ever made it good was gone!

Elsewhere, the changes spread faster. People watched as trade routes fell apart. They watched as fights broke out. Forests withered. Animals suffered. It was the humans who had created the pills; it was the humans who had taken the pills, but it was not just the humans who suffered.

Slater shook his head and started walking once more. He tried not to think about it, but his mind had already strayed to these dark and heavy thoughts, and it seemed like it would be impossible to pull them free. 

Once beautiful and amazing, the world was changing. Becoming a darker, worse place. Changing to something that was out of a sick nightmare rather than the dream their world used to be. It had crumbled around them like dust, and no one even tried to stop it.

And Slater had seen it with his very eyes. He had seen it, with his very own eyes, that the world, the people in this world, the best of all the people, were changing into something that was akin to a nightmare personified. Their darkness extended over, like a disease, corrupting the whole world around them, and Slater had seen what that corruption was leading to. 

Their current state of being was a twisted version of reality. It was something that was a visible change. Slater had known that it was happening. He had seen everything, and then some more. 

And he had done nothing. 

Worse than that, he had taken part in it. 

Day by day, there were less people. 

Week by week, more cities fell. People convened here, in Carnelian City; the last of them all, some homeless, some squatting, some like himself, clinging to riches that no longer had value. Many of them dead. Friends and family. The baker who lived down the street. Soon, Maeve. Soon, the people who lived in these empty tents, ghosts among a world filled with other ghosts.

And now, here he was, with a mere two hundred people, watching as the world itself was torn asunder. There was nothing left, for everything was turning dark. Everything was being lost to the blanket, the ocean of darkness that the pills had wrought down upon the world. 

It had left the soil bitter. It had left the winds too harsh, the rains either too strong or too far between. Shadows had changed everything. They had burned the health and the compassion from the humans. The blanket of darkness was too much. The world couldn’t survive it.

My god… Slater thought, tears falling down his eyes as despair took him.

And then as it took over him. He couldn’t believe what was happening in front of him. Couldn’t believe what had happened to the world in front of him. But then, it had been happening for fifty years now.

Why was Slater only just now seeing it? 

Was that part of his curse? Was that part of what the pills had done to him, putting him in a world of blindness and distress? Pinning him here in a box with a cloak, and only letting him be aware of the damage now that it was too late to do anything about it?

Sickness swept through him. Bile bit at the back of Slater’s teeth, and he had to stop and take a deep breath, trying to fight the queasiness down. He could barely breathe through it — this awful sickness. Blackness swam in the corner of his vision. Slater shook his head, hard, and breathed sharply through his nose until the panic and sickness faded away.

Once the world of pure and utter happiness and content, now was a world of utter destruction, death, and mayhem. It was the world where one couldn’t exist without being corrupted. Like he was being corrupted. Like he was also changing. 

This sickness was abated for the moment, but it would take him soon enough. And wouldn’t that be worse than death? Slater feared that it might have been. There was no one around to ask, though. 

Once more, his gaze went to his hands. He held them up, looking them over. Turned them first this way and then that way, curling each finger one at a time, one at a time, and counting them as he did. One. Two. Three. He still wore the wedding band he’d gotten from his wife. Four. Five. Six. That finger had a scar on it. What was it from?

Slater frowned. His memory was like a sieve these days. He had to fight to try and get the thought back, but he soon forgot what he was trying to fight.

For a long time, Slater stared at his finger. Then he forgot what he was staring at and started to count again. One. Two. Three. The ring from his dead wife. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.

Oh.

Oh! 

Had his fingers been this dark even just a few moments ago? Slater was certain that the answer was no. The tips were black as ink. The fingers a ruddy gray halfway up. His thumbs, shorter than the rest, were almost completely gray.

The change would happen fast, now that he’d started. It would take him quickly. Maybe that was for the best. At least, that meant his awareness would be stripped away soon enough.

It seemed that finally, he would have to pay the price, watching the ever-rising blanket of darkness overtaking the devastated world, slowly, every second by second, overtaking the world in its long-reaching grasp. He didn’t want that to happen. But he couldn’t avoid it. He had been one of the people who had helped it nurture and grow, after all. 

The pill had been swallowed. No one forced Slater to take it. It had been placed on his tongue and slid down his gullet at his own will. 

And now, he paid the price, being absorbed by the ever-lasting darkness. Once again, he didn’t want to, but he had no choice. 

It was going to be a slow, agonizingly slow, process, but he would be there to feel every single second of it, until he was as dark as this corrupted world had become. And all he could do was curse them. Curse the creators of the pills. 

And curse all those, like himself, who took it. 

 

 


Chapter Two

[image: Image]

 

THIS WORLD WAS A WONDERFUL PLACE. 

It was a simple fact, one that everyone knew, and one that most people agreed with. Anyone could come out and say that. Admit that it was a wonderful place. That the world was filled with kindness and areas where it was easy to breathe and simply live as yourself. Poverty was at an all-time low. Suicide rates had dropped down to almost nothing. Peace had settled over the land like a blanket, and the world was taking comfort in that. 

But like every existence, there was strife. There was calamity, and there was destruction. Every coin had two sides, after all. 

Some people had it good, living in societies that were cooperative. Carnelian City was one of the most well-known places, a city that thrived by helping others. No one would go hungry there, no one would be unhappy there, and no one would be sad there. But some of the world didn’t have such a pleasure. 

Aether Heights was a city on the far side of the Southern Hemisphere, and while it was fully developed, it was a tragedy. Crime was higher there than anywhere else in the world. People argued and fought — not because they needed to, but because they wanted resources; they wanted to be the first to achieve new things!

And as they fought, their city suffered. That became an issue. 

That was a part of the world that simply didn’t have the happiness and satisfaction that Carnelian City had. And that part vastly overtook the happiness of the much more developed parts of the world. 
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