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A short story written in Autumn 2024 during a Writer’s Retreat.  We were tasked with writing on the theme of Colour after talking about the autumn leaves and how they made us feel.  The discussion continued touching on how we use colour in many ways when describing a scene.  Things like “the red mist descended” and “he woke up feeling blue again.”

Of course I had to take it in a different direction and this short story was the result.
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Anthony Druid’s fingers fumbled with the last button on his shirt. It was new, stiff and uncomfortable, the kind of fabric that didn’t move with you but made you feel trapped inside it. He stared at himself in the mirror, a lanky figure with slightly slouched shoulders, his unruly brown hair refusing to cooperate no matter how much he tried to tame it. His reflection almost seemed to taunt him, reminding him of how he had fallen short.

Eighteen years old and barely making it through school, he had nothing much to show for his efforts, except for the narrow pass on the SCAT—16 out of 100. One point away from failing. One point away from being funnelled into a meaningless government role, painting the endless grey walls of the environment. And even though he wasn’t sure whether his new job was any better, it felt like a step up.

His parents had been quick to encourage him. The NHS, they’d said, was a safe career, steady work. Boring, perhaps, but at least he wouldn't have to worry about being laid off, unlike the Ministry of Painting. His mother had said that with a sneer, as if the people who worked there had lost some part of themselves. Maybe they had.

The mortuary was a different kind of grey.

Anthony stood outside the enormous building, a brutalist concrete block with tiny, darkened windows. Even in the midday sun, it cast a shadow that seemed disproportionate to its size. He hesitated before pushing open the large metal door, immediately assaulted by the sharp scent of disinfectant. It was suffocating, mingling with a faint, almost sweet smell that made his stomach churn.

His new boss, Ron Hawkings, was waiting for him at the front desk. “Ah, Anthony, right? Come in, kid, don’t look so nervous. Now, as long as you do your job, this place won't bite.”

Ron was in his mid-forties, stocky, with a shaved head and a smile that seemed to reach his eyes. The tired lines on his face suggested a long history of witnessing things that wore a person down. He was the kind of man who had learned to joke about everything to stay sane.

“First day, huh?” Ron clapped a hand on Anthony’s shoulder, guiding him through the dull, dimly lit hallway. “It’s always tough, first time in a place like this. Don’t worry, though. After a week or two, you’ll barely notice the smell.”

The hallway opened into a larger room, the mortuary proper, and Anthony’s breath caught. Everything was sterile, metal, and cold. The walls, the floor, and the ceiling reflected the harsh fluorescent lighting. In the corner was a massive machine, something industrial-looking, with hoses and nozzles coiled around it like mechanical snakes. Its name was emblazoned in dull, grey letters on the side: ChromaHoover.

“That’s the beast,” Ron said, noticing Anthony’s stare. “She’s the one who does the heavy lifting. You’ll get to know her pretty well over the next few weeks. We use her to suck the colour out of the dead.”

Anthony blinked. “You... suck the colour out?”

Ron grinned. “Yeah. Strange, right? But that’s the job. The bodies come in, we process them, get rid of the colour, and that’s that. No colour, no complications. It’s part of the prep before burial. We’ve been doing it for years. Just think of it as another form of cleaning, only a little more... technical.”

Anthony wanted to ask why, but something in Ron’s casual tone told him the answer would either be too complicated or too unsettling to handle right now. Instead, he let himself be guided further into the building, the smell of disinfectant growing stronger with each step.

“We’ll get you suited up in a minute, but first—” Ron pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Anthony. “Contract of Employment. You’ll want to read that carefully. The most important bit is the confidentiality clause. You don’t talk about what you see or do in here. Not to your friends, not to your parents, not even to your cat if you’ve got one. Understand?”

Anthony nodded, his eyes scanning the document. It seemed standard enough, but the secrecy part was written in bold letters, emphasised to the point that he wondered what exactly they were hiding. He signed it without much thought—after all, what choice did he have?

“Great! Now, let’s get you kitted out.”

Ron led him to a locker room where he handed Anthony a set of grey scrubs, the same shade as everything else. As Anthony pulled them on, he felt a growing sense of detachment. The more layers he put between himself and the real world—the scrubs, the gloves, the mask—the more he felt like he was entering a different existence. One where the rules he had known didn’t apply any more.

“Alright,” Ron said once Anthony was ready. “First things first. We’ve got a fresh body in today, so you’ll see the process immediately. Don’t worry, you won’t have to do much at first. Just observe; maybe help with moving the body.”

The mortuary was colder than he expected, and his heart began to race as they approached the metal table where a body lay under a sheet. Ron whipped the cover back without ceremony, revealing the pale, lifeless form of an elderly man. His skin was already drained of colour, but still retained faint traces of what had once been a healthy tone.

“This is Mr. Blake. He came in yesterday. Heart attack. Poor guy.” Ron sighed, though there wasn’t much sadness in his voice. “Now we’re gonna finish the job. You ready?”

Anthony wasn’t sure he was, but he nodded anyway.

Ron flipped a switch on the ChromaHoover, and the machine rumbled to life with a low, ominous hum. He positioned the nozzle over the body and pressed a button. Anthony watched in awe as the machine whirred and a faint, shimmering mist began to rise from the man’s skin. It looked like a thin cloud of colour drawn from the body into the machine’s chamber.

“That’s the colour being extracted,” Ron explained. “When people die, their colours don’t fade immediately. They stick around, kind of like a residue. It’s our job to get rid of it.”

Anthony’s eyes were glued to the process, fascinated despite himself. The mist swirled and twisted as it was pulled into the machine, disappearing into its depths. Within minutes, the man’s skin had turned a uniform grey, devoid of life or vibrancy.

And just like that, the process was over.

“Not so bad, eh?” Ron said, switching off the machine. “You get used to it. Anyway, that’s your first taste of the job. Tomorrow, you’ll get to try it out yourself. Welcome to the team, kid.”

As they packed up, Anthony couldn’t help but stare at the now colourless body on the table. He had come into this job feeling uncertain about life and his future. But seeing the ChromaHoover in action, he realised he was in a place where the boundaries between those things blurred.

And tomorrow, it would be his turn.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




The following days passed in a blur of grey. Anthony fell into a rhythm quickly, despite the strangeness of his new job. The ChromaHoover, once an imposing machine, became just another tool of the trade. Once unsettling, the endless procession of bodies on steel tables now began to feel routine. The cold, antiseptic air of the mortuary became something he barely noticed.

Every morning, Ron would greet him with the same casual grin, already deep in conversation as if they’d known each other for years. “Alright, kid, today we’ve got a couple of late arrivals. Nothing too difficult. I’ll let you handle the Hoover on your own today, yeah?”

Anthony nodded, trying to keep his expression neutral. On the inside, his nerves were bubbling. He had watched Ron use the ChromaHoover enough times, but handling it alone felt like stepping into something much bigger. The way the machine whirred to life at the touch of a button and pulled the shimmering colour from a body like some magic trick—there was something eerie about being in control of it.

“Don’t worry,” Ron added, clapping him on the back. “It’s like vacuuming, just with fewer carpets and more dead people.”

Anthony managed a weak chuckle, his fingers hovering over the switch. The body before him was a middle-aged woman, her expression frozen in some mixture of surprise and fear. She looked almost alive, as though she might sit up any moment. But she wouldn't, no matter how much Anthony’s mind played tricks on him. He flipped the switch, and the machine’s familiar hum filled the room.

The nozzle hovered over her skin, drawing in the faint mist of colour. Once a pale shade of peach, her face began to turn an even grey, like all the others. Anthony moved the ChromaHoover along her arms, down to her hands, carefully ensuring every inch was covered. He didn’t need Ron watching over his shoulder this time. It was strangely easy. Too easy.

“There you go,” Ron said from the corner of the room. “See? You’ve got the hang of it already.”

But Anthony didn’t respond. His eyes were fixed on the body and the empty grey left behind. Something about it gnawed at him. Each time he watched the colours being sucked away, a nagging question lingered at the back of his mind: Why? Why did they do this? Was it necessary?

He wanted to ask, but the atmosphere didn’t seem right. Ron was always joking, always deflecting any attempt at seriousness with humour. Anthony didn’t want to seem like he couldn’t handle it, like he was still that insecure kid who barely passed his exams.

The rest of the day went by in much the same way: more bodies and colours were siphoned into the ChromaHoover, leaving only lifeless grey husks behind. At first, Anthony had tried not to think of them as people. It was easier that way. But now, as the work became routine, he wondered about their lives. Who had they been? Did their families know what was happening to their bodies now, stripped of all the vibrancy they had in life? Did it matter?

After a week, he started asking small questions. “Where does the colour go, after it’s sucked into the machine?”

Ron raised an eyebrow. “Curious now, are we?”

Anthony shrugged. “I guess. It just feels like... there’s more to it.”

Ron leaned back, considering. “Well, I suppose you deserve a bit of an answer since you’ll be with us for a while. That stuff we suck out—it’s called ChromaJuice. It gets sent somewhere else, processed, and separated into pure colours. That’s not our job, though. We’re just the first step. And believe me, kid, you’ll be better off not thinking too much about it. Keep your head down, do your part, and you’ll do fine.”

The conversation ended there, but Anthony’s curiosity only grew.

The more time passed, the more he thought about the ChromaJuice. Every time a body was drained of its colour, he couldn’t help but imagine the liquid swirling inside the machine, waiting to be whisked off to some secret place. He started to notice the details—the way the mist sparkled faintly in the light and each person’s colour seemed unique, even if the end result was always the same dull grey.

His nights were filled with strange dreams. He dreamt of colour, swirling hues dancing in the air, slipping through his fingers. Sometimes, he dreamt of bodies, too, standing in rows, watching him with their empty, grey faces, as if they knew something he didn’t. He woke up in a cold sweat more than once, wondering if the job was starting to get to him.

Ron noticed, of course. “You’re looking pale, kid. Too much time in the lab, huh? You should get out more. Grab a beer or something.”

Anthony laughed it off, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something deeper was at play. The ChromaHoover had become second nature, but the weight of their actions lingered with him longer each day.

“Ron,” he said one evening as they packed up for the day, “do you ever... think about what happens to all of it? The colour, I mean. Doesn’t it seem strange to take something that was part of someone and... store it somewhere?”

Ron paused momentarily, something dark flashing behind his usual easy smile. “Every job’s got its weird parts, Anthony. You get used to it. Just focus on the task before you, not the bigger picture. Trust me, it’s easier that way.”

As Anthony lay in bed that night, he couldn’t stop thinking about Ron’s words. Maybe he was right. Perhaps this was just another job, another part of the machinery of life and death. But even as he told himself that, something inside him refused to accept it.
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A month passed, and Anthony became increasingly desensitised to the routine. The ChromaHoover’s low hum, once strange and eerie, now felt like background noise, blending in with the soft rustle of plastic sheets, the metallic clang of instruments, and the ever-present smell of disinfectant.

He no longer flinched when he saw a body lying on the table. The grey pallor they all turned into after extracting the colour no longer bothered him. The faces were no longer people—they were just part of the job. Sometimes, in quiet moments, that thought disturbed him. But most of the time, he pushed it aside, focusing on the task.

Ron was right. You did get used to it.

But the dreams kept coming. Every night, colours swirled in his mind—shades of blue, red, green, and others he couldn’t even name. They danced and blended, pulling him deeper into sleep, leaving him with a sense of wonder and unease when he woke. He never talked about the dreams, not to Ron or anyone. Some things were better kept to yourself.

Anthony arrived at the mortuary early on the last day of his trial month. The air was damp, thick with the promise of rain, and the building’s brutalist exterior loomed darker than usual against the grey sky. He shuffled through the hallways, the rubber soles of his shoes squeaking faintly on the floor as he passed the rows of doors that led to rooms he’d never seen inside.

Ron was leaning against one of the tables, flipping through a clipboard. He looked up when Anthony entered and gave him a grin.

“Big day, kid. You’ve officially survived a month in the dead zone. Ready for the next step?”

Anthony raised an eyebrow. “What’s the next step?”

Ron winked. “Ah, all in good time. First, we’ve got to handle today’s workload. Then I’ll show you what’s behind door number two.”

Curiosity sparked inside Anthony, though it was tinged with a familiar nervousness. There had been something secretive in Ron’s tone when he’d mentioned the “next step,” and Anthony wasn’t sure if he was excited or anxious to learn what it was.

They spent the morning like any other day, processing bodies with the ChromaHoover, draining the remnants of colour and watching the grey seep into lifeless skin. Anthony was efficient now, his movements quick and practised. He didn’t even need to ask Ron for guidance any more.

They finished the last body of the day around midday. Anthony wiped his hands on his scrubs, turning to Ron, who was already taking off his gloves.

“Alright,” Ron said, clapping his hands together. “Time for the fun part.”

He led Anthony down a hallway they rarely used. It was quieter here, the hum of the ChromaHoover machine fading as they moved deeper into the building. At the end of the corridor was a heavy door with a keypad. Ron tapped in a code, and the door slid open with a soft hiss.

Behind it was a stairwell that descended into the depths of the hospital. The air grew cooler as they descended, the smell of disinfectant fading into a more musty, metallic scent. At the bottom of the stairs was a thicker and reinforced door.

Ron turned to Anthony. “This is the part you’ve been waiting for, I bet. What happens to all that colour we suck out? You’re about to find out.”

With that, he opened the door.

Inside was a lab, far more advanced than the mortuary upstairs. The room was pristine, filled with gleaming metal surfaces and rows of equipment that Anthony couldn’t understand. Tubes and monitors ran across the walls like veins, connecting various machines that hummed softly in the background.

In the centre of the room stood a massive piece of machinery far more sophisticated than the ChromaHoover. It was tall and cylindrical, with a series of transparent tanks stacked on top of each other, each filled with a different liquid. The liquids shimmered in every colour imaginable, swirling like liquid light.

A man in a white lab coat approached them, wiping his hands on a towel. “You must be Anthony,” he said, extending a hand. “I’m Dr. Whitman. Welcome to the second part of our little operation.”

Anthony shook his hand, his eyes fixed on the machine behind the doctor. “Is that... the ChromaJuice?”

Whitman smiled. “Indeed. What you’ve been collecting upstairs is just raw material. Here, we separate the ChromaJuice into its components—each of the 32,000 colours.”

“32,000?” Anthony echoed, stunned.

“That’s right. Every body you process upstairs contains a unique combination of colours, and it’s our job to separate them into pure form. The process is delicate and precise, but what we end up with is incredibly valuable.”

Anthony stared at the machine, watching as one of the tanks shifted from a deep red to a brilliant emerald green. “What do you do with it? The colours, I mean.”

Dr. Whitman’s smile widened. “Ah, that’s where things get interesting. The colours are used in various industries—biotechnology, medicine, and even in certain artistic endeavours. But the most important use is Stage 3, and you will have to wait a bit longer before we show you that.”

Anthony’s brow furrowed. “What is Stage 3?”

Ron, who had been silent until now, clapped Anthony on the back. “C’mon, kid. All in good time.  We don’t think you are quite ready for that just yet.”

As he returned upstairs, Anthony thought deeply. He had passed his trial month, but he wasn’t sure what that meant.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4

[image: ]




Anthony left the lab that day with his thoughts swirling in a thousand directions. The weight of what he had seen—the ChromaJuice —pressed down on him like the air in the mortuary, thick and suffocating. It wasn’t just a job any more, and he knew that. The extraction process, which had felt strange but harmless, suddenly seemed to carry a new, almost eerie importance.

Ron was chatting beside him as they ascended the stairs, but Anthony barely registered the words. His mind kept drifting back to the store with all those colours.

It was beautiful and terrifying all at once.

“So,” Ron said, slapping Anthony on the back, breaking his trance, “how does it feel, being in the big leagues now?”

Anthony blinked, trying to focus. “It’s... a lot.”

Ron gave him a grin. “Yeah, it is. But you’re part of something bigger than you realise, kid. What do we do here? It’s important. Not a lot of people can handle it, but you did well. You’ve earned your promotion.”

“Thanks,” Anthony said automatically, though his mind was still racing.

Ron gave him a sideways glance. “You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The look of someone who’s overthinking things. Trust me, I’ve seen it a hundred times before. You start thinking too hard about the job, the colours, the bodies... it can mess with your head. Best advice? Don’t overthink it. Just focus on your part.”

Anthony frowned. “I can’t help it. It just feels... strange. We’re taking something from dead people. That’s a lot to process.”

Ron sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Look, you’re not wrong. It is strange. But this is our world, and it’s been like this for a long time.  It’s as simple as that. And if you want to get philosophical about it, maybe the colour is something the body doesn’t need after death. It’s like recycling. The circle of life, or whatever.”

Anthony couldn’t help but grimace. “Recycling?”

Ron shrugged. “Hey, it’s not like we’re doing anything evil. We’re helping, in our way. But yeah, I get it. It’s a lot to take in, especially after that first trip to the lab.”

They reached the top of the stairs and stepped back into the mortuary's familiar, sterile hallways. The contrast between the dark, clinical atmosphere and the vibrant, shimmering colours in the lab below was jarring. Anthony suddenly felt like he was moving between two different worlds, neither of which made complete sense to him anymore.

Ron gestured toward the locker room as they entered the main work area. “Go ahead and get changed. You’re done for the day. Rest up, because tomorrow, you start as a full ChromaTechnician. I’ll explain your new responsibilities then.”

Anthony nodded, grateful for the early dismissal. His mind felt too full to concentrate on anything else right now. He changed out of his scrubs and into his regular clothes, the familiar fabric oddly comforting after hours in the cold, sterile environment of the mortuary.

The sky was still overcast when he stepped outside, with grey clouds hanging low. For a moment, he stood there, breathing in the fresh air, trying to clear his head. But the world’s colours seemed muted now, dulled by what he had seen below the hospital. It was as if knowing about the ChromaJuice had shifted something in his perception, like a veil had been lifted, and the vibrancy of life had been drained away.

That night, Anthony lay awake, staring at the ceiling. The room was dark, but his mind was still flashing with the images of the lab, of the swirling tanks of colour.

The next morning, he woke with a sense of resolution. If he was going to continue this work—and he was, because what choice did he have?—then he needed to understand it better. He needed to know what it all meant. The more he thought about it, the more he realised that there had to be something deeper, something more to the process than just extracting colour.

Ron was already there when he arrived at the mortuary, his usual easy grin plastered on his face.

“Ready for your first day as a full ChromaTechnician?”

Anthony nodded, though his stomach churned with uncertainty. “Yeah, I think so.”

“Good,” Ron said, leading him toward the back of the mortuary, where the ChromaHoover was already set up. “So, now that you’re promoted, you’re not just responsible for using the Hoover. You’ll also be in charge of overseeing the transfers to the lab. The lab techs will handle most of the processing, but we must ensure everything goes smoothly. Think of it like being the first link in the chain.”

Anthony tried to focus, but his thoughts kept drifting.

“How did all this start?” Anthony asked suddenly, cutting through Ron’s instructions. “I mean, the ChromaJuice thing. Why do we do it this way?”

Ron paused, giving him a long, measured look. “You want to know?”

“Yeah,” Anthony said. “I think I need to know.”

Ron sighed, crossing his arms. “It started a long time ago. Way before I got here, even before my boss. Back then, people didn’t even know what ChromaJuice was. They didn’t think about colour like we do now. But they figured it out over time—the connection between life and colour. The way a person’s vibrancy—who they are—stays behind after they die, clinging to their body. At first, they thought it was some kind of energy, like a soul. But then they realised it was more than that.”

He gestured toward the ChromaHoover. “That’s when they invented this. A way to extract that residual colour, that essence, before it fades away. Turns out that colour has a lot of uses.”

Anthony frowned. “But why do people lose their colour when they die? What’s the point?”

Ron shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe it’s just part of how things work. When you die, you lose something, right? Your life, your energy, your colour. But it doesn’t disappear. It just... transfers.”

“Transfers to where?”

“Everywhere,” Ron said, his eyes narrowing slightly. “It’s all part of the cycle. Life, death, colour, energy—it’s all connected. The important thing is that we’re making sure that colour doesn’t go to waste. We’re giving it a new purpose.”

Anthony chewed on that thought momentarily, trying to wrap his mind around the idea. “So the colour we extract—it’s not just random? It’s... important?”

Ron nodded. “It’s more than important. It’s essential.”

As the day wore on, Anthony found himself thinking more and more about what Ron had said. The work felt different now, heavier, knowing that the colour they were extracting wasn’t just leftover residue—it was something vital.

When the day finally ended, Anthony felt drained, but not just from the physical labour. His mind was buzzing with questions, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever get the answers he wanted. But there was one thing he knew for sure now: he was a part of something much bigger than he had ever realised.
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A few days later, Ron pulled him aside after work. “You’re doing good, kid. Real good. And I think you’re ready for the next step.”

Anthony blinked. “Next step?”

“Yeah,” Ron said, his tone serious for once. “You’ve handled the ChromaHoover, you’ve seen the lab, you’ve got a pretty good grasp of how this all works. But there’s one more thing you need to see.  Stage 3.”

“What is it?”

Ron smiled, but there was no humour in it. “Come with me.”

He led Anthony down another hallway, this one deeper into the hospital than Anthony had ever been. They passed several security checkpoints, each requiring a special key card and a series of codes. The further they went, the colder and more sterile the air became. Finally, they arrived at a reinforced door labelled ChromaStorage.

Ron swiped his key card and entered a code, and the door slid open with a soft hiss. Inside was a vast, dark room filled with rows upon rows of transparent tanks, each with a different liquid colour. The air inside the room was thick with an almost oppressive silence.

“This,” Ron said quietly, “is where we store the pure colours. Each tank contains a different one, separated from the ChromaJuice we extract upstairs. This is what keeps the whole system running.”

Anthony stared in awe at the tanks, each glowing softly in the dim light. The colours were mesmerising—vivid and beautiful yet somehow unsettling. It was as if the essence of life itself was stored here, waiting to be used.

“And this,” Ron continued, gesturing to the tanks, “is what you’re a part of.”
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Anthony couldn’t shake the weight of what he had seen in the ChromaStorage. Each tank represented something more than a colour—a part of someone’s essence and vitality, separated and stored like raw material. For days, the image of those glowing tanks haunted him, and he began to look at the bodies that came through the mortuary with new eyes. These people, in death, were still contributing to something vital that transcended the end of life itself.

But the more he thought about it, the more the ethical lines blurred.

Ron had told him not to overthink it. “It’s all part of the cycle,” he’d said. And maybe that was true. But Anthony couldn’t help but wonder what the people in those tanks had thought of their contribution, if they’d known where their colours would end up. Would it have mattered to them? Did their families know? Would anyone care that their colour—something so personal—was being extracted and stored for some future purpose?

These thoughts churned in his head day and night, never allowing him peace. His curiosity became more of an obsession, and he found himself lingering in the hallways after hours, hoping to catch more glimpses of the hidden processes behind their work.

Ron approached him again, his demeanour more serious than usual.

“Anthony,” Ron said one afternoon, “you’ve been doing great. But there’s something else you need to see. It’s time for you to witness the final step.”

Anthony felt a knot of apprehension tighten in his chest. “Final step?”

Ron nodded. “You’ve seen the extraction, the separation, and storage. Now you’re ready to see how we bring it full circle. I’m taking you to the operating theatre. You’re going to watch a birth.”

A birth. Anthony didn’t know whether to feel excited or anxious. Birth was the beginning of life, the moment when everything starts. But, in this world, it was also the moment when the process he had been a part of for the last few months came into play. The moment when the colours he helped extract were finally used.
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The operating theatre was sterile, pristine, the walls and floors shining under the harsh fluorescent lights. Anthony stood behind a large observation window and looked down into the room. He felt a strange sense of detachment as the doctors and nurses prepared for the birth. The scene felt both ordinary and extraordinary at the same time. It was, after all, the same hospital he had worked in for weeks. But this... this was different.

He could see the mother on the table, her face tense with effort, her breathing steady but laboured. The father stood nearby, his hand tightly gripping hers, his face a mixture of fear and anticipation. Anthony felt a pang of something like guilt as he watched them. They had no idea what he knew—that the life they would bring into the world would depend on something far more mysterious and complex than they could ever imagine.

Ron stood next to Anthony, his usual humour replaced by a kind of solemnity Anthony wasn’t used to. “This is where it all comes together,” Ron said quietly. “What you do upstairs, what the lab does, what’s stored in those tanks—all of it leads to this moment.”

The procedure began. The doctors moved precisely, and within minutes, a small, pale, translucent form was delivered into the world. Anthony’s breath caught as he saw the newborn baby—a tiny, fragile thing, almost ghostlike in its lack of colour. It was like nothing he had ever seen before. The baby’s skin was translucent, its veins visible through the pale membrane of its flesh. It was alive, but it looked unfinished, incomplete.

And then came the infusion.

A nurse stepped forward with a bag of liquid—a shimmering, swirling cocktail of colour that seemed to pulse with life. She carefully attached it to an IV line that fed into the baby’s arm. Slowly, drop by drop, the liquid entered the baby’s body, and as it did, Anthony watched in awe as the transformation began.

At first, it was subtle—a faint blush of pink on the baby’s cheeks. But as more liquid flowed in, the change became more pronounced. The baby’s skin darkened, becoming richer in tone, and soon, the once ghostly form was replaced by something warm, vibrant, and alive.

The doctors and nurses worked quietly, focusing entirely on the baby, but the moment felt almost sacred to Anthony. He witnessed the literal infusion of life—colours extracted from the dead now flowing into the living, giving the newborn its very essence. This was the final step in the cycle, the moment when everything made sense.

Or did it?

As the last of the colour entered the baby’s body, Anthony couldn’t help but feel a deep unease settling in his gut. This child—beautiful, healthy, and full of life—was a product of something unnatural. A product of the process he had been a part of for weeks now. Was this really how things were meant to be? Was life supposed to be born this way, pieced together from fragments of the dead?

Ron seemed to sense his unease. “It’s something, isn’t it?” he said quietly.

Anthony nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“Not many people see this side of things,” Ron continued. “But you’ve earned it. You’ve been a part of this, even if you didn’t know it.”

“But...” Anthony hesitated, his thoughts swirling. “Is this... normal? I mean, has it always been this way? Babies being born like this?”

Ron shrugged. “Normal’s a funny word. This is how things are now. And it works. The world keeps turning, babies are born, and we help make that happen. That’s all there is to it.”

Anthony wasn’t so sure. He watched as the doctors finished their work, handing the now fully coloured baby to the mother, who cradled it in her arms with tears in her eyes. To her, this was a miracle, the most natural thing in the world. She had no idea that her baby had been infused with the colours of the dead, that its life was in some way tied to the bodies Anthony had helped drain upstairs.

The scene left him feeling both proud and hollow. Proud because he had played a part in something undeniably important. Hollow because the more he understood, the less certain he was about the morality of it all.
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The next few days passed in a haze. Anthony continued his work in the mortuary, but everything felt different now. The bodies that passed through his hands no longer seemed like just bodies. They were sources—reservoirs of life that would be harvested, stored, and eventually used to give life to someone else. The people they had been, their identities, and their stories were irrelevant now. All that mattered was their colour.

One evening, after a particularly long day, Anthony sat in the locker room, staring at his reflection in the small mirror above the sink. He looked tired, his eyes slightly sunken from sleepless nights filled with dreams of colour and death. He leaned closer to the mirror, inspecting his own skin and colour. Was this what he would become one day? Would someone extract his essence, store it in one of those glowing tanks, and use it to give life to a newborn?

The thought sent a shiver down his spine.

Ron found him there, still staring at his reflection. “You alright, kid?” he asked, his voice unusually soft.

“I don’t know,” Anthony admitted. “It’s just... this is a lot to take in our actions. It feels so... big. Bigger than me. Bigger than all of us.”

Ron leaned against the wall, his expression thoughtful. “Yeah, it is big. Bigger than we’ll ever fully understand, probably. But that’s life. We do our part, and the world keeps moving. You don’t have to understand it all to be a part of it.”

“I guess,” Anthony said, though he wasn’t convinced.

Ron gave him a pat on the back. “Take some time to process it. This kind of work—it’s not for everyone. But you’ve got the chops for it, kid. You’ve done well.”

Anthony nodded, but inside, the unease remained. He had been promoted and brought deeper into the world of the mortuary and the ChromaLab, but with each new revelation, he felt further from understanding the truth.

What was life? Was it something that could be pieced together, bit by bit, from the remains of others? Or was it something more sacred, something that should remain untouched?

The answers, if they existed, felt far beyond his reach.
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“Every ChromaTechnician goes through this at some point,” Ron said. “You start to wonder if we’re messing with something that shouldn’t be messed with. Life, death, colour... It’s all so connected, so intimate. But here’s the thing, Anthony—you must decide if you’re okay with it. No one can make that call for you.”

“What about you?” Anthony asked, his voice barely above a whisper. “Are you okay with it?”

Ron looked away for a moment, his jaw tightening. “I made my peace with it a long time ago. I had to. And you will too, one way or another.”

Anthony could hear the tension in Ron’s voice, the hint of something unspoken. It dawned on him that maybe Ron wasn’t as comfortable with this work as he pretended to be. Perhaps he had his ghosts to deal with, his doubts buried under years of doing this job.

But that didn’t make it easier for Anthony. If anything, it made things worse. How was Anthony supposed to reconcile it if even Ron wasn’t at peace with what they did? How could he continue to drain the life, the colour, from these bodies and watch as it was pumped into newborns without questioning the morality of it all?
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Anthony had always considered himself an outsider who scraped by in life, invisible to the world. But now, he was burdened with knowledge, secrets so profound that they pressed against him from all sides, suffocating him in their weight. His job was no longer a simple, routine task—it was entangled with life and death in ways he couldn’t fully comprehend, yet he was complicit in it.

As weeks passed, the internal conflict gnawed at him. The joy he once felt after his promotion had soured. He began to dread the sight of the bodies, the ChromaHoover, and worst of all—the glowing tanks of ChromaJuice. Each day, he showed up for work and went through the motions, but each night, he lay awake, the doubts festering. Was he doing something noble? Or was this all a grotesque manipulation of life and death?

Ron noticed the change in Anthony’s demeanour.

“You’ve been quiet lately,” Ron said one afternoon, as they cleaned up after a long shift. “Not second-guessing things, are you?”

Anthony hesitated. He didn’t want to lie, but how could he explain his feelings without sounding ungrateful? Without sounding weak?

“I don’t know,” Anthony finally admitted. “It just... feels off. I get what we’re doing, I do. But sometimes I can’t help wondering—should we be doing it?”

Ron didn’t laugh, and he didn’t joke as he usually did. Instead, he leaned back against the table, his expression surprisingly thoughtful.

C
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The turning point came on a day like any other.

A family had arrived at the mortuary to identify a body—an elderly woman, frail and colourless, lay out on the steel table. Anthony had already drained the ChromaJuice from her, and her essence was safely stored in the tanks below. The family stood around the body, their faces a mixture of grief and reverence.

Anthony kept his distance, watching from the corner of the room as Ron led the family through the final steps. He had done this dozens of times by now, but today, something felt different. The sadness in the room was palpable, and Anthony found himself focusing on the woman’s face, now drained of any vibrancy.

It hit him then—this woman had lived a whole life. She had memories, experiences, and people who loved her. And yet, in death, she had been reduced to nothing more than a source of colour. Her essence was now sitting in a glowing tank, waiting to be infused into a newborn, her life erased in the process.

Something in Anthony snapped.

He couldn’t do it any more. He couldn’t keep pretending that what they were doing was normal, that it was okay to strip people of their colours, their identities, and turn them into resources for a system he didn’t fully understand.

That night, Anthony stayed late in the lab, staring at the rows of tanks filled with shimmering liquid. The colours danced before his eyes, so beautiful and yet so cold. He felt like a stranger in this place now, like he didn’t belong.

He needed answers. Real answers.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 12

[image: ]




A few days later, Anthony made a decision. He couldn’t keep this to himself any more. The secrecy and weight of what he knew were too much. He needed to tell someone, to share the burden, even if it meant breaking the rules.

After his shift, he went straight home.. He hadn’t spoken to his parents about his job since he started. It was easier that way. But tonight, he was determined to change that. His parents were sitting in the living room when he walked in, surprised to see him so early. His mother smiled, though there was a flicker of concern in her eyes.

“Anthony, you’re home early! Everything alright?”

Anthony didn’t answer right away. He stood there momentarily, taking in the familiar warmth of the house, the comfort of being around his family. And then, the words just spilt out.

“I need to tell you something,” he said, his voice shaky. “About my job. About what I do.”

His parents exchanged confused glances. His father leaned forward. “What do you mean?”

For the next hour, Anthony told them everything. The ChromaHoover, the extraction of colour, the tanks of ChromaJuice, and the infusion of those colours into newborns. He didn’t leave anything out. When he finished, his mother was pale, her hands trembling. His father sat in stunned silence, trying to process everything.

“You... you extract colour from dead people?” his mother finally asked, her voice weak.

“Yes,” Anthony said, the weight crushing down on him. “That’s what we do. We take their colours and use them to give life to babies.”

His father shook his head, struggling to understand. “And you’ve been doing this for months?”

Anthony nodded, feeling both relief and regret at finally sharing the truth. He had broken the rules, but he didn’t care any more. He couldn’t keep it inside.

“What... what does it mean?” his mother whispered. “What happens to those people? Do they lose something when you take their colour?”

“I don’t know,” Anthony admitted. “I don’t know what it all means. That’s the thing—I’m not sure if we’re doing the right thing. I could handle it, but now... I’m not sure.”

There was a long, heavy silence.

His father finally spoke. “Anthony, I don’t know if we can give you the answers you want. This... It’s beyond anything we’ve ever heard of. But you have to do what’s right for you. If this doesn’t feel right, you need to trust yourself.”

His mother nodded, tears in her eyes. “You’re a good person, Anthony. You’ve always been. Whatever you decide, we’ll support you.”

Anthony felt a rush of gratitude, but the weight of the decision still pressed on him. He had hoped that sharing the truth would bring him clarity, but it had only made the moral conflict more real and pressing.
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The next day, Anthony walked into the mortuary with a clear head but a heavy heart. He found Ron in the locker room, preparing for another work day.

“I need to talk to you,” Anthony said, his voice steady.

Ron looked up, surprised by Anthony’s tone. “What’s up, kid?”

“I’m quitting,” Anthony said firmly.

Ron blinked, taken aback. “Quitting? Why?”

Anthony took a deep breath. “I can’t do it any more. The colours, the bodies, the babies—it’s too much. I don’t know if what we’re doing is right. I can’t live with this kind of doubt.”
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