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Oliver woke to the sound of metal screaming against stone.

It felt like the entire stairwell had come alive, the banisters clawing the plaster off the walls as they shifted. The whole apartment complex was bucking; windows rattled in their frames, drywall dust snowed from the ceiling, and the heavy glass chandelier swung overhead like a frantic metronome. From somewhere behind the thin walls came the sound of hysterical sobbing—one of the Newbies was cracking. Oliver didn’t doubt that by sunrise, he’d see someone swinging from a light fixture just like his, a makeshift noose tight around their throat, or dangling like a broken doll from a balcony.

A door slammed open down the hall, followed by a guttural shriek and the sickening, rhythmic thud-thud-thud of a body bouncing down concrete steps. There it was. Someone had decided not to wait for morning to settle their tab with life. Oliver didn’t judge the poor bastard; he still remembered the raw, suffocating terror of his own first night.

The staircase continued its mechanical ballet, rearranging itself in the dark. The steps folded and unfolded like a rusted accordion, swapping places, rising and falling like the keys of a haunted piano. They chewed and ground the remains of the jumper, pulverizing bone and gristle into the shifting masonry.

Above him, the roof joined the chorus. The corrugated steel sheets groaned and spun on the rafters like a lid being twisted onto a jar. The cracks in his ceiling grew wider, vein-like fractures snaking down the walls.

The screams of the Newbie grew muffled as Oliver felt a violent lurch. He white-knuckled the edge of his mattress—the building was moving the units now. The entire godforsaken complex was shifting like a giant, sentient Rubik’s Cube. Oliver squeezed his eyes shut. His only coherent thought was a prayer: Please, don't let me be buried in the center.

Furniture danced across the floor. Old paperbacks tumbled from the shelves. A dead transistor radio hit the floor and finally shattered into plastic shards. On the wall, the calendar pages flickered like a strobe light, and the silverware rattled in the kitchen drawers with a manic energy.

A sharp bank nearly tossed Oliver from the bed. The apartments slid through the structure like a giant Sliding Block Puzzle. The turns were always more violent at the corners of the building; Oliver counted two sharp pivots before the world became a blur of vibration and nausea. He just hoped his unit would be spat out toward an exterior wall and not pinned deep in the windowless gut of the complex.

After twenty minutes, all stopped. The silence that followed was as sudden and heavy as a burial vault. The Slab Block was still again, reassembled into a new, grotesque configuration.

Oliver listened to the silence for a long time before drifting into a cold, jagged sleep.

The first thing Oliver did upon waking was head for the window. He’d torn the curtains down weeks ago to braid them into a climbing rope.

A weak, sickly light filtered through the grime-streaked glass. If there was light, it meant he wasn't entombed. He was on the outside. He was alive.

He forced the creaky frame open and leaned out.

Below him lay the Wasteland. A grey, lifeless expanse under a sky the color of a bruised lung. About half a mile out, the woods began—a jagged black line of trees standing like iron pikes against the horizon. The forest looked like a small, desperate oasis in the middle of a dead world.

Oliver looked down. Second floor. Jackpot. Last time, he’d been on the ninth and had to brave the interior stairs. Speaking of which...

He closed the window and crossed the room, picking his way through the wreckage of his life. Books, clothes, and a stray dumbbell lay scattered across the floor. He peered through the peephole first. Silence. He eased the door open.

Where the hallway should have been, there was only a jagged abyss plunging down to the ground floor. The staircase had ended up on the far side of the atrium, one flight jutting out horizontally, half-merged into the drywall like a glitch in reality.

In the neighboring units, the rest of the "tenants" were stirring. A gravelly voice erupted from nearby: "Hey, bitch! Is breakfast ready? Your fucking runts died yesterday, get moving!"

Oliver retreated and shut the door.

Every "Shift" was a gamble. Sometimes you lost your view; sometimes you lost your plumbing. He had no idea how the pipes rerouted themselves in the walls, but occasionally the toilet flushed and the faucet ran. He tried the sink. It hissed and spat a few rusty droplets before vomiting a brownish sludge. He had one bottle of clean water left. He knew it was a luxury to use it for hygiene, but the thought of a tooth infection here was a death sentence. There were no dentists in the Slab—unless you counted Sly Pig, who’d happily knock your teeth out for free, along with the rest of your jaw.

Oliver made it a point never to get sick.

The power had been dead since before he arrived. He’d scavenged some bricks and used his old books to build a small fire pit for cooking. Everything he needed had to be hunted or gathered from the outside. The woods, dark and looming in the distance, were his best bet.

He packed his bag, stuffing in the empty water bottles. He slid a folding knife into his pocket and a canvas-wrapped scalpel into his belt. Before leaving, he tucked the dumbbell back under the bed. He’d taken it from the apartment of the "Tripod"—a three-legged freak who’d tried to drag Oliver into his room while Sly Pig cheered from the landing. Oliver still felt sick thinking about what that thing had planned for him. He remembered clawing at the yellowed linoleum, his fingernails snapping, until his hand closed around that weight. He’d beaten the Tripod until its head was a wet, red smear on the floor.
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