
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Survivor Files : Month 6

        

        
        
          Survivor Files, Volume 38

        

        
        
          Aaron Abilene

        

        
          Published by Syphon Creative, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SURVIVOR FILES : MONTH 6

    

    
      First edition. February 10, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Aaron Abilene.

    

    
    
      Written by Aaron Abilene.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Aaron Abilene

	    

      
	    
          
	      505

          
        
          
	          505

          
        
          
	          505: Resurrection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Balls

          
        
          
	          Dead Awake

          
        
          
	          Before The Dead Awake

          
        
          
	          Dead Sleep

          
        
          
	          Bulletproof Balls

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Carnival Game

          
        
          
	          Full Moon Howl

          
        
          
	          Donovan

          
        
          
	          Shades of Z

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Codename

          
        
          
	          The Man in The Mini Van

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Deadeye

          
        
          
	          Deadeye & Friends

          
        
          
	          Cowboys Vs Aliens

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ferris

          
        
          
	          Life in Prescott

          
        
          
	          Afterlife in Love

          
        
          
	          Tragic Heart

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Island

          
        
          
	          Paradise Island

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island 2

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island 3

          
        
          
	          The Island 2

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      James & Zoe

          
        
          
	          Inheritance

          
        
          
	          James & Zoe

          
        
          
	          Sourcing Trip

          
        
          
	          Reality Check

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Korrak

          
        
          
	          The Hunger of Korrak

          
        
          
	          The Wrath of Korrak

          
        
          
	          The Death of Korrak

          
        
          
	          The Return of Korrak

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kuru

          
        
          
	          Kuru

          
        
          
	          Kuru Zombies

          
        
          
	          Laughing Death

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Pandemic

          
        
          
	          Pandemic

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Prototype

          
        
          
	          Prototype

          
        
          
	          The Compound

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Slacker

          
        
          
	          Slacker 2

          
        
          
	          Slacker 3

          
        
          
	          Slacker: Dead Man Walkin'

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Survivor Files

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files: Day 1

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 1 Part 2

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 2

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : On The Run

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 3

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 4

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 5

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 6

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 7

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 8

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 9

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 10

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 11

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 12

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 13

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 14

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 15

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 16

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 17

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 18

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 19

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 20

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 21

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 22

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 23

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 24

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 25

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 26

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 27

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 28

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 29

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 30

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 1

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 2

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 3

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 4

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 5

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Month 6

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Texas

          
        
          
	          Devil Child of Texas

          
        
          
	          A Vampire in Texas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Author

          
        
          
	          Breaking Wind

          
        
          
	          Yellow Snow

          
        
          
	          Dragon Snatch

          
        
          
	          Golden Showers

          
        
          
	          Nether Region

          
        
          
	          Evil Empire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Thomas

          
        
          
	          Quarantine

          
        
          
	          Contagion

          
        
          
	          Eradication

          
        
          
	          Isolation

          
        
          
	          Immune

          
        
          
	          Pathogen

          
        
          
	          Bloodline

          
        
          
	          Decontaminated

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      TPD

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries 2

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries 3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Virus

          
        
          
	          Raising Hell

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Zombie Bride

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride 2

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride 3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Victims of Pinocchio

          
        
          
	          A Christmas Nightmare

          
        
          
	          Pain

          
        
          
	          Fat Jesus

          
        
          
	          A Zombie's Revenge

          
        
          
	          The Headhunter

          
        
          
	          Crash

          
        
          
	          Tranq

          
        
          
	          The Island

          
        
          
	          Dog

          
        
          
	          The Quiet Man

          
        
          
	          Joe Superhero

          
        
          
	          Feral

          
        
          
	          Good Guys

          
        
          
	          Romeo and Juliet and Zombies

          
        
          
	          The Gamer

          
        
          
	          Becoming Alpha

          
        
          
	          Dead West

          
        
          
	          Small Town Blues

          
        
          
	          Shades of Z: Redux

          
        
          
	          The Gift of Death

          
        
          
	          Killer Claus

          
        
          
	          Skarred

          
        
          
	          Home Sweet Home

          
        
          
	          Alligator Allan

          
        
          
	          10 Days

          
        
          
	          Army of The Dumbest Dead

          
        
          
	          Kid

          
        
          
	          The Cult of Stupid

          
        
          
	          9 Time Felon

          
        
          
	          Slater

          
        
          
	          Bad Review: Hannah Dies

          
        
          
	          Me Again

          
        
          
	          Maurice and Me

          
        
          
	          The Family Business

          
        
          
	          Lightning Rider : Better Days

          
        
          
	          Lazy Boyz

          
        
          
	          The Sheep

          
        
          
	          Wild

          
        
          
	          The Flood

          
        
          
	          Extinction

          
        
          
	          Good Intentions

          
        
          
	          Dark Magic

          
        
          
	          Sparkles The Vampire Clown

          
        
          
	          From The Future, Stuck in The Past

          
        
          
	          Rescue

          
        
          
	          Knock Knock

          
        
          
	          Creep

          
        
          
	          Honest John

          
        
          
	          Urbex

          
        
          
	          She's Psycho

          
        
          
	          Unfinished

          
        
          
	          Neighbors

          
        
          
	          Misery, Nevada

          
        
          
	          Vicious Cycle

          
        
          
	          Relive

          
        
          
	          Romeo and Juliet: True Love Conquers All

          
        
          
	          Dead Road

          
        
          
	          Florida Man

          
        
          
	          Hunting Sarah

          
        
          
	          The Great American Zombie Novel

          
        
          
	          Carnage

          
        
          
	          Marge 3 Toes

          
        
          
	          Random Acts of Stupidity

          
        
          
	          Born Killer

          
        
          
	          The Abducted

          
        
          
	          Whiteboy

          
        
          
	          Broken Man

          
        
          
	          Graham Hiney

          
        
          
	          Bridge

          
        
          
	          15

          
        
          
	          Paper Soldiers

          
        
          
	          Zartan

          
        
          
	          The Concepts of a Plan

          
        
          
	          The Firsts in Life

          
        
          
	          Vlad The Bad

          
        
          
	          The Husband

          
        
          
	          Silver Town

          
        
          
	          The Squatter

          
        
          
	          Unlucky in Love

          
        
          
	          Unhappily Ever After

          
        
          
	          Giant Baby

          
        
          
	          The Valley of Death

          
        
          
	          Skunk Ape

          
        
          
	          Dog Man

          
        
          
	          The Hag

          
        
          
	          Delulu and The Asshole Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          Remover

          
        
          
	          Cannibal Prospector

          
        
          
	          New Nazi

          
        
          
	          Tyrant's Fall

          
        
          
	          China Madman

          
        
          
	          A Bad Day

          
        
          
	          Predators

          
        
          
	          Project Alpha

          
        
          
	          Secret Killer

          
        
          
	          Amnesia

          
        
          
	          No Tomorrow

          
        
          
	          Blackout

          
        
          
	          East Bound

          
        
          
	          Endless Trip

          
        
          
	          Haunted

          
        
          
	          Nobody

          
        
          
	          Peg Leg Jew

          
        
          
	          Eat The Rich

          
        
          
	          Exposed

          
        
          
	          Secret Weapon

          
        
          
	          Darwin's Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          Death of The States

          
        
          
	          Romeo & Juliet in Space

          
        
          
	          Wanderer

          
        
          
	          Burning Man

          
        
          
	          Passengers

          
        
          
	          Ponytail

          
        
          
	          Crackhead

          
        
          
	          Roid Rage

          
        
          
	          Activated

          
        
          
	          Time Warp

          
        
          
	          Train

          
        
          
	          The Devil on House Arrest

          
        
          
	          Diner

          
        
          
	          The Town

          
        
          
	          The Car

          
        
          
	          The End of The American Empire

          
        
          
	          Mom and Pop's

          
        
          
	          The Brute

          
        
          
	          Kalani

          
        
          
	          The Walker

          
        
          
	          Grime

          
        
          
	          Mythical Creatures

          
        
          
	          Blue Eyed Girl

          
        
          
	          Hero

          
        
          
	          Inadequacies of Man

          
        
          
	          To The Brink

          
        
          
	          Parasite

          
        
          
	          The Convention

          
        
          
	          The Spawning Room

          
        
          
	          The Other Side

          
        
          
	          The Other Me

          
        
          
	          The Perfect Crime

          
        
          
	          Immortal

          
        
          
	          4000

          
        
          
	          The Earl of Saint Louis

          
        
          
	          The Ranch

          
        
          
	          Trigger Warning

          
        
          
	          Evil

          
        
          
	          In The Woods

          
        
          
	          Badlands

          
        
          
	          Brittle

          
        
          
	          Timeline

          
        
          
	          Blacked Out

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Survivor Files : Month 6

[image: ]




Written by Aaron Abilene



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1: Last Days of Normalcy
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Night is the true contagion, a damp blue halo settling on the lopsided chateau of Saint-Jacques Hospital. Inside, corridors twist like intestines. Nurses wander with eyes glazed over, their coffee gone sour, their shoes gone soft from so much scrubbing. Eloise Luc returns to her station with a stutter in her step, the soles of her sneakers fighting the sticky tiles. Her left knee throbs—a complaint from childhood that is always louder in fluorescent light.

She moves with an economy of guilt. Margot, at home, hates when Eloise is gone for double shifts, and yet here she is. Every promise broken begets a new promise made: next week, she’ll cook, next month, they’ll take the train to the sea, one day, things will be normal. Even as Eloise sorts this silent arithmetic in her head, the hospital hums and writhes.

Tonight, the triage overflow is worse. Every chair in the blue waiting room bears a trembling body, hunched shoulders, hands clenched over raw bellies or clutching sodden tissues. Their suffering is loud in a way pain should not be—half screaming, half strangled moans, interspersed by the drone of television reporting from a half-lit corner. She passes two elderly men clawing at each other over a plastic bottle of water. The nurses’ aide, a brittle girl from Lyon, has abandoned her post at the check-in computer and is instead rocking in place, mumbling prayers in a language Eloise doesn’t recognize.

On the TV, a reporter’s face floats above a scrawled map of Eurasia. "—unknown infection, rapidly spreading—" "—travel suspended between Moscow, Berlin, Warsaw—" "—origin: southern China—" The words slide off the patients as if the screen is only reciting weather.

Eloise is not an old hand, but she has cultivated a practiced stillness that serves her here, among the twitching, the drooling, the spontaneous bloodless violence. She ignores her phone as it shudders in her pocket—Margot, maybe, or the hospital’s own algorithm sending another patient code.

Tonight’s charge nurse, Chantal, grabs Eloise as she rounds a corner near the ICU. Chantal is built like a bludgeon, but even she looks brittle now. "You’re up for 13B?" Chantal says.

Eloise is not, but she nods. "Just finished resupplying the morphine cart. Want me to grab the old one, too?"

"Don’t bother," Chantal mutters, her lips nearly white. "That one’s not going anywhere."

Room 13B is a riot of limbs and soiled sheets. The patient, a thirty-something woman with supermarket clerk hands, thrashes in restraint, her mouth slack, her breathing loud and wet. Eloise enters, finds the night-shift resident—Tarek—already at the bedside, eyes wide behind safety goggles. He is failing to start an IV. He hands off the needle to Eloise, his hand slick with sweat. "She bit me," he says, voice papery.

"You should get that cleaned," Eloise says, deadpan.

He tries to laugh, and then says, "She won’t stop seizing." This is true: the patient’s legs kick in rhythm with the twitch of her eyelids, every muscle vibrating with useless energy.

Eloise slaps on gloves, digs her knuckles into the space between the woman's ribs, forces her to exhale. For a moment, the world quiets to the whistle of her breath. The patient’s head lolls, spittle stringing from her mouth to the pillow. Eloise pushes the IV home, smooth and clean. She tapes it down. Tarek is shuffling backwards, touching his bitten arm like it is glass.

"She’s burning up," Tarek says.

The thermometer reads 41.2. Not possible, except here, in these twilight hours, everything seems to be a conspiracy of broken thermodynamics and biology. Eloise glances at the wall monitor: BP is a suggestion, heart rate is a freefall.

The patient opens her eyes. The whites are spiderwebbed red; a thin worm of blood trails from the corner of her left eye to her cheekbone. For a fraction, the woman's gaze locks on Eloise. Something like language, or warning, trapped in the bloody ice.

Eloise wants to pull away, to flee down the corridor, but she stands her ground. "She’s going to code," she says.

"Page the crash cart," Tarek says.

She does not. The instinct is: conserve, triage, prepare for loss. The hospital’s stock of working defibrillators is a running joke. Eloise presses down on the woman’s shoulders, murmurs, "I’m sorry, I’m sorry," until the tremor lessens, until the woman’s grip on this world slackens and goes limp.

Tarek’s pager erupts. He glares at it as if it is mocking him. "They want me in four. Again."

"Of course," Eloise says.

He leaves her alone with the corpse. But not a corpse, not yet; the woman breathes, chest rising and falling, with a wet whimper on every inhale. Eloise wipes blood from the patient’s cheek. The patient’s mouth gapes, tongue blackened, gums shredded. Eloise almost expects words, prophecy, something. But there is only the smell of rot, sudden and impossible. She tapes the eyelids shut.

She returns to the hallway. The night is getting stranger. A mother cradles a blanketed bundle; the infant inside is entirely still, but the mother rocks, mouth moving, reciting syllables that never quite resolve into prayers. The vending machine is out of water; several patients have crowded the coffee machine, each demanding, not asking, for boiling cups that burn their hands and make them weep. The nurses’ aide is gone. The waiting room television cycles to raw footage: a train station somewhere in the east, passengers rioting, faces blurring in the floodlights. Police hold batons. Nobody wears a mask. The caption blinks: UNPRECEDENTED.

She finds a nurse—Renée—sitting on the floor behind the medicine closet. Renée smokes a cigarette inside her cupped hands. Eloise doesn’t judge. Instead, she crouches beside her. "How bad?"

Renée sighs, her exhale stinking of tobacco and blood. "Three staff called out tonight. Fever, vomiting. You want to guess?"

Eloise doesn’t. "Quarantine?"

"In theory. In practice, we all breathe the same air."

They sit in silence. Eloise listens to her own heart, imagining it stopping, just to see if she would notice.

"You got family?" Renée asks.

"My sister." The answer is immediate.

"You going to see her after shift?"

"Maybe. If I can get out of here without catching the—" Eloise hesitates. Nobody has named it yet.

Renée chuckles. "We’re all just waiting to see who drops first."

Eloise’s phone rattles again. This time, she answers.

It’s Margot. Her voice is tiny, scared, the way it was after their parents’ accident. "You said you’d call."

"Sorry," Eloise says, infusing her voice with a steadiness she doesn’t own. "It’s busy tonight."

"Are you safe?"

"Always," Eloise says. She can hear Margot eating something—a bowl scraping, a spoon against teeth.

"They’re saying we shouldn’t go to school tomorrow."

"That’s just panic. You know how the news is. I’ll be home soon. I’ll bring dinner."

"You promise?"

"Promise." Eloise wonders if she will ever stop lying.

She slips the phone back into her scrub pocket. It hums again before she can walk away, but this time she lets it.

Down in the corridor, a scream slices the hum. It is not the first, nor the last, but this one is louder, closer. Eloise moves towards it, even as her muscles rebel. She finds a patient—older, unshaven, dressed in shredded pajamas—clinging to a security guard’s arm, teeth buried in the sleeve. The guard shrieks, tries to shake the man off, but the patient holds on with the rabidity of a cornered animal. Eloise grabs a nearby IV pole and swings, cracking it against the patient’s back. The man falls, blood drooling from his mouth, but he immediately scrambles for Eloise’s legs.

She kicks him away, hard. The man wails, writhes on the floor. The guard clutches his ruined arm. For a second, the world stutters and the only sound is the sharp whine of the man’s weeping.

Eloise notices the man’s eyes: no longer blue, but a filmy gray, like milk over riverwater. He blinks at her, not seeing, not knowing, and then the rage floods back. Eloise backs away, bumping into Chantal.

"They’re getting worse," Chantal whispers. Eloise cannot tell if it is hope or despair.

The security guards begin to cluster the most aggressive patients in a makeshift holding room—former children’s ward, the painted walls clashing with the stink of fear and soiled sheets. The staff is shunted into a meeting room, lights dim, everyone coughing into their elbows or onto their hands. A junior doctor reads a memo from the prefecture: citywide curfew, masks mandatory, patients showing fever or aggression to be sedated and quarantined. Someone in the back makes a noise halfway between a laugh and a sob.

After the meeting, Eloise pushes her way into the break room. It is smaller than her living room at home, the table sticky and the fridge humming with the slow death of leftovers. She retrieves a bottle of water, but her hands shake, and she knocks it onto the floor. The bottle rolls in a slow arc, coming to rest against the wall.

The vending machine in the hallway flickers, half its bulbs burnt out. She fishes for coins in her pocket, finds only a photograph: her and Margot, beachside, grinning, sunburned. Their parents just out of frame, forever gone. Eloise folds the photo, presses it against her palm, and for a moment she allows herself to feel the tremor in her own blood.

The next hour is an accelerated rot. More patients arrive, more are restrained or sedated. Eloise wipes blood from the floor, from her own arms. A patient convulses and stops, flatlines. Chantal pronounces. There is no time for cleanup.

The ward’s intercom blares, a distortion of the chief’s voice: "All staff to remain in hospital until further notice. Security will assist. Decontamination required before departure." The phrase 'decontamination required' lands like a joke; the nurses look at each other, already picturing the bleach burns and cold showers.

Eloise finishes her rounds, patches up the bitten guard with rough competence. She is allowed ten minutes to herself before the end of shift. She uses them to call Margot.

This time, Margot is crying. "They’re saying it’s in Paris," she says.

"It’s nothing," Eloise insists. "I’ll be home soon."

Margot tries to believe her.

When the security guards arrive, they are wearing white masks with red filters. They herd the staff to the loading dock. There, tents have been raised, ghostly in the sodium lights, lined with benches and plastic sheeting. Eloise joins the line. Chantal stands ahead of her, arms crossed over her chest. Tarek is behind, silent, his bitten arm wrapped tight. None of them speak.

Inside the tent, a nurse in a face shield sprays Eloise’s arms with industrial cleaner. It stings, and she bites her tongue. The nurse checks her for fever, for wounds. Eloise passes, is handed a mask, and is sent outside into the unquiet dark.

She blinks at the sodium streetlights, at the wavering horizon of towers, at the silence of curfewed Paris. She thinks of Margot, waiting with the TV on, safe in the apartment for now. Eloise breathes, sharp and hot behind the mask. She can still smell the blood.

She will lie to Margot again, but not yet.

Tonight, there are more urgent dreams to contain.

The apartment is a relic of leaner decades, three stories up a groaning walk-up near Père Lachaise. For once, Eloise is almost glad for the deadbolt, the overbuilt doors, the suspicion of outsiders that is as Parisian as the mold along the bathroom tiles. She fumbles her keys, nearly drops them, and for a moment she imagines the tremor in her hand as an infection of its own.

Inside, the living room radiates the throb of muted news: the television’s blue light, the low hum of catastrophe in a dozen languages. Margot is curled on the couch, arms and legs drawn in so tight she seems to be resisting some inward collapse. Eloise expects a question, a scolding, but Margot only looks at her with fevered accusation—no words, just the judgment of abandoned hours.

"You’re late," Margot says, finally.

"I brought food." Eloise holds up the paper sack, triumphant, as if it were proof of innocence. She closes the door behind her, listens for the comforting clunk of the lock. For all her supposed independence, Eloise still wants things to be as they were before.

Margot uncurls, her expression dissolving from indignant to hungry. She flips the TV to mute. "Did you see the footage from Berlin?" she says. Her voice is almost casual, but she speaks too quickly, tripping over the English consonants.

"No," Eloise lies. She has seen it all: the streaming mobs in Hauptbahnhof, the screaming, the way people ran not away from but towards each other, as if human touch itself was the cure. "It’s all just recycled clips. They don’t know what’s happening."

"They’re saying it’s an attack. Or a government thing. They say it started because people ate—"

"Don’t listen to that," Eloise interrupts. She sets the takeout on the table, kneels to unlace her shoes. Her knees pop with the effort. Margot makes a face, half teasing, half mourning: You’re so old.

"I saved you the big eggroll," Margot says. She’s already arranged the food in the way she likes: symmetrical, tidy, two plates, two sets of chopsticks. The apartment is not much, but the bookshelf is dusted and the photographs—family trips, their parents at a wedding—are centered, no corners askew.

They eat in silence. From below, the pipes clatter; from the window, the hollow wail of distant sirens. Margot picks at her food, her hands shaking more than the chopsticks can account for.

"Did you really work all night?" Margot asks.

"Yes. All night and all day. But I’m off tomorrow." Eloise’s smile is a performance: she’s always been the better actress.

"What’s it like? At the hospital?"

Eloise considers. She wants to say, It’s a slaughterhouse, a battery, a slaughterhouse again. Instead, she says, "Overcrowded. Boring. People panic, then calm down. Then panic again."

"You’re not scared?"

Eloise taps her plate with her thumb, an old childhood habit. "No. I’m immune to panic. Remember the flood in 2021? Or the bedbugs?"

Margot almost laughs. "You cried about the bedbugs for a week."

"I did not," Eloise says, but she doesn’t push it.

The clock on the wall is battery-powered; it lurches forward every forty-eight seconds, never quite synchronized to the world outside. Margot glances at it, then at Eloise. "I don’t want you to go back tomorrow."

Eloise forces herself to look away, out the window, into the concrete shadowplay of the courtyard. "We need the money. You know that."

"It won’t matter if you get sick."

Eloise says nothing. The night after their parents’ funeral, Margot crawled into her bed and wept until sunrise. Eloise did not comfort her, because she had been hollowed out by the need to survive. The memory sits with her, dense and splintery, every time she must choose work over Margot.

She clears the plates, even though half the food remains. Margot wanders to the window, watching the street.

"Do you think they would know what to do?" Margot asks. She doesn’t say the names: their parents, now frozen in photos and a few fading memories.

Eloise opens her mouth, closes it. The old rules—the ones their mother recited, the ones their father ignored—no longer seem to fit this new shape of disaster. "Probably," she says. "They were good at pretending."

Margot snorts. "They weren’t pretending."

"Everyone is pretending," Eloise says, soft.

Margot turns, and for a heartbeat, Eloise expects her to cry, or rage, or break something. But Margot only returns to the couch, curling in again, as if disaster could be staved off by the smallest acts of repetition.

Eloise sits beside her. She wants to say: I’m scared too. I have no idea how to keep you safe. Instead, she puts an arm around Margot’s shoulders, stiff, tentative.

"I have homework," Margot says, trying for levity. "But nobody’s going to grade it. They’ll shut the schools soon."

"Then you’ll get a vacation," Eloise says.

Margot does not smile, but she leans in, just a fraction, against Eloise’s side. Eloise lets the comfort stand.

The pipes clang again, louder. Then, muffled through the apartment’s thin walls, the sound of argument: their neighbors, voices harsh with panic, words colliding in rapid French. Eloise can make out snippets—"bags ready," "they’ll shut the bridges," "fuck the police"—the usual symphony of a city in the act of falling apart.

Margot shivers. "Should we leave?"

Eloise shakes her head. "We’re safer here. The city can’t just... stop."

Margot’s reply is a sigh, more tired than sixteen years ought to allow. Eloise fumbles in her pocket, fingers closing around the old photograph. The four of them, all alive, all together, sunstruck and smiling. If she closes her eyes, she can almost believe it was her, not her mother, who held the world together.

She stands, suddenly restless. "Brush your teeth," she orders, as if that will protect them. Margot obeys, shuffling off to the bathroom.

Alone, Eloise sits in the silent wash of television static. She could turn it off, but she is afraid the silence would be louder. Instead, she holds the photo against her chest, feeling the pulse of her own panic, willing it to slow.

When Margot emerges, towel slung over her shoulder, Eloise beckons her to bed. Margot grumbles, but follows. The ritual is a comfort, and Eloise clings to it. She waits for the pipes to settle, for the neighbors to sleep or kill each other, for the night to move past them.

In the dark, she hears Margot breathing, slow, deep, the rhythm of small safety. Eloise watches the ceiling until her eyes blur, until every memory collapses into dream, and even then, she keeps an ear out for the infection that moves not just through bodies, but through the empty spaces between hearts.

She tells herself she will keep Margot safe. She tells herself a thousand things. The city shudders, the world narrows, and for a time, they are both unbroken.

Morning in Paris comes with a thin frost, a hissing steam off the rooftops, and a silence that is almost blasphemous. In the Luc apartment, the air is brittle, every sound amplified. Eloise blinks into consciousness with a suffocating certainty that she has overslept, that Margot is gone, that the world has slipped beyond her grasp in the few precious hours she allowed herself to rest.

Instead, Margot is asleep, a cocoon of limbs and hair and old t-shirt, her breath slow, childlike. Eloise stands over her for a time, indulging in the luxury of watching—proof, at least for now, that she has not failed in some fundamental way.

She tiptoes to the kitchen. The fridge’s whine is shrill, and she shushes it, as if to hide from whatever predator now stalks the city. Her phone is in the charger by the stove. Forty-six missed calls. Nine voicemails, all from the hospital, all compressed into the sleepless hours between midnight and sunrise.

She deletes the voicemails without listening. A different red number pulses: six government alerts. All caps, bilingual, urgent: CONFINEMENT STRICT. A LINK TO A FORM FOR ESSENTIAL PERSONNEL. Instructions, diagrams, new maps for a city no longer meant to be crossed by foot or train.

The television is already on. Margot, even in sleep, had turned to the blue-lit certainty of breaking news. On every channel: riot footage, street-level reports from masked correspondents, breathless looping images of Gare de Lyon in flames. Eloise wonders how much is recycled, how much is already hours out of date.

She dresses in the same uniform, though it no longer matters if it is clean or fresh. She finds her ID badge on the radiator, the edges curled by the heat. The photo is from five years ago. In it, she is almost unrecognizably soft. Eloise clips it to her chest, the act of putting on armor.

She writes a note for Margot, longhand, careful block letters:

LOCK THE DOOR. DO NOT ANSWER FOR ANYONE. I WILL CALL. WAIT FOR ME.

She folds it and props it next to the bowl of fruit that, days ago, was green and now verges on rot.

Shoes on, jacket zipped, hand on the doorknob. Her instincts scream at her to stay—to barricade, to huddle, to make of the apartment a tomb or an ark—but Eloise moves forward. If she does not go, someone else will, someone less careful, someone whose absence would break more than just a sister.

The stairwell smells of chlorine. At the first landing, she meets Madame Saultier, the ancient woman who collects newspapers from recycling bins. Saultier’s eyes are black with fury, her lips filmed white.

"You leave?" Saultier demands. Her voice is a whisper, a crow’s caw. "It is forbidden now, hein?"

"I work at Saint-Jacques," Eloise says, showing her badge as if it were a relic of immunity.

Saultier spits—literally, a thick pearl that lands near Eloise’s boot. "All of you will bring it back here," she says.

Eloise sidesteps the old woman and descends.

On the street, the transformation is grotesque. No cars. No morning bread queues. No packs of men in neon vests drinking espresso at the construction site. Instead, windows are shuttered. Posters pasted overnight: PUBLIC ORDER, EMERGENCY SHELTERS, CURFEW. In the gutter, a row of dead pigeons. On the other side of the street, two men in hospital masks drag a third man by the arms. He is barefoot and howling. Eloise quickens her step and does not look back.

At the avenue, a line of police vans blocks the way. The officers do not wear uniforms, only hazmat suits with the insignia painted onto their chests in thick black tape. One raises a bullhorn. "MOVE ALONG. ESSENTIAL WORKERS ONLY." Eloise raises her badge; they do not look, but let her through.

A little further, near the bakery, a military convoy. The soldiers are children, scared and hungover, their helmets oversized. They point rifles at nobody in particular, their eyes glittering above the masks. Eloise tries not to see them, tries not to hear the sobbing from the basement of the mairie, the thump of fists against glass.

Half the walk to the hospital is spent in a corridor of static: no one speaks, no one acknowledges. Twice, she sees blood on the pavement, once in a spray across a shop window, once as handprints fading to pink down the stairwell to the metro. At the final corner, a group of teens in hoodies pick through the remains of a pharmacy, stepping over broken glass, fighting for bottles. Their faces are sickly, too pale; one of them coughs, hard and wet, spraying flecks onto the sidewalk. Eloise keeps her breath shallow and does not stop.

At Saint-Jacques, the transformation is total. The entrance is cordoned by tape, two security guards behind a makeshift riot shield. Inside, all the waiting room chairs are gone, replaced by lines of stretchers and cots, every one occupied. Most of the patients are unconscious, but some groan, or mutter, or bang their heads against the gurneys in rhythmic defiance.

Chantal is at the front desk, eyes sunken, mask strapped on so tight her cheeks are blanched. "You made it," she says, disbelief flat in her tone.

Eloise nods, says nothing.

"The head of Infectious is gone. They say he collapsed on the metro. We’re in charge now." Chantal laughs, a sound like glass crushed beneath a boot.

"How many staff?" Eloise asks.

Chantal looks at a list on a clipboard, shrugs. "Fifteen, maybe. Less by tonight."

Eloise’s post is a makeshift ICU, the old pediatric ward stripped of murals and child-sized cots. The patients are adults now, each in a state of extremis. A young man with a police uniform stares blankly at the ceiling, his jaw locked, lips blue. An elderly woman thrashes in her restraints, gnawing her own tongue to ribbons. Every hour, another arrives.

Time blurs. The windows are dark by midday, the sky stained a muddy gray by fires on the outskirts. Eloise works with a mechanical precision, moving from bed to bed, checking vitals, doling out fluids, covering faces with gauze when blood from the nose or eyes becomes unmanageable. She no longer bothers with the charts. She no longer learns their names.

The breakroom is a tomb. Renée is there, hunched in a chair, sleeves rolled up, skin splotched with rash. She has stopped smoking. Her hands shake as she pours sugar into a cracked mug. "It’s not like the news," Renée says, voice dry as chalk.

"No," Eloise agrees.

"It’s not even a flu. It’s a madness."

Eloise sits, lets herself have two mouthfuls of water. "Did you see the memo? About the quarantine?"

Renée nods. "After tonight, nobody leaves. We’re the last line."

Eloise thinks of Margot, alone in the apartment, reading and rereading the note, waiting for a call. The guilt is a physical thing, pressing against her ribs. She pulls out her phone: no signal. The towers must be jammed, or gone. She tries the landline at the nurse’s desk—only static.

The night shift begins at four p.m. By five, the lights in the ICU flicker and then die, replaced by emergency lanterns casting everyone in a jaundiced, shadowless glow. The city outside is completely dark now, only the orange pulse of distant fire, the phantom scream of sirens.

At eight, a runner from the administrative office, his tie streaked with vomit, delivers a message: "Stay in place. Do not attempt to return home. You will be provided food and beds. The situation is temporary." He does not say what temporary means.

Eloise bandages a wound on a woman’s hand; the flesh is already necrotic, the skin sloughing in strips. The woman looks at Eloise, not pleading, not afraid, but with a strange lucidity. "We’re not going to get out, are we?" she asks.

Eloise cannot answer.

At midnight, someone pounds on the hospital doors. Chantal opens them a crack, then slams them shut. "Mob," she reports, as if this is weather. "Some of them are...not human anymore." She doesn’t elaborate.

In the liminal hour before morning, Eloise finds herself in the staff lounge, facing a window. Outside, the street is thick with bodies—some lying in piles, some dragging themselves along the sidewalk, some standing in place, unmoving, as if waiting for instruction.

The loudspeaker crackles. For a moment, all activity ceases. A voice comes through, grainy but clear:

ATTENTION. THIS IS A CIVIL AUTHORITY ANNOUNCEMENT. PARIS IS NOW UNDER COMPLETE LOCKDOWN. CURFEW IS IN EFFECT UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO LEAVE YOUR SHELTER. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO USE PUBLIC TRANSPORT. IF YOU ARE SICK, REMAIN IN PLACE.

Eloise listens to every word. She imagines Margot, alone, reading the same alerts on her phone, staring at the locked door, her hunger and fear as real as any virus.

She closes her eyes. In the darkness behind her eyelids, the world shrinks to a single apartment, a sister waiting for a promise to be kept.

She cannot go to Margot, not tonight, not ever if it goes this way. There will be no last words, no final acts of courage. Only the ritual of waiting, of pretending, of lying by omission until the world itself ends.

When she opens her eyes, Eloise sees the city for what it is: a monument to silence, a mausoleum of so many ordinary days. The only thing left is to endure, and to hope the infection of absence does not consume her completely.

She ties her mask tighter, washes her hands until they burn, and prepares for the next round of dreams to contain.
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​Chapter 2: The World Unravels
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Dawn enters the Luc apartment as a violence. Light is blue, punitive, crawling over the floor and fingering the corners where even mold can no longer thrive. The air is brittle—more so than yesterday, the day before, as if the city’s bones are shrinking in on themselves. The radiator is set to maximum but accomplishes nothing; Eloise huddles on the couch, knees to her chest, waiting for the phone to ring again.

Margot’s sleeping form is a lump under the pile of old blankets, a mountain range across the bed. The television is still on, muted, the looping footage of riots and burning train stations flickering just beneath the edge of awareness. Eloise cannot tell whether Margot truly sleeps, or whether she, like Eloise, only mimics it to hold back panic.

The phone on the counter lights up, buzzes against the laminate with a pulse like a dying heart. Eloise moves fast, grabbing before the sound can wake her sister.

“Eloise?” Chantal’s voice, grainy, halfway dissolved by static. “You’re needed. Now. Don’t tell me you’re sick.”

“I’m not,” Eloise lies. There is a ferrous taste on her tongue, a taut wire running from the roof of her mouth straight down her spine. “Is the street even open?”

“Only if you’re essential,” says Chantal. “Show your badge at the bridge. If you see anything...”

“What?”

“Just keep moving.” The call ends in a rattling click.

Eloise stares at her own hand, flexes the fingers, watching for a tremor. Just cold. Just hunger.

She pulls herself up, limbs aching with the residue of last shift, and crosses to the table where her ID badge, blood-spotted and already sticky, waits atop a stack of unread bills. She clips it to her chest. The movement is an invocation: as long as the badge exists, so does her duty, so does the next day, and maybe, by extension, Margot.

Margot stirs, eyes wide open before the rest of her face follows. “You’re going?” she asks, and the words stick, thick with disbelief.

Eloise nods. She wants to say, It’s just for a few hours, but she knows that’s a lie, so she says nothing. Margot’s eyes go wide and liquid. Her lips are the color of old wounds.

“They said on TV it’s getting worse,” Margot says. She uncurls herself from the blanket, skin papery, hair a black tangle.

“They always say that.”

Margot’s anger is brittle, child-thin. “It’s not safe. You’ll bring it here.”

“I’ll take precautions,” says Eloise. “I have the mask. And gloves. I’ll shower at the hospital before I come back.”

Margot presses her lips together and shakes her head. She’s wearing Eloise’s old sweatshirt, the sleeves chewed at the cuffs, the body stretched to accommodate a growth spurt that came after their parents died. “If you go, you have to promise me. You won’t open the door if you see anyone acting weird. Not even the police. Not even me.”

Eloise sets her jaw, the words almost an insult. “Don’t be dramatic.”

Margot lurches upright, feet slapping the frigid floor. “Do you want to see what’s outside?” she hisses, and yanks the curtain aside. For a moment, Eloise doesn’t recognize her own street.

The sidewalk is a debris field—garbage bags burst open, glass scattered like spilled teeth. Three figures are collapsed near the stoop opposite, their bodies folded and unmoving, as if the cold itself had felled them in stride. One window on the next block is a starburst of old blood, brown-black, no attempt to clean it. The only movement is a slow, flaking snow.

“Stay inside,” Eloise says. “That’s all you have to do.”

Margot’s face collapses inward. She is not yet crying, but the threat of it is enough to stifle all noise between them.

Eloise wants to say something that matters, so she picks the only ritual she believes in. “I’ll write instructions. You follow them, you’ll be fine.”

Margot grunts, but she drags herself over to the table, sits while Eloise writes:

1. LOCK THE DOOR. CHAIN AND BOLT.

2. MOVE THE BOOKCASE AGAINST THE DOOR. IF TOO HEAVY, JUST TIP IT OVER.

3. HAMMER NAILS INTO THE DOORFRAME IF YOU HEAR SCREAMING OUTSIDE.

4. DO NOT ANSWER UNLESS IT’S ME, AND ONLY IF I SAY ‘OPEN SESAME’ LIKE THE JOKE.

Eloise tears the sheet in half, leaves it on the table for Margot to stare at. “You remember where the hammer is?”

“Drawer by the stove,” Margot says, voice numb. “The nails are with the corkscrew.”

Eloise presses her fingers to Margot’s wrist, the way their mother used to. A quick, silent check of the pulse. It’s still there.

“I’ll call if I can,” Eloise says. “If I can’t, wait for me. Don’t go outside. Even if the TV says it’s over.”

Margot shrugs her off, goes to the window again, wraps herself tight. Her smallness is absolute; it is a physics.

Eloise suits up: hospital-issue jacket, wool hat, surgical mask, gloves. She knots the shoelaces double, feeling the grind in her left knee, the old injury a twinge that sharpens when she’s stressed. It is screaming now. She ignores it.

The apartment smells faintly of last night’s burned rice, and beneath that, disinfectant. Eloise inspects the perimeter out of habit—locks, windows, even the balcony, checking for signs of intrusion or rot.

At the door, she hesitates, as if the air pressure between inside and outside might rupture something vital if she moves too quickly. Margot calls to her from the other room, voice muffled. “Don’t be a hero,” she says.

“I’m not,” Eloise says. “I’m just late.”

She opens the door, letting in a slice of world that is colder, wetter, denser with despair than even the apartment’s prison. She closes it soft, listening for the click and slide of the deadbolt. The sound is confirmation, but also a threat.

Down the stairs: her footsteps are slow, deliberate. The pain in her knee is a flame; every landing is a negotiation. At the first floor, she passes the door to the landlady’s apartment—no sound, no hint of life. Only a scrap of newspaper wedged under the threshold, and the word INFECTED circled in marker on the headline.

Eloise avoids the lift. The last time she took it, the lights had stuttered and died, trapping her for forty minutes in a darkness alive with the shuddering of her own blood. She takes the stairs two at a time, fighting the urge to stop, to reverse, to throw herself back into the safe geography of her home. She keeps moving.

In the lobby, another neighbor. A man, bare-chested despite the cold, stares at his own reflection in the glass. His mouth is a ragged wound. He turns at Eloise’s approach, stares through her, then returns to his study. She doesn’t ask; she doesn’t want to know.

Outside, Paris is posthumous. Streetlights cast elongated shadows, as if the world itself is stretching away from habitation. Eloise picks her way down the steps, hands deep in pockets, keeping her eyes low. On the horizon, the city’s silhouette is a necropolis, every chimney and spire a monument to vanished routines.

At the corner, police tape blocks the usual route to the Métro. A sign, laminated and tacked to the wall, reads: ZONE INTERDITE—NO ENTRY—BY ORDER OF THE PREFECTURE. Beyond, the street is a void. Eloise cuts left, boots sliding on the frosted curb, and takes the longer way around. The effort burns at her knee, radiating up the side of her thigh.

She sees them only in passing: soldiers in blank white suits, standing at each cross street. Their faces are smeared plastic, goggles reflecting nothing but blue dawn and the stink of the Seine. Once, she is stopped by one—a hand raised, the fingers impossible beneath the layers.

“You,” the voice says, flat, maybe feminine. “Purpose?”

Eloise holds up her badge. The soldier studies it, then studies her, then gestures her onward without another word. The checkpoint is less for security than for quarantine; a one-way turnstile for those who still believe their roles are sacred.

On the Pont d’Austerlitz, Eloise stops a moment. She looks down at the river. The water is high, flecked with broken branches, the occasional shape that is not quite driftwood. Once, she might have called Margot at this moment, described the sky, made a joke about all the drowned rats finally getting a Viking funeral. Today, she just memorizes the scene. Something to report, if she returns.

Ahead, the hospital. The old chateau is even uglier by daylight. Sheets of plastic flutter across broken windows, every entrance double-guarded. Eloise approaches the loading dock, breath hard in her mask, the taste of fear acrid in her throat.

At the door, two soldiers. They signal for her to stop, hold out a reader for her ID. She presents herself: badge, eyes, hands open. One of the soldiers runs a wand over her, then a thermometer to her forehead. The other asks her to remove her mask, just for a second.

She does. The air is raw, sears her sinuses. The soldier studies her face, then grunts. “Upstairs,” he says. “You’re late.”

Eloise does not answer. She replaces the mask, steps inside. The door clatters shut behind her.

Inside, the world resumes. It smells of bleach and fever. Down the hallway, a distant, rising scream. Eloise breathes in. She is ready to lie again. She is ready to keep pretending.

The corridor stinks of ozone and dying bulbs. Each fluorescent tube overhead struggles, then surrenders, throwing black bars across the floor that strobe with every unsteady breath Eloise takes. Beyond the door, the world was silent; here, it is never quiet. Coughs echo from the walls, some human, some like animals learning how to be human. The moan of a distant ventilator carries like a voice from the bottom of a well.

Chantal waits at the nurses’ station, propped on an elbow, her eyes rimmed in angry pink. She wears a mask, but her exhaustion is a second, looser skin. The intake desk is a battlefield—overflowing with folders, hand sanitizer, a roll of tape fused to the counter by dried blood. In the half-second before Chantal registers her approach, Eloise reads the situation: no backups, no orderlies, no security anywhere in view.

“You made it,” Chantal says, voice gravelled. She jabs a thumb at the whiteboard behind her: over every available inch, patient names are crossed out, rewritten, circled in orange. Whole wings are X’d over in marker. “They said you were sick. Glad they were wrong.”

“I’m not sick,” Eloise says. “You heard from Renée?”

“She’s not answering.” Chantal waves a hand, dismissive, but her eyes dart to the wall clock. “Tarek’s doing double on all the deliveries. They moved palliative up to the third floor—no beds left on two.”

Eloise’s badge dangles from her collar, catching the light in a way that makes her feel absurd, like a child in a magician’s cape. “Is anyone actually in charge?”

Chantal grins under her mask, the folds of skin around her eyes deepening. “You are, now. I’ve been up thirty hours.”

For a moment, the only sound is the flapping of a sheet caught in the draft from a half-broken window. Someone, somewhere, is screaming—a voice punctuated by the wet thump of boots on linoleum.

Eloise tries to shake off the fatigue, but it clings to her ribs. “What’s the schedule?”

“You’ve got east wing. They’re saying infection rate’s faster there, but less violence.” She snorts. “I’ll take my chances with the biters on this floor, thanks.”

“Anything else?”

Chantal shrugs. “They moved the military up from the tunnels. They’re supposed to keep the exits clear. So if anything goes sideways...” She gestures, gun to her own head, bang. “Supposed to be a medic in each ward. Good luck.”

A flat scream rolls up the stairwell, followed by a crash. Neither woman moves.

Eloise reaches for the chart at the top of the stack. “Patient 13B,” she reads.

Chantal winks. “Easy one. He was a baker. You could almost believe he’s just in a coma, if you ignore the eyes.”

Eloise pockets a set of disposable gloves. “Where’s Tarek?”

Chantal points down the corridor. “With 13B. He likes the ones who don’t talk back.”

The east wing is worse than the rest of the hospital. Every door is closed, the windows blacked out by tape. A trail of saline bags lines the floor like marker buoys for a lost swimmer. Eloise’s knee is screaming, but she keeps her gait measured: no panic, no scent of weakness.

At 13B, she hesitates. Tarek is inside, standing at the foot of the bed, scrolling on his phone. The patient lies supine, chest barely moving, mouth open as if waiting for bread. The face is sallow, the eyes glassy. At first, Eloise thinks Chantal is exaggerating about the eyes—but when she approaches, the effect is worse. Each eye is rimmed in red, the pupils swollen to devour the color, leaving a rim of milky gray at the edges.

“How’s he doing?” Eloise asks, voice flat.

Tarek looks up, mask askew. He is younger than she remembers, cheekbones flush with life that shouldn’t be possible here. “Vitals are steady, but he’s not coming back. He pissed himself twice and then bit through the bite guard.”

Eloise approaches the bed, glances at the chart. The diagnosis is scrawled across the top: SUSP. NOVEL PATHOGEN. She tries to find a pulse, fingers cold on the man’s wrist. The skin is fever-hot, slick. For a moment, she wonders if he is faking—but the breath is real, labored, each exhale fogging the air.

“You want me to help?” Tarek asks.

“Get the IV ready,” Eloise says. “We’ll try another push, see if we get anything.”

As Tarek fiddles with the bag, Eloise inspects the rest of the body. The arms are mottled with bruise. The left hand has lost two fingernails, torn off at the quick. She peels back the blanket—shins are striped with old scars, toes crusted in dried blood.

Something in the rhythm of the patient’s chest changes. It’s subtle—a hesitation, a ripple like something coiling beneath the skin. Eloise’s hands freeze. She glances at Tarek. He’s oblivious, humming through the mask as he finds a vein.

The patient’s eyes snap open. The white is gone; only a filmy haze covers the surface, like pond scum or cataracts aged in weeks instead of years. His mouth snaps shut, then opens again, wider this time, the teeth black at the gums.

“Tarek,” Eloise says, soft.

The body arches on the bed, the spine bowing up off the sheets. Tarek drops the IV line. “Shit—”

Eloise steps back, but not fast enough. The man is out of the restraints in a blink, the plastic bands parting with a snap that is too wet, too organic. He sits upright, every muscle trembling. Tarek’s hands are still midair, as if holding the memory of the IV line.

The man hurls himself forward. He lands on Tarek, mouth snapping down on the crook of his elbow. Tarek screams, the sound very high, very pure. Blood fountains across the bed, dapples the wall. Eloise goes for the call button but finds only torn wires.

The patient is stronger than anything Eloise has seen—he shakes Tarek like a toy, jaws worrying the wound until the flesh tears away in a chunk. Tarek tries to fight, but the man is relentless, driven by a need that is not quite hunger but also not not hunger.

Eloise is moving before she knows it, her medical bag clutched to her chest. The patient glances up, eyes unseeing, and emits a noise—half growl, half whine—that chills the marrow in her bones. She fumbles for the exit, slams her weight against the door, hears the soft wet thump of the body hitting the floor behind her.

The corridor is worse now. Alarms blare, the light strobing like a nightclub for ghosts. Down the hall, another door slams open and a nurse barrels out, pursued by a man in hospital gown whose face is more wound than skin. He moves at a speed that doesn’t make sense, feet slapping and sliding in his own blood.

Eloise doesn’t wait for sense. She runs, the bag banging her side, her knee threatening to quit with every step. She hears behind her a chorus of screams—Tarek, then two more voices, then nothing but the slap of meat on tile.

She rounds the corner to the nurses’ station. Chantal is still there, still behind the desk, a pair of trauma shears held in one shaking hand. She doesn’t blink as Eloise appears. “It started?” Chantal asks.

“Started,” Eloise says. She’s breathless, every nerve in her arms jangling. “He bit through Tarek.”

Chantal sighs, the sound almost relief. “Guess we’re not clocking out, then.”

Down the hall, another body emerges from a room. It shambles at first, then breaks into a run, limbs flailing with no rhythm or memory of walking. The nurse it chases slips, crashes into the wall, is caught by the hair and pulled down. The noise is like the tearing of a heavy rug.

“Is there a plan?” Eloise asks, trying to keep the words even.

Chantal laughs. “Same as always. Triage, keep moving, don’t be the slowest.”

Eloise’s hands are shaking so hard she can barely keep hold of the medical bag. Blood is already drying in patches along her sleeve. She can feel the rhythm of the patient’s pulse in her own head, see the memory of those milky eyes every time she blinks.

“Are the military doing anything?” Eloise asks.

Chantal gestures to the window, where a soldier in full suit stands, rifle ready, unmoved by the carnage inside. “They’re supposed to be a last resort. Means if they come in, we’re already dead.”

Eloise backs away from the desk, eyes on every door. “If you see Margot—if anything happens—”

Chantal waves her off. “Don’t be sentimental, Eloise. It’s not our job anymore.” She flicks the safety off the shears. “Go. You’ll do more good moving than hiding.”

Eloise runs, the corridor a splintered mess of gurneys and fallen IVs. At every junction, she glances both ways, listening for the guttural noises that mean pursuit. Twice, she sees figures crawling across the floor, faces ruined but intent, always intent.

She makes it to the stairwell. The echo of her boots is drowned by the sound of bodies below: something is slamming, over and over, a heavy repetitive motion that shakes the banister. She takes the stairs up instead, two at a time, every flex of her left knee a white-hot flash. She doesn’t stop.

The third floor is no better. Emergency lighting paints everything sickly green, and the moans have become a constant undertone. Eloise stops just long enough to brace her back against the wall, tries to slow her pulse, tries to remember anything but the hunger in those eyes.

A crash behind her—then a new voice, calling her name.

“Eloise!” It is not a voice she expects: Renée, gaunt, bleeding from the scalp but alive. “Here!”

Eloise stumbles toward her. Renée’s hands are sticky with blood, her eyes black with exhaustion. “Is there a safe room?” Eloise asks.

Renée shakes her head. “Only the roof. Or outside.”

Together, they move down the hall, ducking into doorways at every new sound. The hospital has become a labyrinth, a slaughterhouse, each turn holding new threat. Through a window, Eloise glimpses the city: smoke plumes rise from three different directions, the streets empty, not even birds. Paris is dying in perfect silence.

The next corridor is full of bodies. Some move; most don’t. Eloise and Renée step over limbs, slip in fluids that glisten even under disaster lighting. Somewhere above, a fire alarm pulses, but nobody is left to respond.

The elevator at the far end is open. In it: two soldiers, one slumped dead, the other firing into a woman in scrubs who keeps coming anyway, until her head is a mass of pulp. Eloise and Renée edge around the carnage. The soldier sees them, gestures with a bloody hand: Up, up.

Stairwell again. This time, the roof is closer. Each flight is a new ache, but Eloise doesn’t feel pain anymore, only momentum. She thinks of Margot: not her voice, but her eyes, the way they widen at every new loss. She thinks: I promised to come back. I promised.

On the landing, Renée slips. Eloise tries to catch her, but only grabs a fistful of hair. Renée falls, twisting, landing hard. She cries out, a ragged sound, and tries to scramble up. Her hands leave red prints on the tile.

Below, a flood of bodies is coming up the stairs. Eloise can see them—faces chewed, jaws distended, some in hospital gowns, some in military uniform. None speak. None hesitate.

Eloise grabs Renée under the arm and hauls her up. They make the last steps to the roof, push through the door into a world of cold and wind and sky.

Behind them, the stairwell fills. The bodies slam into the fire door, over and over. Eloise braces her back against it, feeling the violence build, each hit a stutter through her spine.

Renée sits, cradling her leg, eyes squeezed shut. “Are they going to stop?” she asks.

Eloise doesn’t answer. The door buckles, groans, the metal hinges straining. She knows the answer. The only thing that stops is pretending.

She looks up, out at the city. The sky is bruised, the smoke rising, a thousand windows reflecting a thousand endings. For a moment, she is back in her old apartment, Margot’s face at the window, both of them watching the city burn. She tastes the air, lets the wind cut through her, and waits for the next rupture.
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