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"Be careful what you wish for, lest it come true!" - Aesop




















































Looking back - for me, at least - the hunger had set in almost immediately.
In the evening on the day after the injection, I felt a subtle gnawing sensation inside the roof of my mouth. A kind of hollow feeling beneath my molars and also under my gums, where my wisdom teeth used to be. However, fully distracted by the many benefits already rejuvenating my body early on, I hastily discounted it as an insignificant side effect. Not that it mattered - my new condition was irreversible, something that had been stated repeatedly in bold throughout all the legal paperwork I voluntarily signed. After all, getting rid of work-related nerve damage, a bad case of Crohn's disease, and an inevitable family history of Alzheimer’s - and fully covered by my insurance policy - was definitely worth a weird case of dry mouth.
VitaForge: One Shot = Ten Healthy Decades.
I can still see the giant digital billboard in my mind’s eye.
It would be a few weeks before I understood what was actually happening to me.
And a few more before I finally lost control to The Urge.
​But I should start our story at the beginning.


◆◆◆


My name is Elias Kane, and I was a burnt-out paramedic.
​I had sole custody of my twelve-year-old daughter, Rae, because her mom had been in and out of rehab and MIA for years. Rae’s the reason I got out of bed in the morning, pulled on my wrinkled Aegis EMS uniform, and let senior citizens yell at me for twelve hours straight. Working for a subsidiary of Aegis Corp probably fast-tracked me for the procedure - maybe because the insurance division figured they’d never have to cover another claim.
But again, I’m getting ahead of myself.
Let’s start with the accident.


It happened on the graveyard shift, on a humid Tuesday.
Joyce - my EMT partner - and I were covering the police radio because one of the city ambulances had been vandalized the previous tour. The dispatcher asked us to help cover the precinct map. As evening slid into dawn, we caught a cardiac call on the fifth floor of a ratty apartment building. False alarm - just a panic attack. We skipped the urine-scented elevator and took the stairs. Between Floors Three and Two, Joyce - a big woman also carrying an extra twenty-five pounds of gear - stepped on a lone Nike sneaker inexplicably left on the top stair and lost her balance. She bumped into me, caught herself on the banister, and down I went in a rolling mess of arms and legs. 
Luckily, I didn't hit my head and nothing felt broken. So I didn’t document the injury, finishing my shift like a good soldier. The next day, however, I awoke in excruciating pain, like a periodic jolt of electricity running up my neck and down my spine. Calling out from work and visiting the Aegis Clinic with Rae in tow, the doctor gave me pain pills that didn’t help at all and said it might be nerve damage, setting me up to see a specialist - months down the line.


The VitaForge ads started the minute I left his office.
Highway billboards. Bus platforms. 
Even on my retina phone.


They hit me all at once, a full-on assault: 
“Are you in pain, Mister Kane? Not feeling your best, Elias K? Be first in line for what both the U.S. Surgeon General and Better Business Bureau are calling ‘A bold leap into the future of science and healthcare!’ and ‘An emerging miracle treatment in the field of proactive medicine!’ Repair cellular damage, remove dangerous toxins, and slow your aging process to a crawl! A single intravenous injection administered by your doctor, no hospital stay. Your BACK will feel GREAT in no time, ELI! Covered by most major insurers, results may vary… Reported side effects may include headache, nausea, mild pain at the injection site, and reduced iron metabolism. In the event of more severe side effects like heart attack, stroke, or sickle-cell anemia, please consult your doctor… Get VitaForge TODAY… FDA approval and patent pending.”


Repairs cell damage? Halts the aging process?
How exactly?
One word… Right out of a cyberpunk novel.
Nanomachines.


No, I’m not kidding.
They injected hundreds of tiny robots into my bloodstream.
Why did I agree to it? Am I crazy?
Maybe.


When you’re in pain with no relief in sight, trust me, you’ll agree to just about anything.


At first I didn’t believe it either, but the medical documentation and testimonial videos were convincing in that shameless way only testimonials can be: stage-four cancer patients in remission, jogging 5Ks for the camera. According to the texts, each microscopic bot runs a limited onboard AI, coordinating with the swarm to identify and fix problems, using heme iron from hemoglobin as fuel (the one thing your body makes in absurd abundance). Keep the bots fed, keep the host healthy.
Live past 100 with the physiology of a fit 40-year-old.
Or so everyone thought.


You might have already guessed where all this goes, but let’s not rush it.
I’d rather describe the changes I went through as their guinea pig, step-by-step.


On the way home from the doctor’s office, the pain in my back… vanished.
Then my vision sharpened.
I’d always needed lenses for distance, and at 43 my close-up sight had just begun to fail - but that night, I switched off both corrections.
I slept like a baby, and woke before my alarm rang feeling both hungry and strong. Astounded at how good my eggs tasted, Rae told me that my face looked “different” from her seat across the kitchen nook, but she couldn’t describe how. Only later did I realize she'd noticed my salt-and-pepper beard darkening back to its original color. My daughter was particularly sour that morning, upset that I’d ignored her pleas for patience.
How right she was.
The little buggers must’ve also been messing with my serotonin because work that day was a breeze. The gurney felt unusually light, and even the most surly seniors couldn’t rattle me. Even Joyce said I was “uncharacteristically well-behaved.” While I was tempted to blab to her about the treatment, I decided to keep it a secret - at least until I had a better understanding of how the nanos would affect my body specifically, as I was told that results could vary from person to person. The weird sensation in my gums started that night and would persist, but it was small potatoes compared to the fact that my bathroom scale praised me for having lost eight pounds in just 48 hours. 
In fact, I went from having a dad bod to shredded by the end of that first week, which caught Rae’s attention and - being an overweight preteen who had been teased mercilessly since grade school - almost single-handedly changed her mind about getting the needle herself. Helping me count, my daughter watched intently as I did chin-ups on a bar I had installed the previous year in the kitchen doorframe. Not having touched the apparatus in six-plus months, my personal record was thirteen chin-ups in a row before I lost interest.
Honestly, I expected to do maybe seven or eight.
I did 43 straight.
“I want the shot,” she said.
“Not yet,” I told her, flexing in the mirror and smiling at myself like an idiot. “Not until you’re older.”


◆◆◆
Before long, I began to question whether my mind was truly my own.
For instance, early on, Rae and I went to a restaurant.
I like fish. I always eat fish.
“What can I get for you, sir?” the waiter asked.
Grilled salmon, I thought.
“Steak.”
“How would you like it cooked?”
Well-done. Always well-done.
“Red in the middle,” I said.
Rae looked at me funny, but I didn’t say a word. I just ate it.
It was the best damn piece of meat I’d ever tasted.
Two hours later, the inside of my mouth started to itch and burn.


The next morning, before my shift, I went back to the free clinic.
They did a full AI scan, insisted that I was in perfect health, and said it might be “psychological.” Out of character, I had a crystal-clear vision of punching the doctor in the face and making his nose bleed.
Just the idea of hitting him excited me.


During downtime sitting with Joyce in the ambulance, I used my eyelink to surf the customer forums on the Aegis company site. As I watched frantic people bitch about admins scrubbing all mentions of “VitaForge” from every video and text board, I was suddenly hit with a suffocating desire.
For reasons that are still not clear, I wanted to fuck Joyce.
Now, don't get me wrong.
Joyce was not an ugly woman.
However, she was happily married, a decade older than I was, and not my type.
Joyce was the textbook definition of a platonic friend.
Still, she was wearing a perfume that I found… intoxicating.
Except… I knew that she wasn’t wearing perfume.
What the hell is wrong with me? I wondered, fantasizing about tasting her skin.
Resisting temptation, I broadened my online search.
That was when I found Eliot.


◆◆◆
“Have you figured out what you are yet?” Eliot asked me.
I found him on a videogame forum where his numerous rants about VitaForge were not erased. Sending him a private message, he agreed to meet at an unimpressive roadside diner just outside the city. Watching him talk and fondle a bowl of ice cream, Eliot was Asian-American, handsome and thin, with great hair and perfect teeth.
Secretly, I wondered what his transformation looked like from start to finish.
“I think so,” I replied, unwilling to say the actual words as if speaking them might breathe something incomprehensible into existence.
“Everything tastes like cardboard now,” Eliot randomly mused, poking at his melting vanilla with a spoon. “I can still taste sugar, though. We still need to eat regular food, y’know? You just won’t get pleasure from it anymore.”
I had nothing to add, so he went off on a tangent.
“I think the whole company took the shot prior to release, or maybe the rest were exposed by other employees. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if they were already working on a pill to capitalize on demand. Make the poison, then sell us the treatment. Especially since it’s already spreading like wildfire.”
“Exposed?”
Eliot’s eyes went wide. “Oh… Okay. It basically works like this: The nanos need heme iron, which is bound to your hemoglobin, but the human body doesn’t produce it fast enough. According to a member of my feeding group - who happens to be FBI - the original fuel source was external but deemed ‘unstable’ - that’s code for ‘too expensive’ - and was removed from the formula... Fucking greedy corporations.”
“Feeding… group?”
“Yeah… The nanos piggyback off signal towers and hack nearby WiFi to communicate with each other and their hosts to hunt. They also replicate and multiply really fast, further maxing out the necessity for fuel… Haven’t you heard a little voice in your head telling you to do things? You will.”
“You… eat people?” I whispered, even though we were alone.
“Well, I don’t,” Eliot replied, avoiding eye contact. “Mostly cats. Pet stores, strays… But my group does. Usually the homeless, to stay under the radar… Drug addicts.”
Immediately, I thought of Joanne, my ex.
Last I’d heard, she was hooked again and living off the streets. I had tried for years to help straighten her out for the sake of our daughter, but nothing ever worked.
I’d always prayed that she didn’t wind up dead in an alley somewhere.
Now, that fate seemed twice as likely.


“So there’s no cure?”
“Nope.”
“How do I keep my daughter safe?”
“You can’t.”
I blinked in silence.
“You might as well turn her yourself,” Eliot explained, shrugging apologetically. “A few dozen nanos will pass from your saliva into her bloodstream, they’ll multiply, and in a few days she becomes one of us. Otherwise, you’ll eventually find her dead with her wrists slit and drained like a grapefruit... If you find her at all.”
Having learned what I could, I ended the conversation abruptly, leaving the diner in a rush.


However, despite his suggestion, I had no intention of turning Rae into a vampire.


◆◆◆
When I arrived home, I wasn't at all prepared.
After all, can anyone be prepared for the death of their own child?


I found Rae’s body in her bedroom, pale and still.
Frantic, I checked her vitals.
No pulse, no breath.
I started CPR, like I was trained.
But her skin was stiff and cold, and the bedsheets were stained red.
Suddenly, I heard a voice.


Is there any blood left for me?


Disgusted by the thought, fighting back tears, I noticed a large kitchen knife on the floor. Examining her body, I found two stab wounds: one was a neat slice to her carotid right below her left earlobe, and the other a deep puncture to her chest where her heart might be.
Obviously the murder weapon.


Grief transitioning to rage, I picked up the knife and exited the room.
At the front door, I checked the lock.
No forced entry.
Rae had unlocked it.
She knew her killer.
A few spots of blood dotted the living room carpet.
Following a faint trail, it led into my own bedroom, to the closet.
I heard soft whimpering.
I knew that voice.
“Please kill me,” Joanne said.
“Come out of the closet,” I calmly told Rae’s mother.
Crawling out on her hands and knees, crying, her mouth and hands were stained red. “I don’t know why,” Joanne kept repeating. “I don’t know why…”


Tossing the knife, I curled my hands around her throat and squeezed with all my strength. Honestly, I was going to strangle her. To her credit, she would’ve allowed it, looking up at me with sad eyes and offering no resistance.
But then I realized that she probably didn’t have any idea why, that the unnatural voice in her head and sudden urge to consume blood would be a mystery to her, and she was as much a victim as anyone else.
Even Rae.
So, I loosened my grip and slid down to my knees.
I kissed her forehead and cheek, held Joanne tight, and cried for the child we’d made and the world we’d lost.


Minutes passed.
Or hours? I have no idea.
Finally, a presence stood in the doorway behind me, and I felt my wife’s breath catch in her throat.
Eyes closed, I heard a familiar voice.


“Daddy? I’m hungry.”


◆◆◆


And that’s our story.


That roadside diner outside the city where I met Eliot still hums with fluorescent light, half its windows now shattered, a crooked neon sign buzzing against the night.
Society is almost gone but somehow this place still remains, a little island against the flood. One year later, the three of us sit quietly in a booth like a family out of time.
Joanne leans into me, her skin warm, her eyes clear in a way I haven’t seen in years. She laughs at something Rae says, and for a second I almost believe we’re normal again.
But nothing is normal anymore.
We hunt humans now, together, and Rae has proven herself as quick and merciless as any in our group. Eliot was wrong about the development of an antidote or treatment, or maybe Aegis never had the chance to finish it.
Maybe civilization fell too fast.


My beautiful Rae… she looks perfect.
Too perfect.
Her body skipped the awkward years entirely; the nanos rebuilt her into something sleek and possibly eternal. She stands like she’s twenty, though I remember tucking her into bed and reading her bedtime stories not that long ago.
The thought that she may have lost something precious unsettles me, but I push it away.


Joanne touches my hand. Her nails are clean, no hunger but the one we all share. She’s beautiful again, free from crack and heroin, and when I look at her I feel the old ache of love. She notices Rae’s reflection in the chrome napkin holder, the way her daughter’s eyes glow faintly in the dark, and she smiles.


We are alive. Together.
Stronger than we’ve ever been.


Then Rae turns toward me, her lips glistening under the sick diner light. Blood darkens the edge of her teeth, a thin thread of viscera at the corner of her mouth.
For a heartbeat, my chest tightens with horror.


But then another voice, softer and colder, whispers from somewhere inside me - maybe the nanos, maybe not - reminding me that this is what survival looks like now.


When I look again at my daughter, pride rises alongside the fear.


I can’t tell anymore which thought belongs to me.
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