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​Chapter 1: The 28th Day
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Deshi stands at the window, hands braced against the battered metal of the frame, fourteen floors up. He peers down through the fractured glass, where dusk gnaws at the last scraps of day. Hong Kong is a field of scars and hollows, old wounds and new, the city’s towers lanced through with unlit windows and clotting blackness. Only the neon sign from the pawn shop survives, half its letters extinct, the living ones smoldering red and blue onto the wet concrete below.

In the street, the dead drift. They move with the stubborn momentum of a sleepwalker: chins to chests, shoulders hunched, arms dangling in private defeat. Some loop through aimless orbits around ruined sedans, some pick at trash or broken bodies in the gutters, most simply walk and walk until their flesh fails them. Where the riots torched the pavement, globs of char still cling, distorting their feet as they pass, making it look for a moment as if the earth itself tries to hold them back.

A barricade, three armchairs high, blocks the apartment’s main door. Books, taped shut and lashed together with power cords, fill the gaps between the chairs. The newspapered window is half torn; a hot, reeking draft leaks in from the world. Deshi shifts his weight, brittle in the legs, and glances back into the room. The candle on the table guttering, the hunched shapes of the others half-obscured in shadow. Mei Lin is a silhouette against the fridge, sorting tins in mute industry. Ren sits in the corner by the hall, arms locked around his knees, motionless but awake.

Deshi looks back out. A woman’s headless torso limps past a shattered phone booth, trailing a thin slip of plastic bag from one arm like a bridal veil. Two children, or what might have once been children, stand hip-deep in a storm drain, worrying something unidentifiable with their teeth. He tells himself, for the thousandth time, not to look for faces he recognizes, but his traitor eyes scan every ruined mouth and every torn-out eye, seeking resemblance. A little game he plays: Could that be Yifan? Does that twitch of jaw, that slope of shoulder, belong to anyone he used to know?

The glass is smeared with soot, grease, and prints of his own fingers—streaks like crude calligraphy, a chronicle of failed escape attempts and late-night, self-destructive longing. His reflection leers at him, moon-pale and goblin-thin, eyes excavated of light. Deshi wonders if he’s already one of them, in some way. Maybe they’re not the real monsters, these twitching marionettes below. Maybe they only reflect what’s happened up here, in the high-rise mausoleums, where men and women wear their humanity in thinning, transparent layers.

Moans rise from the street in ragged crescendos, sometimes harmonic, usually not. The sound reaches up like steam, crawling in under the window frame, making the candles flicker. Deshi feels it in the soles of his feet before he registers it with his ears: a massed longing, the hunger of the desperate, insistent but never quite urgent enough to seem truly alive. It is the one consistency left in the world.

He does not remember when the moans first became background noise, when they stopped being horror and started being evidence that the world, such as it is, still turns. He supposes it’s a kind of progress. People adapt. They evolve. In this, he envies the dead: so little need for hope, so little space for fear.

His phone, out of battery for days, sits useless on the sill. He drags a thumb across its black, slick screen anyway, compulsion muscle-deep. The device is cold, almost soft, as if the flesh of it were beginning to rot.

He takes inventory of himself in the window. The outline is stranger every day. Cheekbones he never had, hair in wild verticals, lips raw from chewing. Bloodshot, sleepless eyes. He raises a hand in slow salute. The reflection wavers, multiplies—a host of Deshi’s, each more ruined than the last—before returning to the original.

He inhales, nose flaring, and the air is more burnt wick than oxygen, with an undercurrent of trash-sour. This smell is the smell of their new country. He wonders if the city will ever stink clean again.

Candles spit behind him. The air in the room is liquid, every movement a wave that shoves smoke into his lungs. He coughs, gently. Every cough now carries the dread of echo, the possibility that a sound will attract attention, that it will be heard by the wrong thing at the wrong time.

He slides down to sit, back against the wall, knees bent, as the city does its best to murder the sun. He feels the stubble growing on his shins. He feels every cell of his body oscillating between inertia and panic, a stand-off that only chemical exhaustion can resolve.

He tries to remember what day it is, but the calendar on the fridge was abandoned in the first week, its cartoon panda stuck grinning in a permanent September. Time here is more a suggestion than a fact. He’s pretty sure it’s a Monday, or close enough.

Down in the street, a flock of the dead gathers around the burnt-out delivery truck, snuffling at the char, the motion weirdly social. Deshi imagines them exchanging small talk: Hello, yes, we are all starving. How’s the leg today? Oh, coming off nicely, thank you.

A chopper passed this morning, the first in days. It didn’t linger, didn’t even drop the usual propaganda leaflets—just traced a slow, sickle-shaped arc over Victoria Harbour, then was gone. No evacuation order, no supplies. Nothing but its own noise. Deshi spent half an hour afterward digging through the broken glass and mildew for a pen, only to write "WE’RE STILL HERE" on an old envelope and tape it to the inside of the window, as if the message would broadcast itself.

Maybe this is hope: a muscle that atrophies, then spasms, then only twitches. Or maybe it is simply habit.

Movement at the door, a soft but deliberate shuffle. Mei Lin peers through the gap, her face illuminated with a wedge of candlelight, mouth a tight line. She says nothing, and neither does he. There is no news to share. It is Ren who breaks the silence with a monosyllabic grunt from his post in the dark, an assertion of presence rather than an invitation.

Deshi stands, knees cracking, and returns to the window. He likes the vantage, the illusion of watching something he might one day rejoin, if only as a different species. He watches the street until the outlines blend, until flesh and shadow are indistinguishable, until it seems the whole world is decomposing by inches.

The candle gutters again, as if in warning. Deshi’s reflection splinters—one eye open, the other a starved hollow—and, in that moment, he can almost see what comes next.

He turns from the window, breath hitching as the last streaks of twilight flicker out, and joins the rest in the shrinking circle of light.

The kitchen’s vinyl tiles are slick with something indistinct—old condensation, oil, perhaps the nervous sweat of a city in lockdown. Mei Lin kneels anyway, the bones of her knees digging in for traction, sleeves rolled back past the elbows in ritual surrender. The world’s last inventory sprawls before her: cans, tins, two sacks of instant noodles, a rusty thermos with a missing lid, the looted remains of an organic grocer’s plastic basket. Half a bottle of rubbing alcohol. A blister pack of paracetamol, six tablets left. Three and a half cigarettes, hidden in the fold of a zippered pouch, their scent a small god in a room of old rot and candle smoke.

She lines the cans up with deliberation, paper labels turned outward, creased and peeling but legible: kidney beans, lychee in syrup, congee, sardines in chili oil. Each movement is deliberate, careful, slow, as if measured against a dying metronome. When she was a nurse—before the world found a new vector for death—she learned to move her hands with this kind of precision. Back then it was about dignity, about control; now it’s just habit, an old religion.

The ledger sits open beside her, cradled in the negative space between fridge and stove. A spiral-bound notebook, its front cover chewed through by mildew and, possibly, mice. She licks her thumb, then flattens the warped page, tracing columns that have started to blur and run in the humidity. She makes her mark, then re-counts, then re-marks, always with the small hope that the number will increase if only she’s careful enough. Deshi used to joke that she was a "statistical sorceress," able to conjure fortune from decimal points, but now it’s not funny, not to anyone. The math is what it is.

She whispers as she works, under-breath, a chant of units and days and calories per can. The whispering calms her. She needs it, because the tremor in her hand will not go away, and the idea of using up the last of the paracetamol for herself seems both wasteful and tempting. She writes, crosses out, writes again. Water: one jug plus half, plus the glassful Ren took an hour ago. She can still hear him in the other room, the rasp of his breath a metronome in counterpoint to the candle’s hiss. Food: fourteen cans, rationed twice daily, and the noodles if desperation outweighs the shame.

The world has gotten small, a diorama under glass. She is queen of this particular box, and its management is her domain. She misses her old hospital more than she misses her parents, which seems impossible and cruel, but truth is like that here. There is a faint mildew halo around the refrigerator, a fungal blossoming that has grown into a relief map of Asia. If she squints, she can see the battered outline of her own province, rendered in gray-black fuzz. Even rot aspires to geography.

She finishes the count and runs through it again, slower, finger dragging across each can, each name, as if she might find an extra somewhere. Her hair falls forward in sweaty hanks. She tucks it behind her ear, feels the grit against her scalp. The notebook paper is soft and damp to the touch, the pencil lead smudged gray across the heel of her hand.

Deshi enters the kitchen, slow, careful not to unbalance the barricade of stacked furniture at the door. His eyes are bloodshot, voice scraped raw by smoke and insomnia. He crouches beside her, face close to hers, as if hoping that proximity might reveal the trick, the angle he is missing.

"How bad?" he asks, barely a voice at all.

Mei Lin shrugs, but even that is a struggle; the action costs too much. She hesitates before saying, "Three days. Four, if we eat the noodles." She taps her pen against the last row, punctuating the point. "Maybe five, if we dilute the congee with water."

He looks at her like someone expecting a punchline, but there isn’t one. The numbers are a physical weight between them.

Deshi scans the arrangement, and for a second she can almost hear his thoughts: If only I’d gone out one more time, if only I’d found a better stash, if only I hadn’t wasted that last can on the fever. Mei Lin shakes her head, wanting to speak but unable to shape the apology she knows he doesn’t want.

"You counted twice?" he asks.

"Three times." She smiles, small and brutal. "Last time I skipped lunch first, in case the math changed when I was hungry."

Ren appears in the kitchen doorway, hair uncombed and eyes gone glassy. "Noise again," he says, and they all freeze, straining for the subsonic shuffle, the scent of trouble drifting up from below. But there’s nothing yet. Mei Lin makes a note in the margin: increase vigilance, nighttime, hallway.

She sets down the pen and lets her hands rest against the tile. The cold helps with the tremor. Deshi sits on the floor, back against the fridge, legs sprawled, a spent match dangling from one hand. The candles are burning down. Mei Lin tracks their progress by shadow, the way the walls flex and shrink as each wax pillar gives up.

She wonders, sometimes, how many other survivors are in the building, how many floors have gone dark in the last week alone. There’s no more screaming, only the slow, deliberate movements of those who know that sound travels. The dead, too, have learned their own kind of patience.

The moment stretches. No one speaks. Mei Lin studies the line of cans one last time, trying to memorize them, trying to prepare for the moment when there are none left to count. She opens her notebook, flips to the back page, and draws a neat little X under today’s date.

Then she lifts her head, locks eyes with Deshi, and says: "We should save the water. The city’s not coming back."

His laugh is brittle and unkind. She forgives it before it even lands.

Outside, the infected begin their night parade. From this far up, the sound is almost beautiful—a choir of broken larynxes, moaning the song of what used to be. Mei Lin listens, and then, finally, lets the fear in.

The table is pocked and scored, battered from years of misuse and then months of desperate fortification. Ren sits at its head, hunched forward like a surgeon at his final, most irredeemable patient. In front of him: the knife with the tape-swathed hilt, the rust-bloomed hammer, the pipe section filed to a prison edge. He disassembles and reassembles them, aligning each tool with its shadow. The only illumination is the trembling flame of a spent birthday candle, fixed in a blob of hardened wax to the table’s center.

He works silently, as if the wrong sound might trigger disaster. Each motion is a conscious rebuke to the shakes in his forearms, to the hammering in his chest that the old security company meds used to quiet. He breathes shallowly, careful to avoid the reek of mildew or the sharper tang of bleach that the dead left in their wake. When he tightens the last twist of electrical tape around the knife, he finds the pressure soothing: evidence that something, anything, can still be made secure.

He glances at the door, at the barricade engineered from a refrigerator shelf, two rattan stools, and a wall of stacked dictionaries. Not enough, never enough, but it’s what they have. Ren’s eyes flick to the floor, then to the dark seam under the door—always waiting for movement, a sliver of bare ankle, a wet dragging hand.

Deshi’s voice, soft and pointless, breaks the silence. "You think it’ll hold?"

"Not forever," Ren says, not looking up.

"You sound certain."

He shrugs. Certainty is the only currency that means anything now. "They get hungry enough, it’ll give. Or someone alive does something stupid. Doesn’t matter which."

The knife is a parody of a weapon, but it’s clean, sharp, trustworthy in a way the world no longer is. He lines it up next to the hammer and the pipe, then stares at the arrangement, wondering if he’s arranged them in the optimal order for battle or surrender. Probably both.

A sound comes up from the stairwell, a soft thump, then a wet slither. Ren freezes. The others follow suit. Even the candle seems to stop flickering. There’s a breathless twenty seconds of stillness, a black hole where time and air should be. Mei Lin meets his gaze, and he gives her the micro-nod—wait, don’t move, don’t breathe. She holds, eyes trained on his hands.

The noise doesn’t repeat. Probably a rat, or one of the new feral cats. Or maybe something’s learned stealth. Ren catalogues the possibilities, runs through them twice, then relaxes by half a millimeter.

Mei Lin slides onto the floor next to him, so close he can feel the heat off her skin. She smells of old sweat and disinfectant, a comfort he wouldn’t admit even under threat. She nudges the inventory book toward him with one toe.

"Three days," she says, low. "Four if you want to try congee-water."

He grunts. The idea of starvation is less terrifying than the idea of facing the streets for a resupply. He’d been the one to do it, once. Now the risk/reward curve has steepened beyond all reason. He sees it in Deshi’s face, in the way the man’s hands shake just lighting a candle.

"We can stretch it," Ren says. "Portions are too big."

Mei Lin frowns, which is the closest she comes to outright mutiny. "If you want to go without, go without. But don’t make that choice for everyone."

He shrugs. Doesn’t argue. This is her way—containment, dignity, fair distribution. Even now, she runs the bunker like a ward.

A muted howl breaks the negotiation. Farther away, but enough to punctuate the moment. Deshi glances at the window, then back at them, the color in his cheeks gone. "I don’t want to die in here," he says.

Ren grins, dry and ugly. "Door’s always open, man."

"That’s not what I—" Deshi starts, then gives up. He swallows hard, then stares at his hands. The tremor’s worse. Maybe he’s infected, maybe it’s just terror. Hard to tell, anymore.

Ren picks up the hammer, weighs it, likes how it feels. He imagines the weight of it crushing skull, splitting vertebrae. He used to be averse to violence; he used to lecture his security trainees on de-escalation. Now he is the vector, the escalation embodied. He doesn’t mourn this transformation.

Mei Lin scoops up the knife and wipes the blade on her sleeve. "We’re not waiting for rescue, then," she says, voice soft, but final.

Ren looks at her, searching her face for the old version of his sister, the girl who cried at stray dogs and wept when her goldfish died. He can’t find her in this person, this hard-eyed nurse-commander. "No. We’re not."

There is a moment of total silence. Even the city seems to pause. Then, as if on cue, the building itself emits a deep groan, a tectonic shudder that starts in the pipes and travels through the walls. Dust rains down in polite applause.

Deshi lets out a nervous laugh. "Guess that’s the plan, then."

Ren stands. He wants to move, to check every window, every door, to circle the perimeter of their little prison until his legs buckle. Instead, he counts the weapons one last time, then sets them in the order he prefers: knife, pipe, hammer.

He’s ready for tomorrow. He’s always ready, even when there’s nothing left to prepare for.

Mei Lin rises, too. She says nothing, only looks at Ren with eyes dark as engine oil. The bond between them is wordless, ancient. He will die for her, or with her, but he won’t run.

Another sound from the hallway, this one sharper, more distinct. Ren flicks off the candle and signals to the others: total darkness now. They obey without a word.

He stands, weapon in hand, and waits for the next noise. The old terror returns—bright, clean, almost clarifying. For a split second, he feels alive in the way he used to before the world ran out of choices.

Tomorrow, there will be less food. Tomorrow, the barricade will hold, or it won’t. For now, they listen, and they wait, and they do not make the mistake of hoping.

The radio sits in the middle of the table, a relic from before—bulky, plastic, green with the paint chipped off in flecks like diseased skin. Its antenna is a scored silver wire, bent and straightened so many times it no longer points anywhere. Deshi hunches over it, tuning dial with the concentration of an addict, chasing after something he doesn’t quite remember but aches for anyway.

Mei Lin leans in from the side, notebook pressed to her chest, mouth a firm white line. Ren hovers in the background, weapon in hand, scanning the perimeter even as his eyes flick to the radio every other heartbeat. None of them expect miracles. This ritual is about the habit of seeking, the ghost of routine. But still: every static-filled second is a currency, a small gamble in a world short on bets.

Deshi adjusts the dial. Static, then a burst of weird foreign music, then silence. He cycles again, thumb greasy on the plastic, heart in his teeth. The air is syrupy, electric, every exhale a potential trigger for something lurking beyond the barricade.

When the voice breaks through, it does so suddenly, with a violence that feels personal.

"—all stations, this is Civil Authority—"

Deshi’s hand tightens. Mei Lin drops the notebook. Even Ren, shadowed in the kitchen’s half-light, turns to face the table, the hammer’s head pulsing in his grip.

"Effective immediately, all evacuation efforts are terminated. Repeat: evacuation is no longer feasible. Hong Kong Island is now classified as a no-go zone. All remaining civilians are advised to shelter in place until further instructions."

There is a pause. A click. The message repeats.

"All evacuation efforts are terminated..."

Deshi’s face leaches out color, sweat prickling his upper lip. He blinks once, twice, not really seeing the radio, not really seeing anything. Mei Lin’s hand flies to her mouth, knuckles white against her teeth. Ren doesn’t move for three full heartbeats, then slams his fist on the table so hard the radio bounces and the candle nearly snuffs itself out.

"That’s it, then," Ren says. His voice is calm, but not sane.

Deshi swallows, mouth a swamp of metal and smoke. He can’t tell if he’s angry, or relieved, or just emptied out by the sheer finality of it. He turns the radio’s volume down to a whisper, as if volume could change the truth.

The broadcast continues, words morphing into pure sound, then into something less than sound—a vibration in the teeth, in the marrow. "Shelter in place... repeat, shelter in place..." The mantra is so absurd he almost laughs.

Mei Lin recovers first. She lifts the notebook, draws a shaky line through today’s date, then puts the pencil down. Her eyes are damp but unblinking. She looks to Deshi, then to Ren, then back to her own shaking hands. The candle gutters again, fighting for relevance.

Ren walks to the window and peers out into the night. The city is velvet-black, broken only by a few far-off fires and the glow of the dead swarming through the lower streets. He doesn’t speak, but Deshi sees the muscles in his neck stand out, cords tensing with something primal.

Mei Lin clears her throat. "We knew. This doesn’t change anything."

"Changes how fast it happens," Ren says. He sounds like someone reading a line from a script, someone forced to play a part.

Deshi doesn’t trust himself to speak. Instead, he drags the radio closer, clutching it like a drowned man to driftwood. He’s always needed a tether, and this is the last one.

The broadcast mutates, new voices chiming in, sometimes overlapping, sometimes fighting each other for bandwidth. Emergency Mandarin, English, broken Tagalog, then nothing at all. A skip, a whine, and the static returns.

No one turns the radio off.

The city beyond their window is a negative image of its old self. Every shadow is a potential predator, every silence a countdown. Somewhere below, a fresh chorus of moans ignites, rises, then fades. In the far distance, a lone rifle cracks—a punctuation mark, sharp and hopeless.

Mei Lin moves to the water jug, measures out a sip into a chipped tea cup. She hands it to Deshi, then to Ren, and finally takes a swallow herself. The communion is as much about ceremony as survival.

Ren sits again, this time on the floor, back against the fridge. He sets the hammer beside him and flexes his hands, over and over, as if to remind them they still belong to him. Mei Lin folds into a tight curl, notebook pressed to forehead, muttering numbers under her breath.

Deshi stays at the table, watching the radio’s green power light pulse, then fade, then pulse again. He wonders how long the batteries will last. He wonders if it will be the last thing he hears before the end. He wonders if, somewhere, someone is listening to them, picking up the faint residue of hope still vibrating in the air.

He thinks of the dead outside. He thinks of his own hunger, a steady gnawing that will not leave. He thinks, for a moment, of what it would feel like to just open the door, walk out, and join them. The thought doesn’t frighten him as much as it used to.

Time warps. The room shrinks, the darkness expands. There’s nothing left to count, nothing left to plan for. The only thing to do is wait, and listen, and keep the candle burning as long as possible.

When the flame finally surrenders, the room is thick with afterimage, with memory. The only light is the city’s distant fires, and the blinking green of the radio, still hungry for news.

No one speaks.

In the dark, the living and the dead are indistinguishable, waiting for the next broadcast, the next reason to get up, the next day that may or may not arrive.
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​Chapter 2: Breaking Point
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Ren enters with the last of the light. He closes the battered door behind him and leans into it, palms flat, as if the hallway's thin air might follow him in and do violence. The backpack, shrunken by months of famine, slumps from his shoulder to the floor with a clothy exhale. He does not look at the others. He does not speak.

Mei Lin raises her head just enough to see his feet. She’s been at the inventory for hours, or perhaps it’s only seemed that way—crouched cross-legged on the linoleum, the little ledger splayed across her knees, the stub of a pencil wet where she bites it between marks. The candle on the upturned carton, their only concession to cheer, flickers hard, smearing her shadow along the lower cabinets like spilled ink.

She stares at the backpack, at the hard oval shape inside, and asks, “Anything useful?”

Ren shrugs, but the gesture is mutated by exhaustion. He unstoppers the zipper and draws out his trophies one by one. Two packets of instant noodles. The logo has gone to mildew, and the plastic feels both slimy and brittle. One bottle of water, its tamper seal breached but the liquid inside still relatively clear. A single box of cigarettes, the foil pelted with dots of black mold. He sets these out as if they are relics, sacred and obscene.

Deshi hovers in the background. Or maybe it only seems that way, because the room is a grid of light and shadow and he is always at the margin. He pretends to peer through the peep-hole, but what he’s really doing is pressing his forehead against the cool, paint-clotted wood, eyes squeezed shut. When Ren returns, he half-turns, takes in the bounty, and lets his chin fall.

Mei Lin checks the water first. She unscrews the lid and sniffs, then, with infinite care, measures a swallow into the plastic cap and lets it run over her tongue. Her face is a blank report; only her hands tremble. She logs the details into her notebook. She draws a line through the tally for yesterday’s rice, then another for the scavenged ramen, her handwriting tight and hard as surgical stitch. Three days. That is the sum, the final entry, and she underlines it twice.

Ren slumps onto the crate, knees wide, elbows propped on thighs. “No luck anywhere. They’re cleaning out the upper floors now. The old man from 1603 is gone.” He picks at the cuticle of his thumb, and blood wells up in a bright, sudden pearl. He grinds it away on the inside of his jeans.

Mei Lin says nothing. In the new world, nothing is always the right answer. She parcels out the ramen into equal portions, packaging one for each of them and sealing them in twist-tied bags. The sound is crisp, deliberate, louder than the radio static that has been background to their lives for weeks.

Deshi drifts away from the door, past the candle, to the window. The glass is warped and mostly painted over, but a ragged slot at the edge lets in a wedge of dusk. He leans into the view, breath fogging the grime. Outside, the city is stratified: street darkness below, bruised purple in the far towers, and a band of raw orange where the sun licks at the horizon like a dying lamp filament.

He’s halfway through a sigh when he sees it. A flicker, then a bloom. In the tower across from theirs, a light has found its way into the skeleton of an empty office block. It climbs the floors—slow, deliberate, methodical, as if it, too, is running through inventory. At the sixth floor, it hesitates. Then, in a single shudder, it bursts open, becomes not light but flame, a mouth of hungry, licking fire that pushes against the smog with animal hunger.

Deshi says, “Mei Lin. Look.”

She rises and comes to his side. For a moment, their faces are so close that the candle’s light seems to weld their shadows together on the glass. Ren follows, slow, dragging the chair with him. All three stand at the slit of the window, eyes level with the growing inferno.

The fire eats fast. Plastic banners, office furniture, dry wall—each adds a layer to the heat, colors that don’t exist in the palette of natural fire. Blues, greens, toxic yellows that howl up the elevator shaft and crash against the ceiling. The noise takes a moment to cross the dead air between buildings, but when it arrives it is neither a roar nor a crash. It is a chorus—a crowd of voices, shrill and layered, singing out in shrieks and wordless pleas.

No fire trucks. No police. No attempt at rescue. The last time Mei Lin saw a uniform was the day the quarantine ring was welded shut, and the men inside looked like they would have rather been anywhere else. Even now, as the flames climb, the only motion in the street is a slow, gelatinous tide of the dead—drawn to the noise, but repelled by the brightness, so they gather in a restless, circling mass.

Deshi wipes at the glass, forgetting for a moment the futility of cleaning. “They’re not even trying,” he says, voice so thin it nearly evaporates.

Ren snorts, the sound half-laughter, half-choke. “Why would they? What’s left to save?”

Mei Lin does not answer. Instead, she counts: the number of floors, the number of minutes before the entire block becomes a vertical pyre. The number of silhouettes that move against the orange, pressing at the windows, some banging, some simply standing and watching their own reflections as the world blisters around them.

One, she sees, is a woman in a suit jacket, her hair pulled back so tight it gleams. The figure stands at the edge of the window, lips parted, eyes wide, then tips forward with a grace that seems impossible. The fall is slow, measured, almost tender, until gravity asserts itself and the woman’s body accelerates, hits a ledge two floors down, then vanishes in the dark. Another shape follows, and another. Some land in the street, some catch in the ragged web of a long-dead scaffolding.

Mei Lin says, “We have less than three days.”

Neither man looks at her, but both hear. Deshi swallows, his Adam’s apple sliding under too-thin skin. Ren keeps his gaze glued to the burning building, face split by shadow and fire.

The sky darkens further. The building is a lantern now, an accusation hurled at the city’s black heart. Below, the dead have started to pile against the tower’s base, their movements oddly gentle, as if they hope to climb, to bask in the heat or the memory of light.

After a while, the three withdraw from the window. The fire is still there, but it’s easier not to see. They retreat to their posts: Ren to the chair, Mei Lin to her notebook, Deshi to the far corner where he can watch both door and window, eyes flicking back and forth in perpetual audit.

No one speaks. The candle gutters, throwing shards of light on the walls. For a moment, it seems as if the room is spinning, the shadows cycling faster than the city itself.

Deshi wonders if he could have done more, been braver, found more to eat or drink or burn. He wonders, for a savage second, if he will be the first to break, and what it will look like when he does.

Mei Lin scribbles into her ledger, then sets the pencil down with surgical precision. She stares at the column of numbers until they blur and double, then closes the book. Her eyes are shiny in the half-dark. “Three days,” she repeats, and it sounds like a diagnosis, the one with no treatment options.

Ren lights a cigarette. The sulfur spark is blinding, the smoke acrid and immediate. He takes a long drag, then offers it to the other two, but neither accepts. He nods, as if this were expected, then smokes in silence.

Outside, the screams diminish, replaced by the murmur of settling ash. The orange glow persists, but already, the wind is gnawing it down to embers.

Deshi does not leave his corner. He watches the walls, the flicker, the fragile geometry of survival, and tells himself he will last three days. Maybe more. Or, if not, then less.

He promises nothing to the others. He promises nothing to himself. But when Mei Lin snuffs the candle and the room falls into that unique, absolute darkness, he is the last to move.

He keeps his eyes open, even when there is nothing left to see.

The night is a coffin, and inside it they pace.

Ren moves along the perimeter of the room, which takes less than three seconds if you count the sweep behind the fridge and the short step to the narrow strip of window. He does this with the regularity of a maintenance drone, only pausing at the candle’s stubby glow to check the time or the tally sheet, or to glare at Mei Lin as she hunches on the couch, ledger open but unseeing.

He does not trust stillness. There is always the sense that something, some chitinous logic, is assembling itself out there in the dark: the dead circling, the living betraying, the old order finding ways to punish those who made it through the culling. His instincts, blunt and ex-military, want movement, want strategy, want the illusion of control. The little room, with its tower of books and wallpapered barricades, is a kiln for these hungers. He paces.

Mei Lin is statue-still. She sits with her knees drawn up, both feet on the edge of the sunken couch, body bracketed between two dirty pillows like a pressed flower. The notebook balances on her shins. Her hands, those steady surgeon’s hands, knead the spiral binding until it flays, then uncoils, a metallic exoskeleton clinging to her fingers. She does not look up, even when Ren’s boots click on the tile or when the building coughs another dust-rat from the ceiling vent.

Deshi leans against the door, back flat to the grain, arms folded. He tries to pretend he’s a barrier himself, some extra layer between the horror outside and the soft living meat within. But his legs shake, and every time Ren completes a circuit, Deshi’s body hums in its wake, as if he, too, were tethered to that anxious gravity.

It is Ren who cracks first. He yanks his fist from the wall and bites off a syllable, then another, words assembling with the violence of tectonic plates grinding under the city’s surface.
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