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​Chapter 1: The 24th Day
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He woke to the city's moan. Some distant, mammoth thing—half-animal, half-storm, unquiet in the bones—making itself known. Arif never got used to it. The unison chorus of a million throats, human and otherwise, threading dawn’s thin light as it skulked across the rotted crown of Jakarta. He was on the roof, again. The roof was the only place where the sky felt real anymore, and not just a kind of lid. But even here, the stink of bodies seeped up through concrete, a sour reminder that the city was still dying by the hour.

The morning presented itself with the bland indifference of a hangover. Sweat trickled inside his clothes, which now hung from him like a cheap Halloween costume. A month ago, Arif had a soft face, pillowy with carbohydrates and city living. Twenty-four days into the sickness, his cheeks were knives and his eyes were tombstones. He counted this change as an improvement; it made it easier to disappear.

His sneakers stuck to tar paper as he crept to the edge. The railings were corroded, eaten through by years of rain and neglect. He liked to perch on the ledge and watch the city arrange itself. He did not so much scan for threats as observe, detached, the way one watched rats scurry in an alleyway. He counted eight, maybe ten bodies in the block below. Some splayed open, their insides birthing a darkness beyond blood. Others wandered, confused, in tight ovals or stood motionless, arms raised as if in worship.

The survivors in his building still told each other stories about the outbreak—patient zero, the wet market, the first and last government broadcasts. Arif preferred not to recall those first days. The real horror wasn’t the bodies or even the violence, but the absence of order. The city had run on schedule and obligation, a grand clockwork of deliveries and expectations, and now it simply didn’t. You could stand and shout at the horizon and not a single person would yell back to tell you to shut the fuck up.

This morning was unusually clear, sky the color of weak tea, the air trembling with the sound of a thousand unresolved hungers. From the roof you could see all the way to Merdeka Square: a blackened corpse of a bus barricaded the intersection, ringed by a crown of toppled scooters and the occasional bouquet of trash. A billboard for toothpaste, half-burned, leered at the ruin with a crescent of pearly whites. Beneath the wreckage, two of them—zombies, though Arif refused to call them that—picked at the knots of hair and sinew draped across the curb. They moved with a logic that was at once mechanical and obscene, sometimes pausing to sniff the air or fight over a shoelace.

He shivered, more from memory than cold. Food had been the hardest to come by. In the beginning, it was water. Then it was salt. Now, nothing edible remained in the supermarkets but packaging and flies. He’d grown adept at conserving energy, eating only what was necessary, drinking sweat when it pooled beneath his arms. Every calorie a benediction.

The rooftop was, technically, off-limits; the building’s lock system had failed on the third day, but most of the other tenants preferred to huddle behind barricaded doors and pray the world away. Arif’s domain was the southern edge, a two-meter strip behind the water tanks and a rusted telecom dish. From this perch he watched the morning unfold.

Movement. Three blocks west, down a gouged thoroughfare, something moved against the rhythm of the dead. Arif squinted through a pair of stolen opera glasses, relics from the building’s dead concierge. Survivors—two men and a child, moving in close formation, ducking behind a row of market stalls. The men looked gaunt, the child feral. He watched as they sprinted the open ground toward an abandoned minivan. Four rotters turned at once, heads cocked, hungry.

Arif watched, unblinking, as the chase began. He measured distances, evaluated odds. The men ran like men who had spent weeks running, conserving breath, aware of each other's stride. The child clung to the taller one’s waist, slowing them. He watched the slow, inexorable logic: the first zombie was fast, hurling itself forward with reckless abandon, catching the child’s foot in mid-stumble. There was no cinematic heroism—just a brief tangle, a wet snap, and the child’s shriek like a cat’s. The two men kept running. Arif let his gaze linger on the splayed form, the sudden spill of red, until the other zombies caught up and erased the rest.

He exhaled, blinked. A memory rose in his mouth: when Maya had gashed her knee on the concrete divider near Bundaran HI, how she’d howled and insisted she was fine, how he’d had to drag her, bleeding, back to their apartment. He wondered, if it was her down there, if he would run. It felt less like a question and more like an experiment he’d failed already.

He tracked the two men as they vanished into a side alley, then turned back to his building. Time to check the perimeter. He moved with a hunched, squirrelly gait, every muscle trained to resist sudden noise. He navigated around piles of storm-blown leaves and the occasional rat corpse, picking his way to the stairwell door.

The chain was where he’d left it—knotted through the handle, padlocked tight. He tested the door, listening for the clamor of the dead. Silence. He fished the padlock key from the drawstring of his shorts, hesitated a moment, and then slipped it open. The chain clanked like a gunshot. He stood still, counted to twenty, then ducked inside.

He locked the door behind him. Safety, in so far as it existed, was always a temporary thing. He pressed his back against the steel and slid down until he was squatting, hands folded like he was at prayer. Maybe he was. Maybe everyone left alive was just a different flavor of supplicant, hoping for some intercession, some forgiveness for whatever was left of their souls.

He listened to the city’s groaning a little longer, then climbed the stairs, vanishing himself into shadow.

The stairwell reeked of burnt hair and old soap. Arif moved silently, skipping the fourth step from the top; it creaked and would set off the old man’s paranoia. He reached the door and rapped twice—a code, entirely unnecessary, as no one else remained to breach the fifth floor but the dead. Still, ritual was all that kept the line between sanity and collapse from blurring, and the small faiths of habit were their only compass.

The door opened a sliver. Dian’s eye glimmered through the gap, ringed with purple fatigue and the sick sheen of expectation. She wore a hijab pulled haphazardly over sweat-stuck hair and gripped the kitchen knife in a reverse grip, as if expecting to have to open an artery rather than an enemy. Arif nodded, and the door widened. She stepped aside, lips tight. “You’re early.”

He shrugged. Inside, the air was dense and moist, a pale fog of human rot and incense smoke. The living room had been stripped to its cartilage; all glass and porcelain gone, the curtains torn into ragged bandages or bundles of kindling. Four mattresses circled the perimeter, each occupied by a body in its own phase of dissolution.

Maya lay on the nearest one, unmoving except for the shallow wheeze of her breath. The couch cushions beneath her were indented and slick, the fabric turned a dark, sick color by weeks of sweat and vomit. She’d lost the power of language two days ago; now she made only small noises, little clicks and bird-like croaks, as if trying to recall the concept of a word. Her skin had become a shade not found on living people—milk glass mixed with clay, stretched taut across bone.

Arif watched her for a minute, the way her eyes darted behind papery lids, the way her hands trembled in sleep. He had no memories of her as a child, only snapshots from adulthood: a dinner at Dapur Babah, a slap-fight in a Grab car, a photo of them in matching denim at an Eid gathering. The disease had pared away the flesh of her personality until all that remained was the old sibling obligation. He folded himself next to her, not quite touching. “She drank last night?” he asked, to no one.

“Half a bottle.” This from Mrs. Wijaya, whose hair had gone white at the temples with a speed that alarmed even her husband. She crouched on the carpet, staring at the remains of a crossword puzzle, but not writing. “I gave her half a bottle. Then she threw it up.” Her voice was as flat as the city beyond.

Next to her, Mr. Wijaya rocked on his heels, eyes bright and alien, reciting something under his breath. Arif didn’t bother to ask. The old man’s litany was untranslatable, even for those fluent in the dialect of post-collapse. Sometimes Arif thought the survivors had become a collection of soliloquies, each speaking only to themselves.

He moved to the kitchen. The fridge was a corpse; they used it now as an extra barricade against the balcony window. The only working appliance was the rice cooker, though it had failed them two days ago. On the stove was a single battered pot, inside of which lay the last, clotted residue of bubur—gray and gelatinous, only technically food. Hasan was already there, squatting on a milk crate and counting the water bottles. He lined them up, tapping each one in turn. Three. The largest was less than half full.

Hasan’s hands shook as he did it, and Arif noticed that the driver’s fingers were stained with ink and something darker, like the city itself was leaking into him. “No rain,” Hasan said, more to the bottles than to Arif.

“Two more days,” Arif replied. “The forecast said two days.”

Hasan barked a laugh. “Forecast!” He hugged a bottle to his chest, an infantile gesture, and rocked. “Forecast is three hundred degrees and dead.” He looked up, the glint of old life still limning his eyes. “You saw anything? On the roof?”

Arif considered lying, but it felt like a waste of energy. “Two men, one kid. Down at the market. The kid got caught.”

Hasan grimaced, then twisted the cap off a bottle and swilled a mouthful with the slow reverence of a communion. “Better it’s not us,” he said.

Arif let that sit. He drifted to the window, where Dian was perched, scanning the street through a slit between the boards. The city below looked the same as ever: cars abandoned mid-escape, window glass prismatic with dust, no movement but the inevitable. He leaned against the wall and watched her.

She didn’t turn. “They’re clustering more,” she said. “More of them every morning. Something’s pulling them east.”

Arif nodded. “Probably the river. Things pile up in the river.”

She risked a glance at him, dark lashes blinking against the sun. “I wish they’d just go in and drown.”

“They don’t drown,” Arif said, softer than he meant to.

Dian’s jaw clenched, and for a moment he saw her as she’d been before—the girl who wore physics tees and railed against Instagram, who cut her own bangs to spite her mother. Now, all of her energy was condensed into vigilance. The knife looked huge in her small hands.

Arif left her to it and returned to Maya. Her fever had colored her dreams; she muttered in a slurry of English, Sundanese, and nursery rhymes. He stroked her hair, or what was left of it, and tried not to think of endings.

From the corridor, Mr. Wijaya’s voice lifted, singing a song Arif recognized from a childhood Eid. The old woman hummed along, brittle and off-key. Hasan’s plastic bottles made a hollow clunk as he stacked them into the corner. Dian whispered numbers to herself, counting windows, doors, possible exits.

Arif closed his eyes, and for a minute the apartment felt like it always had: suffocating, too small, full of complaints and resentments and life. Then Maya’s breath caught in her throat, and he opened them again.

He sat in the thin gray between sleep and dread, holding his sister’s hand, and waited for the next collapse.

The day had the gluey consistency of a wound that wouldn’t close. By noon the heat was inside the apartment, drawn in by the ragged breaths of six starved mammals, making the space feel even more alive and less hospitable. Arif tried to ignore the ache in his belly. Hunger was another superstition: you didn’t admit to it, because voicing it was to guarantee its persistence. The others seemed to know this rule too, so most days were conducted in a tight-mouthed quiet.

Today, the silence shattered early. Hasan slammed the empty pot onto the kitchen counter, the clang a gunshot through the layers of fatigue and humidity. “Habis.” He spat the word like a curse, then repeated it in a kind of chant. “Habis, habis, habis.”

Arif opened one eye. Hasan stood framed by the sallow rectangles of the window, hair gone electric from sleeplessness, hands balled into knots. “There’s nothing left,” he said, slower now, and looked pointedly at the cluster of water bottles in the corner. “We can’t just drink air.”

Mr. Wijaya, who had been dozing upright, snapped awake at the noise. He glared at Hasan with the flat menace of someone who’d once managed a union and had forgotten how not to confront. “You said you would ration,” he said. “You said it would last the week.”

Hasan’s jaw worked side to side. “I counted every time, you can look. It’s not my fault you lot don’t eat like normal people.”

Dian, perched at the window as always, didn’t look up. “No one eats like normal people,” she murmured, voice half-drowned by the city’s exterior noise.

The old man surged to his feet, a fist cocked in the ancient semaphore of grievance. “You stole it, didn’t you? For your stash. Taxi driver thinks he’s smarter than the rest.”

Hasan’s laugh was ugly. “If I had a stash, I wouldn’t be sharing it with you.”

Arif watched the exchange without moving. The fight was ritual now, as inevitable as evening. But today it had teeth. The room tensed as the men squared off, necks corded and faces brittle with dehydration and old pride.

Dian turned from the window, arms folded, and set her gaze to kill. “Enough,” she said. “We should draw straws. Like before.”

“No.” Hasan flared, quick to anger, “Last time we almost lost Maya. She still can’t walk.”

Arif closed his eyes at that, feeling the gravity of Maya’s presence. She was asleep, or maybe passed out, twisted under a heat-swamped sheet. Her breath made a dry, papery sound, as if even her lungs were running out of water. He forced himself to move, to intervene before the shouting grew any louder.

He wedged himself between the men. “Fighting won’t fill our stomachs,” he said, voice measured, neither pleading nor angry. He put a hand on Hasan’s shoulder; the driver flinched but didn’t pull away.

For a few seconds, the room was silent except for the gritty shuffle of sandals on tile and the faint, ever-present soughing from outside. Mr. Wijaya’s hand dropped. The anger in his face faded, replaced by something older—maybe despair, or a nostalgia for arguments with higher stakes.

Mrs. Wijaya began to cry, quietly and with all the restraint of a failing dam. Her shoulders shook, eyes pressed shut, lips bitten red from too many days of swallowing tears. Hasan seemed not to notice. Or maybe he did, and just didn’t care.

Dian returned to her post. “If no one goes, we die anyway,” she said. “Better to try and maybe bring something back.”

Hasan slumped against the fridge. “So we’re agreed. Suicide by consensus.”

“Not suicide.” Dian flicked her eyes toward Arif, then away. “Just odds.”

He felt them all watching him, even the ones who didn’t want to. He’d become the pivot, the fulcrum around which their denial turned. It would have been flattering, if it didn’t feel like being voted Most Likely to Be Torn Apart by a Mob.

He took a step back, then crouched beside Maya. Her skin was so hot it left sweat on his palm. He wiped her forehead with a rag and whispered her name. She didn’t wake. For a moment, he allowed himself the fantasy: he would find a hidden cache, a miracle, maybe just a single can of condensed milk, and come home to find her restored, unburned by fever. The storybook instinct, immune to annihilation.

He stood and looked at the others, each one trying to not meet his gaze.

“I’ll go,” he said. “Tomorrow. At first light.”

The words settled into the air like poison. Relief and shame flickered across their faces, each emotion briefly present before being snuffed. Even Hasan managed a curt nod, eyes glassy with exhaustion.

Arif bent down, kissed Maya’s scalp, and lingered until he caught the subtle tremor in her breathing. Then he moved to the kitchen, filled a plastic cup with a finger of warm water, and drank it in three slow sips.

The rest of the day was spent in slow decay. They didn’t talk much. Hasan took apart the radio for the thousandth time, though it hadn’t worked since week one. The Wijayas curled into their own corners, feet tangled, faces pressed close as if conjuring children long since moved away. Dian kept her post, knife poised against a world that had already entered and gutted them.

Night fell heavy and wet. The apartment creaked, every shadow lengthening into something that could be hungry. The voices of the undead pulsed through the cement, closer now, sometimes almost conversational. Arif dozed, woke, and found himself unable to breathe without a fist of dread in his chest.

He spent the hours before dawn next to Maya. She thrashed sometimes, eyes flickering open to show only the whites. Her fingers curled around his, more bone than flesh.

He leaned close, voice a hoarse hush: “I’ll bring you something. I promise.”

She didn’t reply. But her grip tightened, once, and then let go.

He listened as the city below awakened to itself, the song of its new population rising and rising, until it sounded less like voices and more like a prophecy. He waited for morning, and wondered how it would feel to become a ghost among so many.
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​Chapter 2: The Breaking Point
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Dawn rose with a sickly intimacy, needling through the uneven teeth of plywood over glass. The first light found Arif on the ragged fringe of sleep, his face glued to a sun-warmed floorboard. His mouth tasted of battery acid and absence. Every muscle ached, but the ache was a distant, receding tide compared to the static hiss of hunger.

He peeled himself off the floor. The living room was a mausoleum of shared misery: mattresses flung where gravity and hope had quit, a single threadbare sheet crawling over the husk of his sister. Maya’s limbs were racked with small, involuntary quakes, her brow glossy with fever-sweat. The plastic fan above her was still, the power grid having finally surrendered two weeks ago.

He knelt beside her. She looked less like Maya than a carving of Maya rendered from cheap wax, left too near the fire. Her jaw had grown sharp, eyes disappearing into shadow. Each breath was a grit-and-rattle, the lungs working overtime to suck meaning from the spoiled air. He laid the back of his hand across her forehead. The skin was electric.

She opened her eyes, but the look behind them had gone soft, vacant. “Don’t,” she managed, the word so dry it made him wince. She wanted him not to hover. Not to check. She’d told him before, again and again.

He brushed the edge of her damp hijab and tried to smile. “Rest. I’ll find something for the fever.”

She rolled her eyes, an effort that cost her. He saw her lips begin to split. He had to look away, or else every promise he’d made her would crawl up and die in his throat.

Across the room, the others made a slow and ugly morning of it. Mr. and Mrs. Wijaya had been up for hours, he in his threadbare batik, she a gray ghost in a cardigan so oversized it looked more like a shroud. They sat hip-to-hip, knees touching, as if fusing their warmth could cheat the mathematics of decay. Their faces bore the stamp of bureaucratic fatigue; the old man’s eyes were brittle with watchfulness, while the woman’s cheeks drooped in a resigned downward V.

Hasan sprawled on his back, arms crossed, staring at the water-stained ceiling like it might hatch a future worth having. The former taxi driver had given up shaving, his beard patchy and mottled, salt outnumbering pepper. He snored, but it was more a warning growl than a real sleep. Even with his eyes closed, he knew where everyone was. He did not dream. Arif doubted any of them dreamed anymore.

Dian was nearest the window, perched on a plastic crate. She wore jeans rolled to mid-shin and a Uniqlo tee once bright with citrus; it hung on her now, the fabric a flag of surrender on stick-thin arms. She’d made her hair into a tight bun, but loose strands stuck to the side of her neck in sweat-ribbons. In one hand she gripped a knife, not for cutting but for the small comfort of pressing something cool against her palm.

Arif’s gaze was drawn, as always, to the bottle in the center of the floor. It was the last of their water, salvaged from the rooftop catchment, filtered once, then again, until nothing remained but the taste of city dust. The bottle was half-empty. Or half-full, if you were feeling cruel.

No one spoke. The only sound was the distant, regular gurgle of Maya’s breathing and the peristaltic click of Mrs. Wijaya’s worry—tongue darting at cracked lips, over and over. The old woman eyed the bottle, then looked to her husband, a silent question.

The old man coughed to clear his throat. “We have to decide,” he said, his accent thick with the dust of office towers and union meetings.

“Decide what,” Hasan grunted, eyes still on the ceiling.

“Who goes,” said Mr. Wijaya. “To look. For more.” His words landed like falling teeth.

Dian’s lips thinned. “You said yesterday the streets were empty. And the market. What’s left to search?”

“Maybe something,” said the old man, unwilling to concede the arithmetic.

No one moved to claim the bottle. It was a kind of taboo, broken only at dusk, and even then by ritual: a shot glass, poured carefully, passed hand to trembling hand. Hasan called it the ‘liquid ballot.’

Arif pulled the sheet higher over Maya’s bony chest. “I’ll go,” he said. The words left his mouth before anyone could set up their protest.

All heads swiveled toward him, like plants to a splinter of light. He held their attention for a second, long enough to be certain he’d made it impossible for anyone to object.

Mr. Wijaya bristled, his fingers searching the carpet for an invisible pen. “We should vote,” he said, out of habit more than conviction. “No more volunteering. That’s how we lose people.”

Arif shook his head. “It’s not volunteering if you don’t want to stay.”

Mrs. Wijaya’s eyes went glassy. Hasan snorted, pushed himself upright. “It’s a suicide run,” the driver said. “Nothing left except more mouths and more claws.”

Dian cut him a look. “You could come with him.”

Hasan’s grin was purely anatomical. “No thanks, princess. I have a family here.” He gestured to the others. “We all do.”

Arif ignored them. He filled his vision with Maya, her hands now balled into fists around the ragged sheet. Every shudder of her body made him smaller. He thought of her when she was loud, operatic in complaint, famous among friends for never letting a slight pass unavenged. Now, she barely made a sound except to refuse what little he could give.

“I go,” he said, firmer. “Tomorrow. Before sunrise.”

There was no debate. Mr. Wijaya reached for the matchbox—three sticks left inside, shaved and uneven—but Arif waved him off. “No need,” he said. “Save them.”

The old man nodded, his eyes not meeting anyone else’s.

Hasan flopped back onto his bedding. Dian scraped her blade over her thumb, drawing nothing.

The sun rose higher, squeezing sweat from every body in the room. The water bottle waited in the middle, patient and inevitable.

Arif sat beside Maya until the heat made it impossible. He counted her breaths, the seconds in between. Every number a subtraction, every pause a loss.

When the day reached its full, punishing brightness, he stood, stretched the bones of his back, and walked to the window to see what the city had made of itself overnight.

It looked unchanged, and so did he.

He found Dian at the window, though to call it a window was optimistic. A barricade of plywood and cinderblock, rimmed with strips of cheap insulation, left only a palm-width slit to the outside. She leaned into that gap as if inhaling the city through a straw, the knuckles of her left hand bone-white against the sill.

He approached quietly, but she caught him in her periphery and shushed him with a glance. Arif crouched beside her, squinting through the thin seam of daylight. The view was mostly a trash-strewn alley, half-visible through layers of haze and motes of burning. Once, a distant avenue might have shown traffic, the pantomime of normality; now there was only stillness and the suggestion of movement in the shadows.

Dian exhaled through her nose, a sound like a slow leak. “Don’t go,” she said, sotto voce, as if the world might be eavesdropping.

“Can’t,” Arif replied.

She shook her head, lips pressed so thin they were almost blue. “Saw them this morning. On the street. Five, maybe six. Humans. Not the usual rot. They had guns.”

“Guns?”

“Guns.” She pressed her thumb to the glass, leaving a sweat ghost. “They dragged out some kid from the basement across the way. Beat him until he stopped moving. For a can of beans.”

He tried to match her cool, but he felt his blood retreating. “Did they see you?”

She glanced at him, quick and sharp. “You think I’m stupid?”

“No,” he said, then softer, “I think you’re scared.”

Dian’s laugh was hollow. “Everyone’s scared.”

In the hall behind them, Hasan paced in lazy arcs. Every circuit brought him nearer, but he never fully joined the huddle. “She’s right,” he said, his voice a smoked whisper. “You go out there, you die. Simple math.” He didn’t look at either of them when he spoke.

Arif ignored him. He fished a stub of pencil from his pocket and scribbled something onto the back of his hand: directions, numbers, or just talismans against stupidity. He liked to believe in habits, even if none of them had ever saved him.

Dian put a hand on his arm, light as lint. “If you have to, take the service stairs. And go at five. Less light. Less...them.”

He nodded. It made sense, or maybe it didn’t. It was a plan, and plans were rare.

They were interrupted by a scream—a woman, or the shredded ghost of one—rising from somewhere in the middle distance, then cut off so abruptly it left a ring in the air. The three of them froze, waiting to see if it was a lure, or just the natural order. Hasan ducked his head and resumed pacing, this time hugging the inner wall.

Dian withdrew her hand. Her eyes, rimmed red, seemed to have aged a year since last night. “Don’t be a hero,” she said. “If you see anything, run.”

He forced a smile. “I’m not a hero. I’m a scavenger.”

She looked ready to believe him, which was a kindness.

Hasan’s feet scuffed the tile, his monologue never-ending. “At least if you go down, you’ll do it with a fight. I respect that.” He spat into an empty instant noodle cup and glared at Arif with a kind of desperate envy. “Braver than me.”

“Not braver,” said Arif, “just unlucky.”

The preparations were pitiful, almost ceremonial. He opened the closet by the door and dug out the pipe: a length of rebar, one end sharpened against the curbside, the grip wrapped in layers of old t-shirt. The thing was ugly, the weight slightly wrong, but it had saved his life more than once. He tested the balance, then looped an empty backpack over one shoulder.

He caught his reflection in the broken glass above the kitchen sink. The effect was grotesque: haunted, cheeks sucked hollow, eyes pulsing with doubt. He remembered his old self—plumper, forgettable—and wondered which was closer to the truth.

Hasan sidled up, watching as Arif laced his shoes. “If you don’t come back, can I have your headphones?”

Arif laughed, a half-noise. “If you can find them.”

They were out of jokes.

Mrs. Wijaya hovered nearby, the protein bar cradled in her palms like a holy relic. She offered it to him, wordless, her expression saying all that needed to be said: you’re one of us, you matter, please survive. The plastic wrapper made a muted crinkle in the heavy air.

Arif shook his head. He gestured, not at himself, but at Maya.

The old woman understood. She drew the bar to her chest and bowed her head.

He saw, then, how everyone was shivering, not from cold but the absence of it. The heat had leeched every ounce of moisture from their bodies, left their skin pasted to the skeleton, eyes receding. But the trembling had other sources, too.

He stood at the door, hand braced against the frame, pipe ready. He hesitated—not for fear, but because for a second, it seemed like there must be some ritual, a word or gesture, to grant protection.

But all the gods had left the city when the living did.

He glanced at Dian. She gave him a thumbs-up, the skin split at the knuckle, and turned back to her vigil.

Arif opened the door and stepped into the hallway, the darkness swallowing him whole.

He returned to Maya in the dim, warped heat of morning. She had drifted to the edge of consciousness, fingers curled tight into the mattress as if afraid gravity itself might forget her. The sheet was dark with sweat and something less nameable. Arif knelt at her side, careful not to jostle the damp patch beneath her neck.

He touched her hand. The skin was burning, but the bones beneath felt bird-hollow. For a moment he couldn’t speak. The words crowded behind his teeth, then broke loose, ugly with need.

“I’ll be back,” he said. “I’ll bring medicine, maybe some real food.”

Maya didn’t open her eyes at first. She made a low, animal sound, a vibration deep in her chest. He waited, squeezing her palm, ignoring the dry crackle as their skin rasped together.

Her lashes fluttered. When she finally looked at him, her eyes were black marbles, huge and too bright. She tried to shape his name, but only a hiss came out.

He bent closer. “What is it?”

Her voice was smaller than he remembered, a smudge of sound. “Don’t... go.”

His heart tripped. He almost said he wouldn’t, almost wanted to, but the rest of the room was watching. He could feel them: Dian’s gaze pinned to the wall, Hasan’s orbit slowed to a respectful crawl, the Wijayas locked in a trembling embrace. No one would meet his eye.

He stroked Maya’s hair, sticky at the root. “I’ll be fast,” he promised. “When I get back, we’ll watch a stupid movie. Something you hate.”

The side of her mouth twitched. He told himself it was a smile.

Her grip loosened as her fever spiked, the hand falling away from his. Arif let it go, set her fingers gently back to the mattress, and stood.

Mr. Wijaya was waiting, the old man’s body stiffer than usual, as if bolted together. In his palm was the padlock key, battered and slick with old sweat. He pressed it into Arif’s hand and wrapped his fingers around it. The old man’s skin was papery, barely there. For a second, Arif thought he might pull him in for a hug, but instead the old man just looked at him—really looked, as if trying to memorize him for an accounting later.

Arif nodded once. The old man nodded back, and stepped aside.

Hasan stopped pacing long enough to clap Arif on the shoulder. “You make it, I’m buying you a drink. Top shelf.”

Arif snorted. “You don’t drink.”

“Doesn’t mean I won’t start.”

Dian gave him nothing. She kept her back to the group, knife drawn, blade pointed at the door.

He shouldered his backpack and moved to the entry, pipe in hand. He tried to look brave for Maya, though he doubted she could see that far. The handle was slick, as if the fear in his body had leaked out and made the world damp.

He lingered, one last time, to look at her. In the early light she resembled no one he’d ever known—an artifact from some other epoch, already half stone. Still, she was Maya, the last person left who could summon a fragment of his old self.

He stepped into the corridor. The air here was cooler, but not clean. He could hear the city shuddering outside: the long moan of living and dead, the crash of something heavy two floors down, the scrape of a metal object being dragged across linoleum.

He closed the door behind him. The lock snapped into place, a sound that was more final than any promise.

He was alone. It felt like a confession.
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​Chapter 3: Into the Dead City
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He lingered just inside the stairwell, the door drawn gently to behind him, the click of the lock loud as gunfire in the velvet dark. For a moment, Arif simply crouched on the gritty linoleum, the rebar pipe balanced across his knees. He listened. He waited. In the hush, the building’s heartbeat became his own: a syncopation of drips, distant shifts in the concrete, and the soft, purring hum of decay.

He tested the air. Inside, it was merely sour; outside, the city's rot seeped into every floor, stacking itself like the weight of old sins. Even in the void of hunger, Arif felt the stutter of his stomach, the tongue’s frantic wish for saliva, the cruel fizz of nerves as they prepared for violence or running.

He started down.

The emergency stairwell was a blind throat, every bulb shattered, the steps frosted with dust and years of paint shavings. On the fifth floor he paused, checking the gap beneath the door. Nothing but the flat black of the corridor and the cold whisper of nothing happening. He gripped the rail, eased his foot onto the next riser, and let gravity lead.

Fourth floor, a pause. He thought he heard a shuffle, but it was the sort of noise a building invented for company—pipes settling, or maybe just memory. He moved on, careful to avoid the wide streak of dried blood that marked the wall near the landing. He didn't want to know whose it had been. The stain had acquired a dark halo, as if the violence was still active, corroding its own small shrine.

Third floor: here came the real test.

Arif held his breath, then exhaled through clenched teeth. The infected family lived here—lived, if one could use that word for the way their bodies hunched and patrolled the closet-flat behind barricaded particle board. They had been sealed there by someone else’s panic, a hasty furniture rampart now black with handprints and darker fluids. Some days, nothing stirred behind the door; other times, you could hear them, scraping, moaning, issuing the long vowels of thirst and memory.

Today, the apartment was very much alive.
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