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​Chapter 1: The Last Normal Day
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If you rise early enough in Beijing, you can almost believe the city belongs to you. Before sunrise, the avenues are skeletons, only faintly clothed in trash and condensation, shivering in the wind off the river. Zhu Min prefers this hour, the air not yet rank with bodies, the metro lines still catching their breath. The first act of living is to step out into a world unclaimed.

He leaves his building with the doors whispering shut behind him and blends with the pre-dawn hum. Beijing’s alleys spool outward, arteries and nerves, every step calculated to outmaneuver the infection of the masses. He has not shed the tour guide’s intuition. Even with the lanyard and tourist group replaced by the gruel of routine, he slides through the crowd’s weak points, always three paces ahead of cluster or collision. A gaunt man in cheap workwear brushes his sleeve; Zhu Min sidesteps, eyes hooded and impassive. Commuters materialize as obstacles, not kin.

At the convenience store, the lights bleed a blue-green exhaustion onto the sidewalk. He passes a row of sleeping dogs and a sanitation worker clutching an instant coffee like a relic. Inside, Zhu Min ignores the clerk’s rote nod and drifts to the counter, collecting his steamed bun, pre-wrapped and still sweating. The transaction is completed without speech; the QR scan punctuates the silence. Zhu Min eats on the move, the warmth dissolving somewhere south of his heart.

There is a newsstand beside the entrance to the underpass, the papers arrayed in neat verticals, headlines trembling in the breeze. Zhu Min’s gaze flickers over them: Economic indices, photos of celebrities squinting at the light, a full-color map of a new subway line already obsolete. He does not linger. Information, in this city, is just another pollutant.

The streets thicken as the sun rises, neon cutouts fading into fog. Vendors assemble their kiosks, the old woman with roasted yams whacking her cart to life, the teenage couple in matching face masks displaying phone cases and herbal pouches. Motorbikes scream and die at the crosswalk. Zhu Min navigates, unremarkable, precise, stepping always into the negative space.

He stops, out of compulsion, at a battered convex mirror by the corner. The mirror’s warped eye reflects the crowd, stretching and compressing the forms until they are indistinct. Zhu Min adjusts his collar, neatens the stubborn cowlick above his temple. The reflection gives nothing back—no hint of youth or optimism, just the outline of a man already outpacing his future.

He reaches the travel agency just as the clock turns 8:00. The office is perched between a betting shop and a karaoke parlor, all three sharing a neon sign that flickers in inconsistent Morse code. Inside, the ceiling fluorescents buzz with the impatience of flies. Zhu Min enters his cubicle, deposits his bag with ritual care, and sits without greeting the others. If the co-workers were asked to recall him, they might mention the way he spoke only when summoned, the glimmer of some superior patience that hovered on the edge of mockery.

The day’s bookings scroll in red over the screen. He stares at the destinations: Sanya, Hainan, Guilin, itineraries etched in columns and rows, each name a small betrayal of what could have been. Zhu Min lets the monotony settle over him. At 10:13, as always, he takes out his phone and dials the number for home.

The village code is a long sequence, half-forgotten, and he punches it in with slow care. There is a latency in the connection; it feels like speaking to someone already lost in a cave. His mother answers. She is formal even in affection, the syllables of her son’s name smoothed by rural accent.

“Aiya, Min? So early?”

“Work not busy today, Ma,” Zhu Min says, letting the lie hang in the air. “How’s the weather?”

She offers a litany of small calamities: a neighbor’s sheep escaped, the power out since dawn, father’s cough lingering. Zhu Min listens, making the right noises at the right times. When the old man comes on, his voice is shredded by static and something wet. Zhu Min drops his own volume, as if not to startle the illness.

“You rest. I will visit soon,” he says, meaning in two months, when the office closes for Golden Week. The promise is enough. His father grunts. There is the muted clatter of the phone being returned to its hook, then the echo of a cough that might be laughter, might be something else.

The city resumes its motion. Zhu Min looks through his monitor at the horizon beyond the strip mall window. He sees nothing, and in the nothing he finds relief.

By noon the office is a cage of blue-white light. Zhu Min enters reservations, his hands moving in tempo with the thrum of outdated CPUs and the air conditioner’s asthmatic cough. The television in the corner, tuned to a state channel, broadcasts a string of disruptions: a landslide in Sichuan, an economic summit in Dalian, and—clipped between the financial forecasts—a bulletin about a mysterious illness fanning out from the industrial zones east of the city.

“Zombie disease,” whispers one of the girls from customer service, popping her gum in punctuation. Her voice is deliberate, meant to spike the monotony. Zhu Min’s ears register the words but offer no shelter to them. He completes a package itinerary for a honeymoon couple. There is always someone who thinks love can outpace disaster.

The office is open-plan, cubicles carved by thin, orange plastic. Promotional banners sag in the damp, curling at the edges. Above each desk: photographs of white sand beaches, Technicolor cities, waterfalls untamed by smog. The places look imaginary, artifacts from a lost epoch. Zhu Min’s own destination posters are speckled with pen marks, notes about flight availability and tourist scams. He has no intention of ever going anywhere.

The TV anchor’s voice, lacquered and emotionless, repeats key phrases. “Inexplicable fever. Sudden agitation. Instances of—” She pauses. “—uncharacteristic violence.” Zhu Min’s fingers hover, a slip of attention. He glances at the screen; the anchor’s face has the unmoved serenity of a mortician. For a second, Zhu Min thinks about his father’s cough and the blankness at the edge of their last call. The moment collapses as a pop-up notification flashes urgent red: CLIENT REQUESTING CALLBACK.

He taps in the number. A voice, brittle with anxiety, answers before the first ring ends.

“Hello? Is this Zhu Min? I—ah—I need to cancel my trip.”

“Of course,” Zhu Min says. His voice is the balm, the practiced coo. “But I assure you, the government is monitoring everything. There’s no reason to worry.”

“I read the whole city could go under quarantine,” the caller insists. “What if they close the trains?”

“Impossible,” Zhu Min lies. “That only happens in American movies.” He reschedules the booking for late spring, adds a discount coupon, and ends the call with a low, comforting chuckle. The manager is standing just behind the partition, arms folded, smile a diagonal slash.

“Nice work,” she says, voice flat.

“People scare easy,” Zhu Min replies, and both of them know he is not talking about the clients.

The office resumes its numb rhythm. But the headlines on the television thicken, mutate. Street footage flickers across the screen: emergency crews cordoning an expressway, men in white bio-suits herding onlookers behind metal fences. Zhu Min watches the images with a tour guide’s critical eye. He can always spot the misdirection.

He checks his phone. No missed calls from home. No new messages.

Outside, the sun has paled, as if rationing itself. He leans back in his chair and observes his reflection in the blacked-out monitor: double-exposed, thin as memory.

For now, it is still someone else’s problem.

The Golden Dragon is a fire hazard masquerading as a restaurant: three floors of lacquered wood, goldfish in smeared tanks, the smell of Sichuan pepper glued to the wallpaper. Zhu Min is first to arrive, slotted between old aunties at the window table and a businessman dictating into his phone with religious urgency. He orders beer, pours it, lets it warm and flatten while he scrolls his phone for the day’s closing numbers.

Wei and Liu arrive together, coats unbuttoned, faces already gleaming from the wind. They bring with them a velocity of rumor, a need to speak louder than the other tables. The waiter brings menus; they order from memory, old routines keeping the gravity of their friendship intact.

Under the lanterns, the food is as it always is: charred duck, oily beans, congealed cubes of tofu. They pass plates, click glasses, talk over one another. Zhu Min listens, adds a joke when required, but mostly he lets his friends paint the air with their voices. The world inside the Golden Dragon is insulated, preserved in syrup and salt.

“Wei’s cousin works at Tongren,” Liu says, mouth full of eel. “They shut down the whole fourth floor. Security everywhere. People say it’s the virus.”

“It’s just flu season,” Zhu Min says, nonchalant. “Remember last spring? SARS, bird flu, always something.”

Wei leans in, eyebrows twin daggers. “This is different. The cousin—she says patients are biting the nurses. They break out of restraints. Not normal sick people.”

“People exaggerate,” Zhu Min replies, but the words are less certain this time.

“Government’s saying nothing,” Liu says, voice dropping. “But they’re putting up barricades near Third Ring. I saw them tonight.”

“Quarantine drills,” Zhu Min offers. “Precaution.”

“Bullshit.” Wei grins, but the teeth are too white, too eager. “You think you know more than everyone else.”

Zhu Min shrugs. It is easier than believing in disaster. He dips his chopsticks into the sweet fish and chews with deliberate care.

Around them, the restaurant has started to empty out. The family at the next table argues in hushed tones, collects their children, leaves three dishes untouched. The businessman is gone, his seat filled by a waitress running numbers on the receipts. Behind the glass of the fish tank, a carp floats upside-down, gills flexing in futile rhythm.

The waiter brings the check without being asked. He moves quickly, eyes flickering to the street outside, where police lights flicker beyond the steamed windows. There is a new silence, heavy, like someone has shut off the ventilation.

Liu counts bills onto the tray, hands trembling in the beer sweat. “We’re still meeting next week?” he asks. The question hangs, unanswerable.

“Of course,” Zhu Min says, folding into the script. “We always do.”

They pull on coats and step into the street, wind raw and chemical. The sky is a patchwork of headlights and surveillance drones. Liu peels away toward the bus stop; Wei walks with Zhu Min to the corner.

“Take care,” Wei says, not looking at him.

Zhu Min walks the last kilometer alone, shoes cracking over salt and melting ice. Behind him, the restaurant’s neon dragon blinks, then dies, one bulb at a time.

His stomach aches, but he cannot recall if it is hunger or dread.

On the way home, Zhu Min counts only five pedestrians and three dogs. Beijing’s arteries have emptied, veins clotted with rumor and fear. The wind razors down the avenues, stirring wrappers and broken chopsticks into desperate choreography. His own footsteps sound counterfeit in the hush.

There are sirens, but they are distant, as if warning some other world. At the mouth of his apartment complex, Zhu Min is forced to the curb by a surge of police vehicles—black SUVs, their lights cartwheeling across storefronts, but the sirens muted, swallowed by discretion or order. They are followed, at a controlled distance, by an olive-green transport truck, the kind used for soldiers or prisoners.

He slows, then speeds up, unwilling to watch. He keys in the building code—mistypes twice, palms sweating. The lock groans. Up the stairwell, cigarette smoke lingers where the night guard usually stands, but the booth is empty. Every light in the corridor flickers, some caught in an infinite strobe.

Inside his apartment, the air is tomb-stale. Zhu Min hangs his coat, toes off shoes, flicks on the kettle for tea he never drinks. The walls are lined with relics of movement: shot glasses from Seoul, a ratty flag from the Sapporo Snow Festival, miniature terracotta warriors gift-wrapped in childish tissue. His calendar is open to March, with a ring scrawled in red pen around Qingming Festival—the next planned visit to his parents.

He cleans his face at the sink. His reflection is fractured by toothpaste flecks and old soap scum, the man looking back a dim cousin to his younger self. He wets his mouth and tastes the metal of the tap water, so cold it bites.

He dials his parents. The line buzzes, then breaks into a tone of terminal distance. He tries again, and again. Each time, the silence stretches, the hope thinning.

He walks to the window. The northern sky is scored with helicopter lights, some tracing lazy circles, others diving, urgent. He watches for a while, arms folded, then lets the curtain fall shut. The kettle whistles, then dies. He does not bother to pour.

The apartment’s heater rattles, then begins a mechanical wail, as if the building is grieving through the pipes. Zhu Min checks the batteries on his phone, then retrieves the emergency flashlight from the drawer. He sets it on his nightstand, clicks it on, clicks it off, repeating until the motion is muscle memory.

He undresses, slips under the blanket, but his skin crawls with static, with unfinished questions. He tries to summon fatigue, but instead catalogs every sound: the heater’s falsetto, the ping of distant alarms, the thump of a neighbor pacing above. Each noise is a signal, a Morse code of dread.

In the dark, his mind replays the last call home, the cough that was not just a cough, the quiet that was not just quiet.

He lies awake, as the city outside unspools itself into something he no longer recognizes.
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​Chapter 2: The First Wave
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He wakes to a shriek that splits the plaster of his ceiling. Zhu Min lies still at first, decoding the sound, half-expecting it to be a trick of the pipes, or the rebirth of an old dream. But the scream returns—higher, closer, louder than the sirens that once stalked his nights as a child. It is the sound of something unseamed.

He rolls from bed, nearly tangling his legs in the blanket. The apartment, lit by a spectral dawn, is disoriented: objects misplaced, a fine dust over the floor, everything coated in a sudden, abnormal cold. Zhu Min’s first thought is gas leak or earthquake, but the air is still, unmarked except for the echoing howl that keeps detaching itself from the world outside.

He lurches for the window, yanking the curtain so hard it nearly tears free. The city is laid out in triage: squad cars with spinning lights barricading the road, bodies clustered on the curb, a thin crowd orbiting something that writhes on the pavement. A man and a woman, pressed against the glass of a bus shelter. The man is clutching the woman, or the woman is clutching the man—it’s impossible to say, the motion is so desperate and unstructured. At first, Zhu Min thinks they are fighting. Then he sees the way the woman’s neck gives, how her hair floods forward, as the man’s teeth snap through the skin beneath her ear.

Her legs spasm, heels scarring the glass. She tears herself free, but only for an instant; the man seizes her again, fingers raking her throat. His face is an ancient, eyeless animal’s: skin stretched to bone, gums exposed in a constant, screaming leer. Zhu Min stares as if looking into a warped mirror: the man’s jaw is shuddering, chomping, the mouth ringed with blackened froth. When she screams again, it is gurgle, not voice.

Other forms stumble into the tableau. A uniformed officer shoves through the circle of onlookers, pistol drawn in the trembling grip of someone who has never needed to believe in violence. The officer yells something—lost in the sound of the woman’s body hitting the sidewalk. Zhu Min can see her limbs flickering, insect-quick, as the man descends upon her, knees cracking. The gun fires, once, twice, three times. The noise shreds the morning.

The bullets thump into the man’s torso, scoring blooms in his uniform shirt, but do nothing else. He tilts, staggers, and straightens again, eyes re-zeroed on the officer. A red tongue licks over the ruined teeth. The officer empties the rest of the magazine into the chest, but the man is already walking, not running, just walking—shoulder thrown forward, neck bobbing like a mechanical bird. He hits the officer with his whole body, jaws seeking.

Zhu Min reels back from the window, as if the violence could spider through the glass. He breathes with the lungs of a child, fast and unfinished, clutching at the windowsill for purchase. The scream is now many voices—more people coming awake to a reality that did not exist yesterday.

He stumbles to the kettle, sets it on the burner, then wonders why. His hands perform the choreography of normal life while his mind floods with a static of disbelief. He walks the perimeter of his apartment, touching objects like talismans: the green stone from Hangzhou, the feathery snow globe from Sapporo, the silk-bound calendar given by his mother last new year, already two weeks behind and marked in red at Qingming. There is the small steel knife he bought for travel, barely longer than his finger, more tool than weapon. Zhu Min picks it up, puts it down, picks it up again.

He dials his parents. The phone chirps once, then a click—nothing. He tries again, fingers fumbling the last digits. Nothing. Not even the ghost of a ring.

Outside, the noise has changed: the original scream subsumed by the disordered symphony of sirens, a rising counterpoint of glass shatter, metal collisions. A woman from the apartment below is yelling up through the stairwell, her voice blurry with shock. Zhu Min edges to the door, locks it, slides the deadbolt, then places the knife on the table beside him. His knees refuse to settle.

He tries the phone again, hands trembling now, heart caged somewhere between throat and spine. He paces the length of his kitchen, calls up his contact list, selects his father’s number—just in case the direct line failed. The call disconnects before it can even attempt a connection. Zhu Min sets the phone down, stares at it, then picks it up again, as if the machine might yield a different outcome if willed into submission.

He returns to the window. The man from the bus shelter is gone; the woman lies crumpled, her skirt pulled up over the ruined meat of her thighs. One of the police officers is standing, knees bent, firing at something out of frame. A third form staggers into the intersection, this one a teenager in a powder-blue school jacket. The left side of the boy’s face hangs in strips; he wobbles toward the police cruiser, arms locked in rigor. The officer fires once into the boy’s head. The collapse is immediate and total.

There is a precise moment when Zhu Min’s disbelief transforms into terror. He recognizes it by the taste, as if blood had touched his gums. It is not the violence, not the failure of guns or authority, but the certainty that every mechanism he relies upon—police, medical, government, fate—has already lost.

He turns away from the window, cannot bear to look at the world’s unraveling. The kettle boils, a thin hiss in the silence. Zhu Min opens the cupboard, takes out the least chipped mug, and fills it, hands sloshing water across the rim. He sips, tongue numb, and burns the roof of his mouth without noticing.

He tries the phone again. No signal. He tries the news. The television limps to life, screen flickering between a shopping channel and a news anchor reading from a phone, lips moving without sound, before collapsing into black. Zhu Min checks the WiFi router—three green lights, one red.

He sits at the table, sets the knife beside his mug, and presses his palms together until the bones creak. The room is smaller now. Every shadow lengthens, as if stretching for him.

He stares at the calendar, the circle around Qingming like a question he cannot parse. His parents are already beyond the reach of phones, and maybe everything else.

Outside, the screaming has lessened. The world is learning how to be silent again, one corpse at a time.

Afternoon advances, the hours uncoiling with glacial reluctance. Zhu Min watches the clock. He measures time in sips of cooling tea and the slow bruising of the city’s skyline, each shadow dragging itself toward the east wall of his apartment. The sun, uncooperative, lingers behind a rash of dirty clouds.

He paces. The energy has to go somewhere, so it flickers through his legs, up and down the corridor, in and out of the kitchen. The window, once a portal to order, is now a pinhole for disaster. He cannot look at it for long; the scene below has mutated from spectacle to residue. The police cordon is gone. What remains are smears—blackish, artless—where blood and something else has already begun to ferment in the warmth of the concrete. No one cleans up. No one comes near.

The crowd has dissolved. A single corpse, the woman from earlier, lies on her back, arms akimbo, skirt puddled around her hips. Her face is hidden behind a soaked tangle of hair. Every so often a vehicle tears by, never stopping, never slowing. Zhu Min clocks a delivery van, then a blue sanitation truck, then an SUV with a government decal. He catalogues them with the detachment of a man reading disaster headlines for cities he’s never visited.

He organizes. First the fridge: half a carton of eggs, plastic-wrapped cabbage, an old Tupperware of stewed pork that smells of vinegar and rot. Four bottles of mineral water, two large, two small. He moves these to the countertop, lines them up by volume. He checks the pantry: instant noodles, rice in a moth-pocked bag, several cans of red bean paste. On the bottom shelf, the chocolate he has been hoarding since the last New Year, each bar foiled and hidden behind empty jars. He takes one out, holds it, then puts it back.

He fills every vessel with water. A chipped bowl, three pots, his thermos, every mug with a handle. It gives his hands something to do, to distract from the urge to check his phone or look outside. The sound of water in the sink is calming; he tries to keep it running even as the supply begins to thin, the pressure dropping with a groan. It is the sound of a city exhaling, on the verge of giving up.

At intervals, he turns on the television. Sometimes it refuses to acknowledge the remote. Sometimes it flickers to life, just long enough for Zhu Min to catch the scroll at the bottom of the screen: INCIDENT IN BEIJING. AUTHORITIES RESPONDING. CITIZENS ADVISED TO SHELTER IN PLACE. The anchor’s voice is not the lacquered monotone of last night, but a rasping, nervous exhale. "Stay indoors until further notice. Report all suspicious activity." The images are vague—stock footage of traffic, the glassy faces of police officials, a blurry close-up of a hand pressed to a hospital window. He leaves the television on mute, unable to stand the repetition.

His thoughts migrate, always, to the village. He dials home again and again, growing more creative with combinations—his father’s phone, his mother’s, the neighbor who sometimes borrows a charger. All silent, all severed. Zhu Min imagines them in the kitchen, bickering over soy sauce or the placement of a single stool, so close to habit they don’t notice the world shifting under their feet. He wonders if the rumors of quarantine made it out to the country. He wonders if his parents have even heard.

The heater hisses to life in the corner, then spits out only cold air. Zhu Min circles the apartment, turning the dial higher, waiting for warmth that never comes. The room is shrinking, filling with the smell of boiled metal and something scorched. He wipes down every surface with a rag, pausing on the calendar—Qingming now just days away, the red circle mocking him from the wall. He tries not to think about the rituals, the tidiness of a proper homecoming, the sweep of ancestor dust from headstones. He tries not to think at all.

The day slips. At some point he sleeps—sitting, upright, hands still clasped around the phone. He jerks awake to a new sound: a low throb that travels up the concrete, into his teeth. He can see, through the half-closed curtain, a military truck idling in the intersection. Two men stand at the back, faces masked, rifles loose at their hips. They are not watching the building, not watching anything. Their postures suggest exhaustion more than vigilance.

The truck stays for twenty minutes. No one emerges. When it leaves, it does so in a slow, mournful loop, as if already in retreat.

Zhu Min eats. The taste of food is a violence; he forces the noodles down anyway, lubricated with soy and tap water. The routine of chewing is like a sedative. He manages a second bowl, then cleans the dishes, even drying them by hand and stacking them in precise, military order.

He tries the phone again. This time, it rings.

He nearly drops it in the sink. For two full seconds he stares at the screen, not breathing, then answers. “Ma?” he says, voice shrinking to the smallest possible space.

The call is noise: a river of static, punctuated by what might be his mother’s voice. “—Min? —ing, are you—” The line disintegrates, then returns. “Don’t—outside. They say—sick people, very dangerous.” She is panicked, as if speaking through a tunnel filled with wet cloth.

“Ma, listen—” Zhu Min says, but the call drops out, leaving only the pulse of his own heart against his teeth.

He sits on the floor. He presses the phone to his face, willing the conversation to resume, but it does not. Instead, a new sound shoves into the quiet: the brittle pop of gunfire. Distant at first, then amplified by echo and the way it bounces off the canyons of glass. Then silence again, long and cavernous.

The afternoon is orange now, the horizon scraped raw by particulate haze. Helicopters slice through the sky at intervals, sweeping their cones of light over apartment buildings, riverbanks, the vacant parks. Zhu Min has the sense of being counted, measured, and dismissed. At dusk, the searchlights illuminate the intersection where the woman’s body lies. He wonders if they are searching for survivors, or only confirming the dead.

The heater coughs again, this time shuddering the pictures on the shelf. He opens the travel mementos, arranges them along the sill: the lacquered panda, the bronze dragon, the ridiculous, smiling terracotta soldier. He lines them up to face the window, a pathetic honor guard for the dusk. He finds comfort in their stillness, their unwillingness to change or decay.

He loses the thread of hours. It is dark by the time he realizes he has not moved in nearly half a night. He feels the need to act, to do anything, so he rechecks every lock, every window. He pushes the couch against the front door, then reconsiders and drags the kitchen table over as well. The scrape of the wood is thunderous in the quiet. He keeps the knife in his pocket now.

The television, for one final moment, flashes to life. This time, the anchor is gone, replaced by a scrolling text: EMERGENCY ALERT. STAY INDOORS. DO NOT APPROACH INFECTED INDIVIDUALS. IF YOU EXPERIENCE UNCONTROLLABLE RAGE, FEVER, OR VIOLENCE—SEEK MEDICAL HELP. The message loops, then the screen cracks to static.

The power dims, the lights pulsing as if strangled. Zhu Min sits in the gloom, listening to the hum of the building. The noises from outside have mutated: less screaming, more a collective, feral moan, rising and falling with the pulse of night. He imagines it will only get worse as darkness settles.

He tries the phone once more, but the network is gone.

There is no further guidance, no hope of rescue.

Zhu Min waits, knife in hand, surrounded by water-filled bowls, a perimeter of silent, painted faces. The world has become unrecognizable, but he is still here, the last reliable witness to his own undoing.

He presses his head to the door and listens to the corridor breathe.

He is ready for nothing, but waiting anyway.

He waits in the darkness, every muscle clenched to the brittle point of shattering. Time unspools in uneven threads, slackening and tightening without pattern. The only reliable truth is this: something is coming.

The first sound is a metallic rattle, the elevator stalling two floors below. The ancient mechanism protests, cable groaning, then falls silent. Zhu Min braces himself, back against the barricade of his kitchen table, every object stacked for leverage rather than comfort. The couch, the bookshelf, even his suitcase—still half-packed with travel brochures and the ghost of optimism—form a low wall between him and the front door. The apartment is a cell, and he is both prisoner and jailer.

He counts the seconds between noises. There is the gentle hum of refrigerator, then the soft whine as it dies with a final hiccup. The television, abandoned in the other room, flickers static until the screen implodes to black. Even the city outside—engine revs, horn blasts, the self-important shuffle of modern life—fades into a thick, vibrating hush.

Then: footsteps.

Not the measured tread of a neighbor, nor the impatient stomp of a landlord. This is a gait unfamiliar to upright creatures: uneven, laborious, each step landing with a heel-drag that sends tremors up the drywall. The moan follows—low, sustained, breath catching in the throat, as if the lungs are confused about their obligations. It is a voice only halfway to being human.

Zhu Min’s fingers seize around the knife. The handle is cold, slick with sweat. He wishes he had bought a longer blade, or perhaps something more fatal, but this is what he has. His hands shake, betraying all the years he spent mocking those who trembled under pressure.

The footsteps halt outside his door. Silence, for a fraction of a minute, and then a knock: not polite, but insistent, a pulsing code of blunt impact against the metal frame. The knock escalates to pounding, each blow denting the sheet metal with an echo that vibrates through his spine.

A pause. Then scratching, nails or bone scraping against paint and wood. He imagines the skin sloughing away, each gouge of the fingernail leaving a residue of blood and something oily, ancient. Zhu Min scoots further back, legs clattering against stacked furniture, willing the mass to hold.

The heater tries to breathe one last time, then joins the rest of the dead city.

Now, only his own breath.

He waits, counting inhales, watching the door flex inward with every impact. At one point, the pounding shifts to a shoulder or body slam—he can hear the hinges protest, can smell the metal’s fatigue. His phone is useless, the battery drained by false hope. The flashlight is all he has, its beam a sickly, wavering arc. He holds it against his thigh, ready to blind whatever might crawl through.

Outside, the moaning multiplies. More voices join: some higher, some too deep for anything living. They harmonize, growing in force, until it is less a noise than a vibration—like being inside the throat of a living thing. Zhu Min presses himself flat against the tile, cheek to the floor, waiting for the inevitable breach.

The power winks out. There is a moment when the darkness is total and absolute, and for that instant, Zhu Min is grateful—he cannot see, so nothing can see him. He listens, inventorying the sounds. There are more footsteps now, a shuffle-crowd in the hallway. Another apartment door is tested; from the left, a high, ululating wail, cut short. Zhu Min wonders who lived there—an old woman, perhaps, or the couple who argued about dog hair in the stairwell.

The pounding on his door resumes, now with the accompaniment of a second set of fists, or maybe a head butting the panel, over and over, until a wet crack signals the yielding of something organic. He imagines a brow split open, blood mixing with saliva, slicking the knob. The scratching never stops.

The city has changed its music: where before was the measured, mechanical noise of commerce, now there is only the living pulse of panic. He hears engines in the distance, but no horns. A helicopter passes overhead, so close he can feel the rotor chop in his sternum, but its searchlight is wasted on a city already conquered by night.

Minutes bleed into each other. Zhu Min’s eyes adjust to the dark; the outlines of the barricade are faintly visible, silvered by moonlight leaking through the bedroom window. His every sense is attuned to the possibility of invasion. He clings to the knife, the flashlight, the absurdity of his own fortifications.

He thinks of his parents. He wonders if the creatures outside know how to cross fields, how to follow the scent of old men, old women, bone and memory and sorrow. He wonders if they remember their former selves, if the bodies knocking on his door contain the echo of the neighbor who once lent him a charger, or the landlord’s son who delivered rent receipts with practiced shame. He wonders if, when his own time comes, he will remember who he is.

The pounding lessens. There is a shuffling, as if the interest has moved on. Zhu Min dares a glance at the peephole, but it is blocked—opaque, slick with a film of gore and shadow. He pulls back, trembling, and wipes his palm against his shirt, drying the sweat that refuses to stop.

The rest of the night is a cycle of noise and terror: every so often, a new assault on the door, then a lull, then the return. He never sleeps. He never even blinks. He waits, because waiting is the last thing left.

When dawn arrives, it does so without light, only a lessening of dark. The building is silent. Zhu Min dares to move a single object from the barricade—just enough to peer through the crack beneath the door. There is a stain, pooling outward, but no bodies. No movement.

He listens, counts to a hundred, then a thousand.

The world outside is utterly, fantastically ruined.

He sits with his back to the wall, blade ready, heart stuttering, as the sun rises over a city he no longer recognizes.

He will never say the word, but the word is now everything: the city, the virus, the hunger in the walls.

He waits.
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​Chapter 3: Escape from the Apartment
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On the fifth day, the city burns for real. Not in the speculative way of rumor or broadcast, but in the guttural immediacy of smoke worming through the cracks of a barricaded door, thickening the air before it registers as threat. Zhu Min wakes into this new reality as if waking from a fever; his first breath scorches, second one sticks.

At some pre-dawn hour, the wall of his bedroom glows a weak, livid orange. He is unsure whether it’s sunrise or something less natural. The blackout curtains, once a measure of privacy, are now a sieve for particulate and heat. He sits upright, heartbeat instantly at the gallop, and knows—without allowing his mind to say the words—that the world’s old order has suffered another mutation overnight.

He listens: not just with ears, but with skin, bones, the instinct that once mapped his parents’ house for the crunch of boots or the rattle of lock. The city beyond the glass is silent except for the pulse of distant fire and, nearer, the frantic purr of his own blood.

He stands, inventorying his limbs for injury, and moves into the living room. His fortress of stacked tables and luggage looms in the cold light, as unchanged as the miniature parade of souvenirs along the window. The water bowls on the kitchen counter are half-emptied, one knocked askew in last night’s panic. The calendar by the sink, days crossed off with thick marker, glares its indictment: Qingming Festival in four, now a reminder of promises never fulfilled.

He checks his phone out of ritual. The battery reads single digits. No network, no rescue, no news ticker to suggest an endpoint.

Smoke bites harder. He opens the cupboard. Inside: three packets of instant rice, the flavor dusted over every surface in vague chemical snow. Two and a half bottles of mineral water, the larger one a third empty, fingerprints etched into its soft plastic. Four cans of beans, rust haloing the seams. The chocolate bars are gone, eaten yesterday in a moment of childish, aching clarity.

He lines up his possessions on the counter, appraising them like valuables at the end of an estate sale. Then, measured and precise, he packs. Rice, water, beans, his battered thermos—each item inserted with care into the blue backpack his mother bought for him at university. The bag is faded to the color of old bruises. He finds this appropriate.

A siren somewhere below sets the window glass shuddering. Zhu Min ignores it. Instead, he rips the calendar page, folding it into the backpack’s side pocket. His hands—usually so steady, each digit a soldier—tremble with the fidget of adrenaline. He regards them as if they belong to someone else.

The sound of the fire is now obvious: an animal, pacing just on the far side of the wall, eager to claw through. He hesitates. On the far wall, the display of travel relics: Hangzhou pebble, Sapporo snow globe, the silk-bound photo album never opened. He picks up the album, flips it to a random page—parents in front of a noodle shop, mother’s mouth mid-argument, father’s hands in pockets—and stares until the picture blurs. He places it on top of the backpack, an offering or a dare.

Weapon. The word arrives, blank and cold. Zhu Min extracts the kitchen knife, thumb testing the dullness of its edge. Insufficient. He scans the apartment for options. A broom. Tape. After three failed attempts, he binds the blade to the handle with duct tape, wrapping until his hands ache and the knife no longer wobbles. It looks ridiculous, but it is a vector, at least. He rehearses a thrust. The blade’s length gives no comfort.
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