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Chapter 1: Sound First
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The sound came through his headphones at 3:47 PM.

Ren didn't notice at first. He was deep in an online forum, scrolling through arguments about a game he stopped playing months ago. His room was dark. Curtains drawn. Empty energy drink cans formed a small city on his desk. The only light came from his monitor.

Then his left molar pulsed.

He paused. Touched his jaw. Nothing. Probably just need to brush better. He hadn't left the apartment in twelve days. Personal hygiene was more of a suggestion at this point.

The high-pitched whine continued in his ears. He turned down his headphone volume. Still there. He took the headphones off completely.

Still there.

Weird. Maybe the building's wiring. Old places made weird noises. He ignored it and scrolled further.

Below his window, someone screamed.

Ren's fingers stopped on the keyboard. He waited. The city always had screams. Car alarms. Fights. Drunks. This was probably nothing.

Another scream. Closer. Then another. Then many.

He stood up. His legs felt weak from sitting too long. He walked to the window and pulled the curtain back just an inch.

The street looked normal at first. Cars parked. Concrete gray. A convenience store across the road with its awning flapping in the wind. Then he saw the woman.

She stood in the middle of the crosswalk. Not moving. Not running. Just standing while others ran past her. Her hands were pressed against her mouth.

Ren watched. The woman's shoulders shook. Crying maybe. Then her hands slid down slightly and he saw why she covered her mouth.

It was open. Too open.

Her jaw hung loose like a snake's. Unhinged. Drool or something darker ran down her chin. Her cheeks bulged from inside. Moving.

He should have looked away. Closed the curtain. Pretended. But his body wouldn't move.

The woman's mouth opened wider. Her jaw cracked. The sound reached him even through the glass. A wet snap. Then her teeth began to move.

They multiplied.

New teeth pushed through her gums like seedlings through soil. Small ones first. Then larger. They pushed out her old teeth. They fell from her mouth like rain. They kept coming. Rows and rows. Too many teeth for a human mouth. They pushed through her lips. Through her cheeks. They kept growing.

From inside that forest of teeth, something moved.

White. Small. Legs. Many legs. It crawled out of her mouth and dropped to the pavement. Then another. Then another. They skittered away into the shadows.

The woman collapsed. Her body hit the ground like a bag of meat. Empty.

Ren's hand pressed against the window. He didn't remember moving it there. His breath fogged the glass. His own mouth hung open.

More screams erupted around the fallen woman. People ran. Cars crashed as drivers lost control. A bus swerved onto the sidewalk and crushed a streetlight. Sparks rained down.

From other mouths, other things emerged.

Some were small like the first ones. Bone-white spiders with too many joints. Others were larger. One thing pulled itself out of a businessman's throat. It had arms. Too many arms. It stood on legs that bent backward and looked around like it was seeing the world for the first time.

Then it smiled.

The smile was human. It had learned that already.

Ren stumbled back from the window. His legs hit his chair and he fell. His monitor still glowed with the forum. People arguing about game strategies. They didn't know. They couldn't know.

The whine in his ears grew louder.

He pressed his palms against his ears. It didn't help. The sound was inside his head. Inside his teeth. His molars throbbed. His canines ached. He ran his tongue over them. They felt normal. They felt like his teeth. But something moved behind them.

No. That was imagination. Fear. Panic.

He crawled to his bathroom, slammed the door, locked it. The mirror showed his face. Pale. Sweating. Eyes wide. He opened his mouth and looked.

Teeth. Just teeth. Slightly yellow from too much energy drink. Normal. Human.

He closed his mouth. Opened it again. Checked each tooth with his finger. Nothing moved. Nothing grew.

The whine continued.

Ren stayed on the bathroom floor for twenty minutes. Maybe longer. Time felt wrong now. The whine never stopped. It changed pitch sometimes. Rose and fell. But it never left.

Screams continued outside. Sometimes close. Sometimes far. Then the gunshots started.

Ren pressed his ear against the door. Gunshots meant police. Military? Someone was fighting back. Someone had weapons. That was good. That meant order would return. That meant someone would fix this.

He waited for the sounds of rescue. They didn't come.

The gunshots stopped after ten minutes. Then there was only screaming. Then less screaming. Then silence.

Real silence scared him more than the noise.

He crawled back to his living room on hands and knees. Stayed below window level. Reached up and pulled his laptop off the desk. Opened it. Tried to connect.

No internet.

His phone had one bar. He opened messages. Nothing sending. He tried a call. Dead air. Then a recorded voice: "All circuits are busy. Please try again later."

Later. Would there be later?

He opened his window a crack. Fresh air. Also the smell of smoke. Something burning nearby. He listened.

Footsteps. Running. A woman's voice: "Help! Someone please help!" Then a wet tearing sound. Then nothing.

Ren closed the window quietly.

His apartment felt smaller now. The walls closer. He had always felt safe here. Safe from school. Safe from people. Safe from judgment. Now the walls did nothing. The locks did nothing. The things outside didn't care about doors.

His tooth throbbed again. The same left molar. He pressed his tongue against it. Hard. Trying to feel if it moved. It didn't. But behind it, deep in the gum, something pulsed.

Just blood flow. Just fear. Just his body reacting to terror.

He repeated this to himself until it felt almost true.

The whine shifted. Lower now. A bass note that vibrated in his chest. Outside, something answered. A chorus of skitters. Like thousands of tiny legs on concrete. Moving together. Moving somewhere.

He had to see.

He crawled to the window again. Raised himself just enough to peek over the sill.

The street was dark now. Streetlights flickered. Some were broken. The bus still burned softly. Bodies lay everywhere. Most were whole. Some were not. The ones that were not had their mouths open. Their mouths were empty. The things were gone.

Then he saw them.

The skitterers. Hundreds of them. They moved in a river down the center of the street. White. Leggy. Fast. They flowed like water around cars and bodies. They moved with purpose. With direction.

They were going somewhere.

Following something.

Following the whine?

Ren ducked down. His heart slammed against his ribs. If they could hear the whine too. If they followed it. If the whine was not just a symptom but a signal—

His tooth burned.

He pressed his hand to his jaw. The pain was real now. Sharp. Deep. Not imagination. Something was happening inside him. Something was waiting.

He ran to the kitchen. Grabbed a flashlight. Checked his mouth again in a butter knife's reflection. Teeth still normal. Gums still pink. But the pain remained. A pressure. A presence.

The whine rose again. Higher. More urgent.

Outside, the skittering river changed direction. He heard them turn. Heard them climb. Heard them on the walls of his building.

They were coming up.

Ren backed away from the kitchen. Looked at his door. The flimsy lock. The chain. None of it would stop them. They came through mouths. They came through openings. They came through any door.

His mouth was a door.

He clamped his hand over it. Hard. Pressed until his teeth cut his lip. He would not open. He would not let them in. He would keep his mouth closed until—

The tapping started.

At his window. Small things. Many things. Tapping on the glass like rain. But it wasn't rain. Rain didn't have fingers. Rain didn't press against the glass and leave smears.

Ren didn't look.

He backed into his bathroom again. Closed the door. Sat in the dark bathtub with his hand still clamped over his mouth. The tapping continued. Growing louder. More insistent. Glass creaked under pressure.

Then it stopped.

Silence. Full silence. Even the whine faded.

Ren waited. Counted his heartbeats. One hundred. Two hundred. Nothing.

Then a new sound. Soft. Close.

From inside his apartment.

Something was in his living room.

Ren stopped breathing.

The thing in his living room moved slowly. He heard it drag something across the floor. His desk chair? His laptop? He didn't care about any of that. He cared about the sounds it made. Wet sounds. Sticky sounds. Sounds of something that shouldn't exist inside a human building.

His bathroom door had no lock. Just a cheap handle. He hadn't noticed until now. Never mattered. Now it mattered more than anything.

The moving stopped.

Silence.

Then a knock.

Three slow raps on the bathroom door.

Ren's hand pressed harder against his mouth. His palm was sweaty. His lips bled where his teeth cut them. The pain kept him focused. Kept him present.

Another knock. Harder this time. The door rattled.

Then a voice.

"Help me."

Woman's voice. Weak. Desperate.

"Please. It hurts. Please help me."

Ren knew better. He had seen the woman on the street. He had seen her mouth open. He had seen the things crawl out. This was not a survivor. This was something wearing a voice.

"Please. Don't leave me. Don't—"

The voice cut off. Replaced by a wet gurgle. Then scraping. Then something that sounded like chewing.

Ren squeezed his eyes shut. He was not here. He was anywhere else. A beach. A classroom. His bed on a normal morning. Anywhere but this bathroom with that thing outside.

The door handle turned.

Slowly. Testing.

Ren opened his eyes. Watched the handle move. Watched the door shift on its hinges. The thing outside understood doors. Understood handles. Understood how to open.

He needed a weapon.

The bathroom was small. Toilet. Sink. Shower. Towel rack. Nothing sharp. Nothing useful. He grabbed the toilet brush. Plastic. Useless. He dropped it.

The door pushed open an inch.

Through the gap, he saw it.

Not the whole thing. Just a piece. A limb. Pale white. Too long. Joints bending wrong ways. It ended in fingers. Too many fingers. They gripped the door edge and pulled.

Ren scrambled out of the bathtub. Pressed himself against the far wall. The door opened wider.

The thing stepped inside.

It wore a body. Sort of. The shape was human but wrong. Shoulders too high. Neck too long. Head tilted at an angle that should break bones. Its face was smooth. No features. No eyes. No nose. No mouth.

Then it opened its mouth.

The mouth was where its face should be. A vertical slash that split the smoothness. Inside, teeth. Hundreds. Rows and rows like a shark. They moved independently. Clicking. Hungry.

Ren screamed into his own palm.

The thing tilted its head. It heard him. It knew where he was even without eyes. It took a step forward. Its feet made wet sounds on the tile.

Ren's back hit the wall. Nowhere left to go.

The thing reached for him. Its too-long arm stretched. Fingers touched his shirt. Cold. Wet. They gripped and pulled.

Ren's hand left his mouth. He needed to breathe. Needed to scream. Needed to—

His mouth opened.

Just a crack. Just air. Just survival instinct.

The whine returned instantly. Loud. Piercing. Inside his skull. Inside his teeth. His left molar exploded with pain. Something moved behind it. Something pushed.

The thing stopped.

Its head tilted the other way. Listening. Feeling. Sensing what was happening inside Ren's mouth.

Then it smiled.

No eyes. No nose. Just a vertical mouth full of teeth. And it smiled. Because it understood. Because it knew what was coming. Because Ren was becoming one of them.

Ren felt his jaw unlock.

Not breaking. Unlocking. Like a hinge that had always been waiting. His mouth wanted to open wider. Wanted to let something out. Something inside him wanted to be born.

He fought it. Clamped his jaw shut. His teeth clicked together. The thing inside him pushed against them. He felt it. Solid. Real. Alive behind his molars.

The creature watched. Waiting. Patient.

Ren dropped to his knees. Hands on his mouth. Pressure building. His gums tore. Blood filled his throat. He swallowed it. Kept his teeth closed. Kept fighting.

The thing stepped closer. One step. Two. It loomed over him. Its mouth opened wider. Showing all those rows. Showing what waited inside.

Ren closed his eyes.

And the whine stopped.

Silence.

Complete. Total. Absolute.

Ren opened his eyes.

The thing was gone.

He was alone in the bathroom. On his knees. Blood on his hands. Blood in his mouth. But alone. The door hung open. The hallway beyond was dark. Empty.

He waited. Counted. One minute. Two. Five.

Nothing moved. No sounds. No whine. No skittering. Just the distant crackle of fire somewhere in the city.

Ren crawled to the door. Peeked into the living room. His laptop was gone. Chair overturned. But no creatures. No bodies. Just his ruined apartment.

He stood on shaking legs. Walked to the window. Looked outside.

Dawn was breaking. Gray light spread over the city. Fires still burned in places. Smoke rose in pillars. Bodies lay where they fell. But the things were gone. The street was empty of movement.

The whine was gone.

He touched his jaw. His teeth felt normal. The pressure was gone. The thing behind his molar had retreated. Or stopped moving. Or waited.

He didn't know which scared him more.

His phone buzzed.

He almost dropped it. Looked at the screen. One bar. One message. From an unknown number.

"They follow the sound. Keep your mouth closed. Do not open. Not for anything. Not for anyone. If you feel them moving inside you, find a dentist. Find the clinics. Some of us are fighting. Some of us are surviving. The whine will return. It always returns. Be ready."

The message ended. No signature. No location.

Ren read it three times. Dentists. Clinics. Somewhere to go. Somewhere to fight.

He looked out the window again. The city was dead. But the message meant someone lived. Someone knew things. Someone was fighting.

His tooth pulsed once. Soft. A reminder.

He pressed his lips together tight. Sealed them. Promised himself he would not open. Not for anything. Not for anyone.

He needed supplies. Food. Water. Weapon. Then he needed to find these fighters. These survivors. These people who knew what to do.

He moved to his kitchen. Grabbed a backpack from under the sink. Started filling it. Canned food. Water bottles. A knife. Not a weapon. Just a kitchen knife. Better than nothing.

His phone buzzed again.

Same number.

"They are learning to mimic voices. They are learning to wear faces. If someone you know finds you, test them. Ask something only they would know. If they hesitate, run. If they smile too perfectly, run. If their teeth look wrong, do not wait. Run."

Ren stuffed the phone in his pocket. Looked around his apartment one last time. This was his home for years. His cage. His prison. His safety.

Now it was just a room.

He walked to the door. Put his hand on the handle. Took a deep breath through his nose. Sealed his mouth tight.

He opened the door.

The hallway was empty. Carpet stained with dark patches. Doors closed. Silence.

He moved toward the stairs. Each step careful. Quiet. Listening.

Behind him, a door opened.

He didn't turn. Didn't stop. Kept walking.

A voice called out. Old woman's voice. His neighbor from 7B. Mrs. Tanaka. She always complained about his music.

"Ren? Is that you? Oh thank god. Please help me. I don't know what happened. My husband. He—he changed. Please. I need help."

Ren kept walking.

"Ren! Please! Don't leave me!"

He reached the stairwell door. Pushed it open.

"REN!"

The voice changed. Dropped. Became something else. Something that did not sound human at all.

Ren stepped into the stairwell and let the door close behind him. He did not look back. He did not stop. He walked down the stairs with his mouth sealed tight and his teeth aching and his heart pounding.

Behind him, something screamed his name.

He did not answer.

He would never answer again.

Chapter 2: Teeth Have Rules

The stairwell smelled like blood and something else. Something sweet. Rotting. Ren pressed his sleeve over his nose and kept moving down.

Each floor he passed, he checked the door. Listened. Most were silent. Some had sounds behind them. Crying. Scratching. Wet sounds he didn't want to identify. He kept going.

Ground floor. The door to the lobby stood ajar. Beyond it, darkness. The lobby lights were dead. Morning light hadn't reached this deep.

Ren pushed the door open slowly. No sound. He stepped through.

Bodies. Three of them. Near the elevator. Their mouths were open. Empty. Whatever came out of them was gone now. Ren walked past them. Didn't look at their faces. Didn't want to know if he recognized anyone.

The lobby's glass doors were shattered. Wind blew through. Carried ash and the smell of smoke. He stepped over the broken glass and outside.

The city was a corpse.

Cars burned in the street. Some still smoldered. Bodies lay everywhere. Some whole. Some not. The ones that were not had their mouths open. Always the mouths. Always empty.

Ren pressed his lips together tighter. The habit was already forming. Don't open. Never open.

He walked east. Away from the fires. Toward the commercial district. The message mentioned clinics. Dentists. There was a medical building six blocks from here. He passed it sometimes on delivery walks. Maybe someone was there. Maybe.

A sound behind him.

He spun. Nothing. Just an overturned car. Trash blowing in the wind. He waited. Watched.

Nothing moved.

He kept walking.

Three blocks in, he found the first survivor.

A man sat against a wall. Legs splayed. Head down. His chest moved. Breathing. Alive. Ren approached slowly. Stopped ten feet away.

The man looked up.

His face was bloody. Eyes wide. Jaw clenched shut. He saw Ren and his eyes filled with hope. He raised his hands. Palms out. Friendly. Then he pointed at his mouth. Shook his head. Pointed at Ren's mouth. Nodded.

He knew. He understood the rule.

Ren nodded back. Pointed east. Made a walking motion with his fingers. The man nodded. Stood carefully. Moved to Ren's side.

They walked together. No words. No sounds. Just footsteps on broken glass and rubble.

The man pointed at a building ahead. A pharmacy. Its windows were broken. Inside, darkness. He made eating motions. Food. Medicine.

Ren shook his head. Kept walking east. The man hesitated. Then followed.

They passed more bodies. More empty mouths. More things Ren tried not to see. The man touched his arm. Pointed at something in the road.

A tooth. Single tooth. Human molar. Lying in the blood like a pearl.

Ren stepped around it. Didn't touch. Didn't look back.

The medical building came into view. Six stories. Glass front. Most windows broken. Doors hanging open. No movement. No sign of life.

But on the wall, someone had spray-painted a message:

"CLINIC 3. BASEMENT. KEEP MOUTH SHUT. KNOCK FOUR TIMES."

Ren stared at it. The man grabbed his arm. Squeezed. Nodded. This was it. This was the place.

They crossed the street toward the building. The lobby was trashed. Furniture overturned. Papers everywhere. Blood trails leading nowhere. They found the stairs to the basement. Dark. Narrow. Smelling of bleach and something metallic.

Ren went first. Hand on the wall. Steps counted. Twenty-three. Then a door.

He knocked four times.

Silence. Then a sliding sound. A small panel opened at eye level. Eyes looked out. Human eyes. Bloodshot. Tired. They looked at Ren. At the man behind him. At their mouths.

The panel closed. Locks clicked. The door opened.

A woman stood there. Fortyish. Gray hair. Blood on her scrubs. She held a hammer in one hand. Looked at them hard.

"Open your mouths. Wide. I need to see."

Ren hesitated. The woman raised the hammer.

"Open or go back out. Your choice."

Ren opened. Wide. Let her see every tooth. The woman leaned close. Examined. Touched his molars with a gloved finger. Pulled back.

"Clean. You." She pointed at the man.

He opened. She checked. Nodded.

"Come in. Fast. And don't touch anything."

The basement was larger than Ren expected. Storage rooms converted into living space. Lights from battery-powered lanterns. Maybe twenty people huddled in groups. Some sleeping. Some staring at nothing. All with their mouths closed tight.

The woman led them to a corner. Tossed them blankets. Water bottles.

"Sit. Rest. We talk when you're steady."

Ren didn't sit. He looked at the people. Studied them. Some looked normal. Some looked broken. One man sat alone in the corner. His jaw was wrapped in bandages. Tied shut with cloth. His eyes were empty.

Ren pointed at him.

The woman followed his gaze. "He opened. Just a little. Just for a second. Something tried to come out. He fought it. Clamped down. Bit through its neck. But it got partway. Now his teeth won't stop growing. We pull them. They grow back. He's dying. Slowly."
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