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Delhi at dawn was a cemetery, and Sunil its unlikeliest mourner. Six stories above the gutted world, he sat cross-legged on the spalled cement, the city’s jagged teeth stretching eastward, their roots choked by flame and weed. The haze—industrial, acrid, somehow unbreakable—softened nothing. Night had bled out, leaving the city sickled by harsh daylight and the predatory silence of things that no longer belonged.

He set his prosthetic leg straight, watched the sun lacquer its carbon-fiber with a mortician’s gleam. Pain wasn’t something that troubled him anymore, not since the world outdid itself on that front, but there was a ghostliness to the weight of it, the way every shift of posture reminded him of lost symmetry, of before. He fished the battered notebook from his pack and placed it on his lap, turning the pages with a surgeon’s delicacy; the tape holding the cover was peeling at the spine, soft as old wounds.

Today’s entry: a recitation of the visible. That was how you kept yourself upright. Not hope, not faith, not even grief—just the tally of what persisted, what failed, what hung in the balance. His pen moved, the ink barely catching on the warped, humid paper.

30 Days Since Patient Zero. Sunrise over Outer Ring Road at 5:21 AM. Fire visible in at least four districts. Smoke column over AIIMS campus: black. No human movement. Auditory: minimal. Noted two packs of Infected on approach at 4:53. Both displayed altered behavior—slower, more deliberate. Possible starvation? Or learning? Must observe.

His hand hesitated, tapped at the margin where his finger wanted to write her name. Meera. Impossible to keep her out of the entries, impossible to keep her in. He inscribed it anyway, as an afterthought, a postscript, so that the day would not be entirely about the world outside.

Below, the building’s shadow lay over a half-shattered park. A dog nosed the fence-line, ribs sharp as rebar under mangy fur. It moved with the circumspection of a seasoned fugitive—then froze. A sound, imperceptible to Sunil, had registered. From the mouth of an alley, a clutch of figures shambled in, five or six, clothed in business suits torn at the sleeves, ties knotted like nooses, the dress code of an office party gone to slaughter. Their steps were uncertain, as if the muscle memory of walking was eroding with every day of rot. Sunil wrote: Infected appear to aggregate by scent? Hunger? No leadership, but movement is coordinated. Disturbingly human.

The dog, too foolish or desperate, tried to dart past them. The first in the pack lunged—a woman, or what had been a woman, sari still trailing threads of pink, the rest of her face less intact. She tackled the dog with grotesque speed, pinning it as the others converged. Sunil listened for the yelps but the windows down here didn’t permit such luxuries. It was only the visual: a thrashing, then an obscene stillness. The feeding lasted three minutes, per his stopwatch, and he felt compelled to document it as dispassionately as he could.

He made a note to revisit the site later for remains. They had not been able to break the cycle, only record it.

His left hand drifted to the inside of his right wrist, absently thumbing the metal edge of the watch he wore. It was heavy for its size, a thing of obsolete beauty, its sapphire face cracked at the ten. “For your bylines, and your missed appointments,” Meera had said, clapping it onto his arm the last time he saw her. He kept it wound. He kept it clean. This morning, the minute hand jumped ahead, ticking off a second he did not want to lose.

Sunil flipped back through the notebook, found the page he’d nearly torn out a week ago. Notes from the checkpoint—the bad one, the one he tried to unwrite each night in the fugue between sleep and waking. The memory always bled through.

Flash: military barricade, concertina wire looped in haphazard whorls, soldiers faceless behind riot helmets. Sunil and Meera, clutching duffel bags, teeth chattering from shock or cold or anticipation. The crowd behind them—a funnel of panic, pressing close, children and old men carried along in the undertow. It was supposed to be controlled, a staged evacuation. The rifles made it a mass grave in the making.

Someone ahead of them broke, a mad dash to the front. Someone else yelled “Run!” The chain reaction was instantaneous. Meera dropped her bag. Sunil grabbed her, pulled, felt the violent resistance of her hand. Then the surge: a thousand bodies all moving at once, legs trampling over legs, boots and sandals and bare feet. A shot went off—then several, in rapid percussion. Sunil was hurled forward, hit the tarmac on his bad side, the prosthesis buckling beneath him. He rolled and rolled, arms grasping for Meera, his mouth filling with the taste of gravel and gunpowder.

He remembered the glimpse: her hair, in that ridiculous blue scrunchie, an arm outstretched through the bodies. He remembered screaming her name until his voice scoured itself raw. He remembered being alone on the other side, the soldiers driving the crowd apart with gas and bullets, no one left but himself and the footstep ghosts of a city already emptied.

He’d written: Separated at 19:43. Did not see if she made it. Assume dead. (Correction: must not assume. Cannot.)

Sunil shut the notebook with more force than intended. He cradled it in both hands, then set it in the crook of his knee. For a minute, he stared at the place on the railing where he’d etched her initials with the tip of a penknife. Not for sentiment—sentiment had been exterminated, along with indoor plumbing and SMS—but as a record, a confirmation that a person had existed, had stood here and looked out on the end of things.

A wind stirred up the ash, drifted it like snow across the playground and the corpses below. He rechecked the watch: 6:14. The meeting was at half past. He gave himself five more minutes. Just five. Then back to the others, the room below, the morning briefing. A journalist’s habits died harder than cockroaches.

Another sound: a car horn, in the far distance. Not the staccato honk of anger, but a single, steady blast, the kind used by rescue teams or, more likely, the kind used to flush the Infected from hiding so they could be burned wholesale by the military. Sunil marked the direction: southeast, toward the airport, where the fires never went out. He made a note to ask Raj about it later.

He uncapped his pen, made one final addition to the day’s account: “They do not learn, but they do not forget, either. They want what they remember wanting. If you give it a name, it follows you.”

He could not decide if that was about the zombies, or about himself.

Sunil tucked the notebook into his battered canvas bag, cinched it shut. He flexed his thigh, popped the prosthesis loose, checked for chafing, and snapped it back into place. That was another ritual: every day, a brief inspection, a reminder that nothing in this world fit like it used to, not even his own body. He adjusted the straps, checked his pocket for the stubby kitchen knife, and inhaled through his teeth.

Descending the stairs was always the worst part. The elevator had died in the first blackout, a casualty of the city’s ancient wiring. Each stairwell landing was a game of probability—what new trace of horror would he step into, what waft of rot or blood or last-minute graffiti? He liked to be first, so that if the horror was new, at least he could describe it while it was still fresh.

He was a journalist, after all. If he let himself become only a survivor, the rest of the city would have already eaten him.

There was a particular flavor of loneliness to stairwells, Sunil had discovered, that rivaled only the silence of emptied corridors. The city’s luxury apartments, built in some long-faded era of optimism, all looked the same once you stripped away the decor. He passed floor after floor of battered nameplates and burst-open doors, their apartments ransacked or surrendered to entropy. The higher he went, the more artifacts of abandonment accreted: battered shoes lost mid-flight, tiny reliquaries of spilled jewelry, a half-deflated birthday balloon with "Congrats, Rahul!" in fading marker.

The fourth floor was the new ground level. The generator had given up days ago, and without the lifts, no one wanted to go higher unless driven by starvation, or hope, or the threat of teeth.

It was on this floor that Sunil paused. The hallway walls were silted with a palimpsest of desperate messages, words bleeding into one another: "Have you seen Aanya? Please call 9—" "Food @ 16A, bring batteries." "No Infected on 5th, pass it on." And again, always: "Help us." Sunil’s own script was present, looping and uneven, tucked above the fire exit.

Meera. 4’11”. Last seen near INA Market. May have been taken by soldiers or evac by white bus. Please, if you see her. —Sunil S.

He did not want to read it. He did not want not to. The thought of someone—anyone—reading and answering had once been a lode of hope; now it just made him sick. He felt the words burning through the whitewash, even as he kept walking.

At the end of the hall, the group’s shelter was half-wedged in the doorframe, the lacquered wood scored by desperate claws and the brute geometry of furniture pressed into service as barricade. Sunil rapped once with his knuckles, a prearranged pattern, and the lock clicked open.

Inside, the apartment was more bunker than home. The living room—stripped of its throw pillows and child-safe corners—was circled with sofas, their cushions long since cannibalized for insulation or bedding. Sunil’s eyes adjusted to the gloom and the four figures who comprised what passed for his family now.

Raj, nearest the window, was hunched on an ottoman, running a whetstone across the spine of a wicked-looking kukri. Raj had soldier written all over him, from the cropped black hair to the blue-white scar across his jaw. He glanced up, fixed Sunil with a look so precise it could have been a salute or a threat.

Aditi, hunched at the fold-out table, made a study of sorting medical supplies. Her scrubs—formerly mint green, now mottled with old blood—looked like they'd been through a threshing machine. She didn’t look up, just muttered, “You’re late.”

The teenagers, Nisha and Arun, occupied the nest of blankets by the TV. Nisha, sixteen and terminally suspicious, methodically worked her hair into an impossible braid, using bits of rubber band and twist ties to keep it together. Arun, three years her junior, sat next to her and pecked at the dials of a defunct radio. He wore headphones over one ear and kept glancing, as if expecting the world to roar back into the void.

“Anything new?” Raj asked, voice low but urgent. He’d finished cleaning his blade and began examining the tape holding the window frame. Even the way he breathed seemed to align with some unspoken tactical doctrine.

“Four fire columns, two herds on the move,” Sunil said, easing himself into the armchair opposite. He reported the times, directions, approximate Infected count, the incident with the stray dog—he did not mention the dog’s whimpers, nor the thing in the sari, nor the fact that he’d tracked her progress with a kind of scientific lust.

Raj nodded, already drawing lines in his mind, mapping the city’s contagion. “They’re starting to pool near Ring Road. Might be less pressure tonight.”

Aditi grunted, scribbled something on a notepad, and said, “That just means we get the scavengers instead.”

Sunil craned his neck, surveyed the supply situation: three battered medical kits, half a pack of paracetamol, a field tourniquet, two bags of saline, and, as ever, the old yogurt tub filled with scavenged antibiotics. It looked less like an inventory and more like the aftermath of a failed chemistry experiment.

“Food?” Sunil said, less as a question and more as a preemptive lament.

“Still half a sack of rice,” Arun said, not looking up from the radio. “If nobody’s gotten into it.” His fingers picked at the plastic casing, trying to coerce life from a dead machine.

“We need to think about moving, then,” Sunil said. “If the Ring’s about to pop, we’ll have traffic from both sides. The old stairwell is clear, for now.”

Raj grunted, crossing the room to check the peephole. “We go at sunset. That’s the routine. We don’t break routine.”

Nisha snorted, not bothering to hide her skepticism. “What if they start waiting for us to break routine? What if they know?”

Arun flicked a glance at her, lips pressed into a line.

“They don’t think that way,” Raj said, still scanning the door. “It’s random. Noise and smell. If they learn, we adapt. But we stick to the plan.”

Sunil didn’t argue. He’d seen the merit in Raj’s way—habit as armor, protocol as the last fiction of civilization. But it was also a choke collar. Every day that passed without a lead on Meera was another day he lost her twice over.

Aditi finally looked up, her face pinched by exhaustion and something sharper. “We can’t keep putting off the supply runs,” she said. “I’m almost out of wound dressings and Arun needs his inhaler. If we get stuck in here for even two days, we—”

A sound from the hall cut her off: the shuffle-drag of feet, the indelicate collision with a wall or a doorframe. Raj raised a hand for silence, and the room stilled.

They waited. After a count of fifteen, the noise faded. Raj let his breath out, long and slow.

“Probably nothing,” he said. “Just a floater. Might be one of the neighbor’s.”

“We haven’t seen the old couple in 4D for days,” Sunil said.

“They might still come back,” Arun piped up, the sentence torn between hope and terror.

Sunil looked at the boy, the way he held the radio like a talisman. “Not unless someone’s turned back time.”

Arun’s face crumpled. Nisha set a hand on his arm, her eyes flat and unyielding as a shield. “He’s trying to help, Sunil. Give it a rest.”

Sunil opened his mouth to retort, but saw the fatigue on her face, the blue-purple shadows under her eyes, and let it drop. What was the point of biting your own pack?

He settled for scanning the wall behind Raj, where they’d drawn up the escape plan in marker: green for clear paths, red for choke points, blue for hiding spots. He stared at the tiny stick-figure labeled “M,” inked on a line that ran from their block to the derelict school by the flyover.

He felt his jaw clench. The room’s air was thin with anxiety and the stench of antiseptic, but heavier still was the drag of unfinished business, of guilt as constant as gravity.

Aditi spoke again, softer: “Did you see any sign of other survivors?”

Sunil swallowed. “No. Not this morning.”

Raj eyed him, the scrutiny more thorough than a border checkpoint. “You were looking for her again.”

It wasn’t an accusation, not directly. But it made the skin on Sunil’s chest itch. “I always look.”

“Maybe you should stop.” Raj’s tone was surgical, precise. “You get sloppy, you get us killed.”

Sunil’s hand crept to his thigh, pressed hard against the ridge of the prosthesis. “She’s my sister.”

“She’s dead,” Raj said, blunt as the butt of his knife.

A silence fell, so thick it threatened to choke. Even Nisha stared, caught between allegiance and the fear of tipping the scale.

“She’s not dead,” Sunil said. He didn’t raise his voice. “She can’t be.”

“Even if she isn’t,” Raj replied, “she’s not your priority anymore. We are.”

Aditi shifted in her chair, arms folded. “We don’t leave people behind, Raj.”

“We do if they’re already gone.”

Sunil felt the heat in his head, but kept it pressed down, pressed in, like a held scream. “I know the odds,” he said. “Better than anyone. I just need to know for sure.”

Nisha shot him a quick, reluctant look of sympathy, then resumed the meticulous work of weaving her braid.

Arun’s voice was smaller, barely audible: “What happens if she comes here, and we’re not—”

Raj cut him off. “Then she’ll know how to find us. Sunil leaves marks.”

Sunil wanted to say something smart, something unforgiving, but the words curled up and died before reaching his tongue.

Instead, he listened for the shuffle outside, for the absence or return of footfalls. Each new day made it harder to believe that the world beyond the walls would ever resemble what lay within them.

Then, without warning, the sound came back. Louder, more urgent. Something banged against the door to 4D, rattling the deadbolt. The thin drywall shuddered under a heavy, repeated impact.

Raj’s hand snapped up again, but the command for silence was redundant now. They all froze.

A pause—then a low, gurgling moan, followed by a sharper, almost human gasp. Aditi’s knuckles blanched white on the edge of her chair.

Raj unsheathed his kukri, rolling his wrist. “Breach,” he whispered. “North wall.”

The sound was close now, as if every blow peeled a layer from the only boundary that separated them from the city’s hunger.

Sunil felt the notebook in his pack, the stub of pen poking his hip. He thought of the messages on the wall, of all the unfinished sentences in every room of this building. He thought of Meera, and of the time she’d locked herself in a bathroom to avoid a stray dog, and how he’d mocked her for cowardice, and how, if he could do anything now, he would gladly trade every ounce of pride for a minute more with her, even if it ended in a room just like this.

The blows came faster. Raj mouthed a countdown, eyes boring into each of them: three, two, one.

The next impact splintered the barricade. A rank, animal odor flooded the room.

The thing that staggered in wore a shawl and one broken sandal; its hands were caked in the greyish dust of the stairwell, nails cracked and bleeding. Its face was a grimace of hunger and dumb longing. Behind it, another shadow followed, and another.

Sunil fished the kitchen knife from his belt. He moved without thinking, in sync with Raj and the rest: a team, a unit, an organism bound by the certain knowledge that survival was measured only by the violence you could return.

The last thing Sunil saw, before the first Infected hit the floor, was the painted stick-figure on the escape map—his only unfinished story—pointing the way out.

If the world still owed him anything, it would let him finish that sentence.

The breach was less dramatic than anticipated. It was not a battering ram or the collapse of drywall that heralded the disaster, but the splintering of a single chair-leg, followed by the low, sickly creak of compressed bodies pressing through the gap. Raj caught the warning in the tremor of the floor and responded with silent, immediate authority.

He raised a fist: freeze.

Aditi swept her arm over the medical kit and scooped its essentials into a battered tote. Nisha and Arun—already in their shoes—slid out from under the heap of blankets, each clutching their daypacks. They all moved with a choreography that suggested months of rehearsal. Sunil reached for his pack, then the secret lining where the map was kept: an ancient road atlas of Delhi, its once-optimistic routes now overwritten in red and blue marker, the legend of safe zones and corpse-dense districts known only to him.

Raj positioned himself at the leading edge of the group, kukri loose in his grip, face stony. He used two fingers to point: hallway, then kitchen, then the service entrance. The instructions didn’t need repeating.

The banging intensified, voices—if you could call them that—layering over each other in a grotesque, throatless choir. On the other side of the barricade, flesh and muscle cared nothing for the limits of bone; the hungry would force their way through, even if it meant turning themselves into a slurry to get at what waited inside.

A crash of glass from down the corridor bought them a fraction of a second: the Infected were distracted by noise, their attention fickle as children. Raj capitalized, herded them into the kitchen. The service door there had no bolt, but they’d propped it with a cut-down cricket bat and a line of old bricks.

Sunil paused at the refrigerator and, in a motion both rehearsed and deeply personal, reached for the magnetic notepad that clung to the rusted door. He scrawled, quick and shaky: M—if you come, we’re gone to 53A. Wait on roof. I will find you. —S

Raj loomed over him, impatience bordering on rage, but said nothing. They both knew it would make no difference—if the Infected didn’t get her, the hunger or the heat would—but this was his duty, no less than carrying the pack or scanning the horizon.

Aditi nudged past, one arm clutching the tote, the other reaching for Arun’s shoulder. “Time,” she whispered, voice a blade through the tension. “Now.”

Raj took point again, nodded to Sunil. “You’re up. Quiet.”

They moved through the service corridor, a narrow vein of mildew and cobwebs running parallel to the main hallway. The walls sweated with monsoon damp, the floor slick with the garbage of a building long past cleaning. A curtain of flies lifted as they passed the refuse chute; Sunil gagged, more from memory than smell.

At the end of the corridor, a hole in the drywall yawned, jagged and dark. It had once been a secret project, a way to leap between apartments if the main exits were compromised. The edges were still sharp, flecked with insulation. Arun went first, then Nisha, then Aditi, then Sunil. Raj brought up the rear, pausing every two steps to listen.

On the other side, the adjacent flat was a mausoleum. Furniture overturned, walls streaked with desperate messages in lipstick and charcoal, a scatter of children’s toys heaped in one corner like an offering. The windows here were intact, but duct-taped from edge to edge with blackout sheets.

The group took a moment to breathe, to listen for pursuit.

“Stairs,” Raj mouthed, and Nisha nodded. The four of them tiptoed to the end of the apartment, where a locked utility closet led to the building’s service stairs.

Sunil waited until they’d all passed before he doubled back to the main room. He took a pen from his pocket, found a blank spot on the wall above a smashed light switch, and wrote, in all caps: M—NOT SAFE. GO TO THE ROOF. I WILL LOOK FOR YOU. S

It was a small thing, a ritual, but he needed her to know where to look for him. The city was a labyrinth, and every message, every signpost, was a thread against oblivion.

As he rejoined the group, a faint vibration traveled through the floor—stomping, perhaps a struggle, the death rattle of someone less lucky. The service stairwell beyond the closet was cold and close, lined with fire doors that rarely shut cleanly. Down below, a distant howl rose, gaining in clarity with every second. Sunil checked his watch (still working, still beautiful) and his fingers trembled a little as he reset the timer. Twenty minutes until sunset. They’d have to move fast.

The stairs creaked under Raj’s weight. He motioned them to keep low, backs pressed to the concrete, every muscle attuned for the sudden, the impossible. On the landing below, a sliver of light revealed a family—mother, father, a child—standing motionless in front of the third-floor door. Their skin was the color of wet paper, eyes emptied out to a shimmer. They swayed in place, as if the knowledge of their own hunger were too immense to bear.

Nisha clapped a hand over Arun’s mouth, suppressing a sob. Aditi squeezed her shoulder, and the contact was electric—life, against all evidence to the contrary, persisted.

Raj signaled halt, then go, and they scurried past the tableau, feet barely making contact with the floor. The mother flinched at a draft, but did not move. The child blinked, then stared at the wall as if something inside the concrete was speaking to her.

They made it to the first floor without incident. At the bottom, the old mail room had been torn apart, a hurricane of envelopes and catalogs and circulars, each bearing names that would never be called out again. Sunil risked a glance through the narrow window set in the front door. The street beyond was empty, but not for long.

He turned to the others, took the lead for the first time. “We go on three,” he said. “No stopping, even if it’s clear. Keep eyes up.”

Aditi’s mouth twitched, the closest she’d come to a smile in days.

“One—two—”

A crash from the upper floors sent a cloud of dust raining down. Raj pushed the door open, hard, and the five of them spilled out into the over-bright evening, breathless and blinking.

The road was empty for half a block, a patch of stillness before the inevitable. Sunil led, charting a path through abandoned cars and fallen wires, every step mapped in his mind from weeks of reconnaissance. He clutched the notebook tight, its pages swollen with humidity, as if it, too, was desperate to hold on.

Behind them, the building’s front door exploded outward, and the Infected began to pour into the dusk. Their shrieks were less animal than almost celebratory— the old neighbors, finally reunited.

Raj herded them left, down a gully that ran parallel to the main road. In minutes, they’d be at the next safehouse, or dead. Sunil dared a glance back, saw the wave of bodies tumbling down the steps, arms outstretched for anything living.

He looked up, caught a single ribbon of black smoke on the horizon, drifting east. If there was a signal in all this noise, he’d find it, or die trying.

As they ran, Sunil thought only of the new message on the wall, and whether Meera would see it, and whether she’d forgive him for what he’d become.

He did not look back again, not even when the screams filled the street and the last of the day’s light went out.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: The Attack
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No alarms ever rang in the new Delhi. The only warning was the taste of rot on the air—meat, plastic, ozone—thickening as Sunil and the others crept through the doors of the supermarket. The entry sensors had died weeks ago, so the automatic glass parted only after Raj wedged his shoulder against it and braced until the frame gave up with a shudder.

Even then, Sunil expected some wail, some announcement of their trespass, but the world had been muffled at the root. The lights above still worked, technically, but each tube flickered at its own rate, the store bathed in intervals of violent, dying fluorescence. It was enough to see by, barely, but too unstable for comfort. Every strobing shadow was a ripple of threat.

Sunil scanned the aisles, his eyes drawn as much to the things missing as to those left behind. Shelves bare but for spilled bags of rice, sugar granulating the tiles. A display of plastic Diwali toys, all garish smiles and hollow torsos, upended and smashed. In the produce section, fruit had become mulch, drawing clouds of sugar-happy flies. No real blood yet—unless you counted the slow leak of animal protein from the gutted deli, a bruise-colored pond clotting around the rubber soles of their shoes.

Raj was already moving, his body angling for cover at the barricaded back entrance. “Front clear,” he whispered, voice shorn of even the ghost of authority. He pivoted, back to the wall, kukri glinting each time the lights caught up to the present.

Aditi drifted next to Sunil, medical tote at the ready. Her eyes tracked the ceiling, then the cold cases, then him. “Stay together,” she murmured, for his ears only. “We move fast.”

Nisha and Arun stuck to the script, the girl clutching her brother’s wrist, the boy lagging two paces as he gawked at what was left of the snack aisle. Their packs were still empty, but Sunil doubted they’d be anything but deadweight by the end of this run.

He nodded once to Aditi, checked the fit of the kitchen knife at his hip, and limped after the kids.

Each step brought a new reminder of how little the world had left to give. In the baby foods, only half-gnawed jars and shattered glass. In household, bottles of disinfectant—poisoned, probably, by desperate hands. The “Breads & Buns” shelf was dust and scavenger droppings. Sunil had been here twice before; the city’s survivors followed a tight circuit, and nothing lasted long enough to build up hope. This time, he focused on things people might overlook: canisters of protein powder, packets of rehydrated lentils, the foil-wrapped bricks of industrial tea stacked behind a toppled “New Arrivals” sign.

He turned the corner into the pharmaceutical section and paused. His prosthetic leg, less an extension of himself than a thing to be managed, snagged on a tangle of plastic bags. He had to double back, find the right angle, and step free, all while fighting the urge to curse out loud. Each minute wasted was another tick on the clock for what waited outside.

A sound came from the canned goods: a sharp click, metal on metal, then silence. He went rigid, every nerve on trial, before Nisha’s thin voice rose: “Only tomato paste left. Everything else is fungus.”

Raj’s reply cut through the aisle, flat and immediate. “Anything with pull-tops, take it. Don’t check the labels. Just move.”

Aditi met up with Sunil in first aid. She grimaced at the offerings—a shredded pack of feminine pads, a single roll of gauze the color of old teeth, an upended bin of vitamins, its contents pillaged and replaced with a small turd. “This place is a joke,” she said. “There’s nothing.”

“People get creative when they’re starving,” Sunil said, and picked up the roll of gauze anyway. He passed her the protein powder, which she weighed and grudgingly accepted.

She hesitated, then, her voice softer than before: “How’s the leg?”

He didn’t answer at first. “It’s a leg,” he said finally. “It gets me from before to after.”

She nodded, not unkind, and helped him search the shelves for anything resembling a painkiller. The best they could manage was a bottle of kids’ acetaminophen, grape-flavored, maybe half full. “Better than nothing,” she said, and added it to the tote.

They worked the perimeter of the store in tight formation. Nisha and Arun hoarded the candy and snacks, hissing back and forth about which bars might still be safe to eat. Arun kept glancing over his shoulder, never letting go of his sister’s wrist. The noise of their argument was barely audible, but Sunil didn’t miss the tremor in it: fear, trying on the costume of normalcy.

He forced his focus outward. Every surface here told a story—of last-ditch supply runs, of parents raiding the formula shelf, of lone wolves gutting the cold cases for a final hit of animal fat. Someone had tried to use the lottery terminal as a barricade, but the plastic was shattered and the machine’s guts spilled across the tile. There were handprints on the freezer doors, smeared and indistinct. If the city had a language, it was this.

Through the shattered storefront, Sunil caught a view of Outer Ring Road. The traffic had become a sculpture: taxis with their hoods open like dying birds, three-wheelers upturned, private cars run aground in the median. A layer of dust painted everything with the same terminal gray. There were no pedestrians, not even a stray. He remembered the rumor—Delhi’s rats had migrated en masse, as if even the vermin could sense the end coming before the humans did.

Back at the front, Raj hovered by the barricade. His posture screamed vigilance, but his gaze kept slipping to the horizon, as if afraid the skyline itself might shift without warning.

Sunil’s notebook, stuffed in his pack, felt heavy as a debt unpaid. He wondered, sometimes, if the act of cataloguing the city’s demise made him a participant. Meera would have said yes. “You always need a record,” she’d tease, “because you can’t bear to let things just be gone.”

He made a mental list anyway:

- One bottle acetaminophen, child dose.

- Protein powder, dented tin.

- Gauze, partial.

- Rice, enough for three days if stretched.

- Five packets of instant tea, two probably poisoned.

- Chips, cookies, sugar—junk calories but calories nonetheless.

- A sack of flour, split open and crawling with insects.

Aditi was already triaging the load, discarding anything that might slow them down. “We’re out in five,” she said to Raj, who gave a single, affirmative grunt.

The noise outside was constant in its silence. Sunil’s prosthesis ached at the socket, but he forced himself to keep moving. He remembered the checkpoint, how Meera had refused to leave anyone behind, how her strength had broken her and the rest of them just watched.

He wandered past the bakery again and spotted something he’d missed: a lone chocolate bar wedged behind the display. He grabbed it, wiped off the dust, and tucked it into the smallest compartment of his pack. Maybe he’d give it to Arun, maybe to Nisha. Maybe he’d eat it himself, in secret, just for the taste of something that pretended it wasn’t dead yet.

As the five of them regrouped near the exit, Raj pressed his back against the door, peering out through the tape-streaked glass. “Clear north,” he said, and readied himself to un-wedge the block keeping the entrance shut.

Sunil flexed his thigh, felt the familiar grind of worn-out plastic on flesh. He thought of writing it down: “Pain: omnipresent. Endurable. Not the worst.”

Instead, he found himself glancing at the sky, as if the day might end differently than the one before.

Aditi lined up behind Raj, her face set in lines of determination and something like mourning. “Next run, we hit the pharmacy,” she said. “Or the dispensary near Bapu Park.”

“We’ll have to cross open ground for that,” Nisha said. She had a smudge of something green on her cheek, probably from a moldy snack bar. “Raj says there’s more herds near the hospital.”

Raj grunted in assent, then cut a look at Sunil. “What do you think?”

Sunil had never been a leader, not really. In another world, he might have been the guy at the water cooler, collecting gossip and discarding it just as fast. Now, everyone watched for his answer, even Aditi.

“We try for the dispensary,” he said, after a beat. “Less risk. Fewer stories about survivors there, so it might be unpicked.”

Raj nodded. “Tonight?”

“Tonight,” Sunil echoed. The longer they stayed anywhere, the more chance the Infected would catch the scent.

They checked their gear again. Sunil’s hands shook a little as he zipped his pack. He watched the others do the same—Aditi giving her tote a final shake, Nisha re-lacing Arun’s shoes. Raj never took his eyes off the street.

The outside world was a diorama, a frozen thing. But even as they stepped through the doors and into the caustic light, Sunil felt the hairs on his neck rise. He couldn’t say why.

He caught one last glimpse of the grocery store behind them. The lights still flickered, as if refusing to admit the world had moved on.

They crossed the parking lot in silence, a ragged column of the not-yet-dead.

Inside his chest, Sunil’s heart made an inventory of what was gone. He made a promise, though he didn’t say it aloud: If he ever found Meera, he’d never take a record of anything again.

But in the ruins of Delhi, a promise meant nothing at all.

There was no warning. Not even a drawn breath. The crash at the back of the supermarket came as pure event: shelves buckled, glass shattered, and the ambient hum of death in the city became a chorus of impact and gnashing teeth.

Sunil heard it before he understood. One instant, the group moved in a tight pod across the parking lot, packs loaded, eyes set for the dispensary. The next, the world ruptured behind them.

He turned and saw the barricade inside the store shudder—something on the other side, then many somethings, slamming against the fire exit in irregular, furious waves. Raj was already pivoting, dropping his own pack, kukri ready and his voice a scalpel: “Nisha, Arun—front! Aditi, get Sunil!”

The kids bolted, their motion pure instinct. Nisha yanked her brother forward by the shirt collar, both of them nearly airborne as they sprinted for the street. Aditi was slower—she dropped her tote, grabbing Sunil by the arm and propelling him forward. He tried to keep his footing, but the leg braked him at every stride. His head filled with the judder of his own heartbeat.

In the store, the rear fire exit failed. The emergency bar bent, then popped, and the tide came through: men and women in the remnants of business casual, faces torn to the bone, limbs locked in the rictus of memory. Some still wore aprons or blue employee vests, buttons and name tags bobbing with each step. A dozen, then two dozen, some running, some loping, all mouths open and red.

Raj took the left flank, swiping hard with his kukri, splitting a suit-wearing man at the chin and sending the body slamming into the endcap of a dry goods aisle. That was enough to slow the first two, but the mass behind simply flooded over the wreckage. “Block the middle!” Raj screamed. “Aisle nine!”

Aditi caught the command and veered, shoving Sunil behind a display of expired energy drinks. She scanned the debris for a weapon, settled for a broken piece of shelving, and squared off with her back to him.

The world narrowed. The overhead lights strobed, making the scene shudder between hyperclarity and blindness. The smell of rot, once background, now hit like a bucket of spoiled milk and copper. There were shouts—Nisha’s, bright and panicked, and Raj’s, each word punching a hole in the noise.

Sunil tried to follow, but his foot caught on something, the heel of his prosthesis shearing off a chunk of loose tile. He stumbled, sprawled hard onto his side. The jolt set off a hot, sparking pain in his hip. He tried to right himself, but his bag twisted under his torso, pinning him for a precious second.

Through the lattice of shelf and shopping cart, he saw the leading edge of the horde. A woman in a torn sari, hair plastered to her jaw, charged the barricade. Something in the curve of her hand, the tilt of her head, made Sunil freeze.

He stared, expecting to see only hunger, the vacancy of virus. Instead, for a fraction of a second, the eyes seemed to catch him, recognize him. The hand reached, and the motion—delicate, imploring—was wrong, familiar, something from another life.

Meera, he thought, so loudly it nearly emptied his head of every other instruction.

He waited for her to say his name, or maybe to bite his throat open. Instead, she collided with the next obstacle, face cracking against the cart. She went down, a marionette with the strings cut, and disappeared beneath three others in business suits.

A hand grabbed his collar and jerked him up. “Sunil! Get up, goddamnit!” Aditi’s face was inches from his. She was bleeding from a shallow cut above her eyebrow, but her expression was as cold as forged iron. She yanked his prosthetic leg back into place and locked the strap, not gentle, not angry, just efficient. “You want to die? Wait your turn outside.”

He nodded, tried to answer, but the air was gone from his lungs. Instead, he let her drag him toward the front.

They skirted the bakery, and for an instant Sunil’s vision went white: Nisha and Arun, arms locked, crouched behind a toppled freezer. The first of the Infected rounded the corner, clawing at the slick linoleum, leaving trails of blood and worse.

Nisha met his gaze. Her mouth was set. She hurled a tin of condensed milk at the nearest head; it struck the temple and dropped the zombie to a crawl, but not for long. She pointed, wordless: go.

The four of them collided at the front entrance, Sunil and Aditi practically tumbling through the glass. Raj was last—he’d wrenched the front racks of the magazine display into a tangled blockade, buying them maybe half a minute. His right arm was painted red, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Run,” Raj said. “Now.”

They did. Through the parking lot, weaving between the abandoned rickshaws and police motorcycles, their only goal distance. The mob inside the store battered the doors, a pounding inhuman as a hundred fists became a single, brainless will.

They made the end of the block before Sunil risked a look back. The glass had already fractured; hands, arms, skulls pressed against it, each blow spiderwebbing the surface further. In the shimmer of the streetlight, Sunil thought he saw the sari again, blue and shredded and impossibly fragile in the swarm of carnage.

He slowed, staggered, his vision swimming with sweat and memory. For a moment, nothing made sense—time stretched out, the screams receded, and he was in the checkpoint again, the night Meera’s hand slipped from his. Then Aditi struck him across the cheek, sharp and loud, and he was back.

“You want to die for real?” she hissed, lips at his ear. “You’ll take all of us with you.”

He coughed, nodded, and moved.

Down the length of the road, a siren flickered once, then went out. More Infected were coming, drawn by the violence, by the sound, by whatever it was they still remembered wanting. Sunil’s leg buckled with each step, pain now a liquid in his bones, but he forced himself onward.

At the corner, Raj led them into an alley lined with trash bins. They squeezed into the shadow, panting, and waited. Behind them, the chorus of teeth and nails and hunger reached the street and began to spread.

For a few seconds, all Sunil could do was breathe. The air was thick with dust and rust and fear. His vision fuzzed at the edges.

He turned to look at Aditi, to say thank you, to apologize for nearly getting her killed. But she had already collapsed onto the pavement, face buried in her hands, shoulders shaking. He didn’t know if she was crying or just empty.

Raj paced the edge of the alley, scanning for threats, kukri glinting at every turn. His shirt stuck to his back with sweat and gore. He barked at Nisha and Arun to check the packs for what had survived the stampede.

Sunil himself just listened: to the scrape of his own breath, to the echo of glass shattering, to the wet slap of Infected bodies on tile. Every so often, the horde let out a wail, a wordless need. The echoes were uncannily human.

He looked at the prosthetic leg, the raw patch where the straps had bit through flesh and denim. He dug the chocolate bar out of his pocket, broke it into four, and passed a piece to each survivor, keeping the smallest for himself.

Nobody spoke for a long time.

But even as his body remembered the pain, and his mind tried to fold itself into sleep, Sunil’s eyes stayed on the street. Somewhere out there, Meera was either alive or she was not, and either way, the city was not done with him.

The sound of the world’s hunger never faded; it only grew, devouring hope in inches and increments.

He would not let it eat his name.

They trudged homeward in silence, a parade of the mortally inconvenienced, half their loot spilled on the street and the other half a mockery of effort. The city pressed at them from every direction; if they’d once felt above it, immune by virtue of persistence, now it was clear they simply floated in its tide, one body among billions of ghosts.

Raj reached the shelter first, still dripping from the elbow with Infected gore. He did not knock. He braced his foot against the wall and shouldered the door open, the barricade of chairs and cinderblocks barely holding its shape. Inside, the familiar dark was waiting, more comfort than threat.

Nisha and Arun darted past Raj, hunched and breathless, not letting go of each other even as they collapsed on the nest of blankets by the kitchen. Aditi limped behind, one hand on her brow, the other balancing the battered medical tote. Sunil brought up the rear. He’d never been fast, but now he moved like the city itself: slow, directionless, hard to kill but easy to injure.

Inside, the place smelled of vinegar and old sweat and those tiny moths that colonized flour. The kitchen—formerly sleek, now a puzzle of dented pans and jury-rigged water catchers—was unchanged since the morning. The wall map, bright with marker, displayed the surrounding sectors as mostly red, some blue. A corridor led to the bedrooms, but none of them used those anymore. Safety in numbers had displaced comfort; the living room was the new everything.

As Raj re-secured the entry, Aditi performed a roll call of wounds: nothing that needed stitches, but plenty that stung or leaked or ached in the wrong places. She dabbed at her own cut with rice liquor and swore, then checked the boys—Nisha’s arm, Arun’s knees, both bleeding in increments but nothing arterial. She didn’t bother with Sunil; his injury was chronic, inscribed on his gait and his jaw, more a feature than a bug.

“We lost half,” Nisha said, still panting. “Most of it. The bandages, the... the rice—” She broke off, maybe in shame, maybe in exhaustion.

Aditi knelt by her, voice reduced to a parental hush. “It’s okay. You made it. We have the protein, and a little sugar. It’s okay, sweetheart.”

Arun stared at the ceiling, eyes wide and unblinking. The trembling in his jaw made him look younger than he was, as if the city had decided to unwind him back to childhood out of spite.

Raj paced a tight circle, kukri in hand, his face as readable as a brick. “They’ll follow the noise,” he said. “We have an hour, maybe less. Then we’re locked in for the night.”

No one argued. The energy required was gone.

Sunil hunkered down on the low step by the balcony, unstrapped his prosthetic, and massaged the ravaged skin beneath. He flexed the remaining muscle, tried not to hiss at the sting. The leg, already compromised, was more trouble than aid; he’d have to rig a new liner before the next run, if there was one.

He let his head rest against the cold plaster and stared at the ceiling. In another world, this would be time for a cigarette or a cold drink. In this world, the only reward was that none of the things that had tried to kill him today had yet succeeded.

Aditi drifted over, checked the leg with a quick, expert touch. “You split the skin,” she said. “Again.”

“Don’t start,” he muttered.

“Not starting. Just reminding you we don’t have antibiotics left.”

He closed his eyes. “Then make sure Raj knows he’s inheriting this circus.”

She almost laughed, but it came out as a sharp exhale. “You saw her, didn’t you?”

Sunil opened his eyes. She didn’t mean Nisha or the woman in the store—she meant Meera.

He shook his head, then nodded, both in one motion.

Aditi reached for his hand, squeezed it once. “It wasn’t her. You know that.”

He tried to believe it. He tried harder to want to believe it. “She had the same walk,” he said. “Like she was trying not to wake someone.”

“That’s how they move, now,” Aditi said. “They’re all just running on old tape. No one’s left in there.”

She left him with that, went to inventory the medical kit for the fourth time. Raj joined her, and together they muttered over the tiny remains of their arsenal.

Sunil listened to the moans outside, the slap and scrape of the Infected as they paced the walls. Each day brought them closer, but also—impossibly—less alive. Maybe the virus burned itself out, a star collapsing into pure compulsion. Maybe nothing at all was left. He wondered if this would be Meera’s fate, or his, or if in the end they’d simply join the silent majority underground.

He turned to the message wall. Above the torn fire exit map, a new line had been added in thick marker:

Meera—Home is still here. 4D. S

He hadn’t written it, but he liked that it was there. He took out his battered notebook and made a note to check the stairwell in the morning. He would do it for Meera, or for the him that still believed in finding her.

The others drifted off, each into their own exile: Nisha pressing her head to Arun’s shoulder, Raj cleaning the blade in the sink, Aditi muttering into the ration book.

He watched the shadows move on the wall, and felt the cold against his skin.

Tomorrow, maybe, he’d find her. Maybe he’d find nothing. Either way, the city would record it, one flickering moment at a time.

He would not let himself be lost.

Outside, the city’s hunger raged on, but within the shelter there was, for one brief moment, the impossible luxury
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