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"Please forgive us if the accommodations are lacking."

After making up the bed, the elderly woman, neatly dressed and wearing delicate makeup, gave Samuel Chase a slight bow and a warm smile.

"Thank you for having me. I really appreciate the trouble," Samuel said quickly, bowing in return.

The old woman smiled at his thanks and left the room. Only after the door closed did Samuel finally let out a breath of relief.

Samuel was a Chinese student studying in Japan. He had been there for five years. Since he was returning home the next day, one of his closest classmates had invited him over for dinner and insisted that he stay the night.

Suddenly, hurried footsteps came from the stairs outside the room. A low reprimand followed. A moment later, Trevor Yardley, thin and wearing black-rimmed glasses, slid the door open and walked in.

"Samuel, I got a Malay sword last night. Do you want to see it?" Trevor asked excitedly, pushing his glasses up with his right hand. His eyes were bright with enthusiasm.

"Of course." Samuel looked at him and nodded. Then he added with a smile, "It isn't another replica, is it?"

"Of course not!" Trevor immediately shook his head. But when he saw the amusement in Samuel's eyes, he lowered his head and muttered weakly, "Fine. It's a high-quality replica."

Samuel only smiled and said nothing. He walked straight toward the door. Trevor quickly pushed his glasses up again and followed after him.

Trevor was a military enthusiast obsessed with cold weapons. He loved collecting all kinds of blades, including daggers, bayonets, M9 combat knives, and triangular military spikes.

George Chase had been a scout when he was young. After being honorably wounded, he retired and returned home. Ever since Samuel was old enough to remember, his grandfather had often told him stories about those fierce years on the battlefield. After hearing those stories again and again, Samuel naturally became fascinated by the military spikes hanging in his grandfather's study. As a child, he had often imagined himself charging into battle, defeating enemies, and becoming a heroic soldier.

Unfortunately, life rarely followed childhood dreams. Although Samuel had practiced martial arts since he was young, he never fulfilled that dream. Instead, he ended up walking down a path that led in the opposite direction.

After looking through Trevor's collection, Samuel discovered that Trevor had also stored away a box of canned beef and several packets of compressed biscuits. Trevor said he had bought them casually during an event he had attended last time.

The two of them chatted about the past and about Samuel's plans after returning to China. More than two hours passed before Samuel received a call from his younger sister, Quinn Chase, who was still back home.

"Samuel, Mom and Dad are already asleep. I asked for leave tomorrow, so I'll go to the airport with them to pick you up. Once you're home, we'll go grocery shopping together. I'll make you my best braised lion's head meatballs."

Hearing his sister's warm voice, Samuel felt a surge of tenderness in his heart, even though Quinn was famously skilled at creating disastrous dishes. Still, over the years, he had owed her far too much.

Samuel and Quinn were twins. Samuel had only been born a few minutes earlier, yet that had made him her older brother. What made him feel guilty was that ever since they were children, Quinn had always given way to him. Whenever there was good food, she saved a portion for him. Even the chance to study abroad had been given to Samuel.

Thinking about all of this, Samuel wished he could fly home immediately and live an ordinary, peaceful, happy life with his family.

He had longed for this day for years. During his five years studying in Japan, he had suffered all kinds of unfairness in school, at work, and in daily life.

Fortunately, Tokyo was only a little more than seventeen hundred kilometers from Shinhai. By plane, the trip would take just three hours.

Smiling, Samuel listened as Quinn talked about everyday things. She told him how she had grabbed a lot of cheap items during the Double Eleven sales, then went on about the new colleague at her company. Only when Trevor, who was standing behind him, gave a light cough did Samuel glance at the time and realize half an hour had already passed.

He quickly said good night to his sister, then turned to Trevor.

"Samuel, I'm sorry for interrupting your call," Trevor said, bowing seriously. "But my parents are already asleep at this hour. You were speaking a little too loudly just now. I was afraid you might wake them, so..."

"Sorry. My sister called, and I was so happy I didn't notice," Samuel said, returning the bow.

Traditional Japanese houses had poor soundproofing. Forget speaking loudly—even slightly heavy footsteps upstairs could be heard clearly below. Still, owning a piece of land in Tokyo and building a two-story house on it, even in the suburbs, was already an impressive thing.

After chatting for a while longer, Trevor prepared to go to bed, and Samuel naturally returned to his own room.

Not long after Samuel fell asleep, the bright moon in the night sky was suddenly swallowed by thick clouds. Countless streaks of purple lightning tore through the quiet darkness.

Yet after the lightning flashed, no thunder followed.

Instead, a fine, drizzling rain began to fall.

By morning, the sky was gloomy.

Samuel had suffered from insomnia the night before and had one nightmare after another. First, he dreamed of his grandfather's triangular military spike. It was covered in blood, which slowly flowed down along the three blood grooves. Then he dreamed that the plane he was on kept flying through dark clouds, yet no matter how long it flew, it never reached its destination.

Samuel washed his face and forced himself not to think about it anymore.

Trevor's mother had already prepared breakfast and was about to go upstairs to wake Trevor and Samuel.

After they finished eating, Trevor drove Samuel to Haneda Airport.

Along the way, Trevor was unusually quiet. It was completely different from his usual carefree personality. Samuel did not know how to say goodbye to one of the few friends he had made in Japan.

When Samuel was about to go through security, he patted Trevor on the shoulder and smiled.

"Trevor, I'm leaving."

"Samuel, thank you for taking care of me all these years. If I ever get the chance, I'll definitely come visit you," Trevor said sincerely, bowing deeply.

Samuel gave him a hug and smiled.

"You're being too polite. You've taken good care of me too. I hope we'll meet again."

The boarding announcement sounded again. After saying goodbye, Samuel turned and passed through security under Trevor's gaze. He did not look back.

Inside the cabin, the flight announcement came over the speakers.

"Dear passengers, the aircraft is about to take off. Passengers who have not yet taken their seats, please return to your seats. Please fasten your seat belts..."

Listening to the announcement, Samuel looked out at the airport runway. The thought that he would return to his homeland and his family in just three hours filled him with excitement.

But at that moment, sitting beside the window, Samuel saw purple lightning raging across the gloomy sky. It swallowed the entire heavens in a web of electric light.

The next second, no earth-shaking thunder came.

Instead, the cabin erupted with vomiting and screams.

Grace Foster, who had been checking whether passengers had fastened their seat belts, suddenly collapsed to the floor. Black, sticky liquid gushed from her mouth. Her face turned a terrifying bluish-purple, and the veins in her neck bulged violently, making her look hideous.

Samuel instinctively tried to stand, but his seat belt yanked him back into place. He quickly unfastened it and shot to his feet.

At least twenty or thirty people had collapsed to the floor, vomiting. Black fluid splattered everywhere. The cabin air was filled with an unbearable, rotten stench.

This had to be some kind of terrifying infectious disease. Otherwise, so many people would not have fallen sick at the same time.

"Honey, what's wrong with you?" A plump middle-aged woman cried out in panic as she held a balding man who had collapsed to the floor. Then she grabbed a flight attendant standing nearby and shouted, "Please help him!"

"Yingya, what's happening to you?" A young man sitting near the aisle on the right side of the cabin held a young woman who was vomiting black liquid, his expression filled with terror.

"Mommy! Waaah... Mom!"

"Help!"

Screams and cries for help echoed through the cramped cabin. More passengers pulled out their phones, trying to call the police, only to discover that they did not even have a single bar of signal.

Communications had gone down.

At that moment, the horrible sound of vomiting rose again, mixed with women's screams. The passengers in the cabin frantically moved away from those who had collapsed, afraid they would be infected at any second.

The middle-aged man sitting beside Samuel also scrambled up and fled. Samuel naturally left his seat as well, rushing toward the cabin entrance.

By then, the crew had reacted. They tried to contact the airport immediately and report the situation inside the cabin, but they could not reach the airport command center. The captain rushed out at once and began directing the crew to rescue the people who had collapsed.

Samuel saw Grace lying on the floor convulsing violently. Her hands and feet thrashed uncontrollably. Even the tall captain could not hold her down.

The crew members who had been helping the passengers began collapsing one after another. Soon, they also started vomiting, each of them spewing black liquid. The scene was horrifying beyond words.

When the panicked passengers saw the flight attendants and crew members showing the same symptoms, their terror intensified. Some people had already begun kicking the aircraft door like mad.

Seeing how serious the situation had become, Captain Adrian Cooper could no longer focus on helping the fallen flight attendant. He shouted toward the crowd blocking the exit.

"Please let me through! I'll open the cabin door immediately!"

As soon as he spoke, the crowd automatically opened a narrow path. The captain squeezed through and said, "I'm not sure whether the boarding stairs are still outside. Please remain calm. If there are no stairs, I will open the emergency exit and let everyone leave."

Originally, when Adrian came forward, the passengers had tried to surge after him, afraid of being left behind. But after hearing his words, they no longer dared to push forward. After all, none of them knew how to open the emergency exit.

The cabin door was quickly opened.

To everyone's surprise, the boarding stairs were still parked outside.

Samuel was standing to the right of the cabin door. He looked out and saw several planes in the sky plummeting rapidly toward the ground. One Airbus A320 slammed straight into the terminal building.

Boom!

Violent explosions shook the airport. In an instant, the entire area was engulfed in flames.

At that moment, every passenger crowded near the cabin door stared in stunned silence at the scene before them.

Not a single person spoke.
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The piercing screams rang out again.

The passengers surged toward the cabin door. Samuel, who had not yet recovered from the shock, was pushed out along with Adrian by the people behind them. More passengers poured out of the aircraft, and Adrian accidentally fell to the ground. The crazed crowd trampled over him without hesitation.

Seeing the mob pressing forward, Samuel grabbed Adrian hard and pulled him up, tripping two passengers who were stepping on the man's back. Then he dragged Adrian and ran toward the runway.

But the terrified passengers continued chasing after them.

"Let go of me! I have to go back and save my wife!" Adrian roared, violently shaking Samuel's hand off.

Samuel turned around and saw Adrian running back through the crowd. He charged into the cabin again.

But just as Adrian reached the doorway, a flight attendant with her hair pinned up and a deathly gray face leaned out from the cabin.

It was the same woman Adrian had tried to save.

"May Bennett! You—"

Before Adrian could react, a pair of gray-white eyes, empty of all emotion, filled his vision.

The next instant, Grace let out a guttural snarl and lunged at him. Razor-sharp fangs and claws tore into him with savage force. At that moment, a bolt of purple lightning split the dark sky, and a deafening crack of thunder rolled across the world.

Rain began to fall.

Black raindrops landed in Adrian's lifeless eyes, staining the bloodshot whites dark.

Then more figures poured out of the cabin. With staggering steps, they began chasing after Samuel and the others.

The screams behind them naturally made everyone look back. When they saw Adrian die so brutally, terror gripped them even harder. Samuel saw more and more things squeezing out through the narrow cabin door and rushing toward the crowd.

But the black rain was far too strange. Samuel did not dare let himself get soaked in it. He clenched his mouth shut, pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over his head, and ran without looking back.

The moment the crowd fled from the boarding stairs, many instinctively rushed toward the terminal.

But the terminal had already become a sea of fire.

People engulfed in flames staggered out from the burning building, screaming as they desperately slapped at the fire on their bodies. One after another, they collapsed onto the concrete ground slick with black rain.

Seeing the horrifying scene ahead, Samuel knew they could not escape through the terminal.

He glanced at the iron fences on both sides of the terminal, then turned and sprinted toward one of them.

Behind him, the fleeing passengers kept falling. The moment some of them hit the ground, their bodies began convulsing violently. Black, sticky liquid spilled from their mouths.

Those who fell in front tripped the people behind them. In an instant, seventy or eighty people collapsed in a heap. Many of them accidentally swallowed the black rainwater pooling on the ground.

A new wave of infection had begun.

In less than three minutes, the pursuing zombies caught up with them.

Then the slaughter began.

By then, Samuel had reached the iron fence. Suddenly, another purple bolt of lightning tore across the blackened sky. A moment later, thunder roared endlessly between heaven and earth, swallowing the screams of the crowd.

Samuel did not dare look back. He climbed the fence with all his strength. He had to get far away from this hell on earth.

Just as he climbed over the fence and prepared to descend, three zombies noticed him. Snarling, they rushed toward him.

Samuel climbed down as quickly as he could. When he was still more than two meters from the ground, the three zombies reached the fence and lunged at him.

Seeing the danger, Samuel no longer cared that the ground was slippery. He jumped straight down.

When he landed and looked up, the three zombies on the other side had suddenly calmed down.

They opened their mouths and began drinking the black raindrops falling from the sky, looking almost intoxicated. Bits of flesh in their mouths mixed with black rain and mucus, sliding continuously from the corners of their lips.

Samuel quickly got to his feet and glanced back toward the airport runway.

Most of the zombies that had been feeding were now raising their heads and gulping down the black rain. Some were even crouched on the ground, greedily licking the water from the concrete.

At the same time, large numbers of zombies began pouring out of the airport terminal. The fire at the exit could not stop them. Dozens of unlucky zombies were covered in flames, collapsing heavily before they could even reach the runway. The air filled with a burnt, rancid stench.

Zombies missing limbs dragged themselves forward with their hands, slowly crawling toward the runway.

It seemed the black rain held an overwhelming attraction for them, far stronger than their hunger for flesh.

Samuel did not dare keep watching. He ran with all his strength.

When he reached the road outside the terminal, cars were jammed everywhere. Several vehicles were burning slowly, sending thick, choking black smoke into the air. From the direction of the terminal, snarls rose again and again. Moments later, a swarm of zombies rushed out, fighting to be first.

Fortunately, Samuel was far enough from the terminal. The zombies, focused on drinking the black rain, did not notice him. It gave Samuel, who was already exhausted from running for his life, a brief chance to breathe.

He saw a Land Rover stopped near the exit ahead. Inside, a bald man lay motionless over the steering wheel.

To the right front of the Land Rover, a Harley motorcycle was still running. A rider wearing a racing helmet lay unmoving on the ground beside it.

The road was badly clogged. Cars had rear-ended and crushed into one another, leaving only narrow gaps between them. At most, a motorcycle could squeeze through.

If Samuel wanted to escape, he had to take that Harley. Walking would never get him away fast enough.

But the Land Rover happened to be blocking the route he needed to take.

The awful sight of the passengers turning into zombies was still vivid in Samuel's mind. Once he got close, the bald man or Mason Ryder might suddenly turn and attack him. He had to be careful.

Samuel picked up two small stones from the ground. He threw one at the bald man. It struck his shiny head, bounced off, and landed on the passenger seat.

The bald driver did not react at all.

Then Samuel threw the second stone at Mason. Because he used too much force, his aim was off, and the stone hit the Harley instead.

Samuel picked up another slightly larger stone and threw it at the rider again. This time, it hit the black helmet with a crisp sound.

Throughout the entire process, Samuel held his breath, terrified that the rider would suddenly rise and charge at him the moment the stone landed.

Thankfully, nothing happened.

It seemed they were either unconscious or already dead.

Thinking this, Samuel quickly approached.

Just as he was about to pass the Land Rover, Bruce Carter twitched violently. He sniffed, and thick black liquid dripped from his swollen lips. He turned his head toward Samuel.

A pair of gray-white eyes stared straight at him.

The next instant, the bald man lunged.

Samuel dodged at once. The bald zombie fell straight to the ground, and Samuel used the chance to create distance between them.

The bald zombie scrambled up again and staggered toward him. Samuel circled around the Land Rover, using the vehicle as a barrier. When the zombie's footing became unstable, Samuel swept his leg out and knocked it heavily to the ground.

Then he rushed toward the Harley, swung himself onto it, and grabbed the handlebars.

Just as he was about to twist the throttle, Mason lying on the ground reached out and grabbed the rear wheel. A low snarl came from inside the helmet.

At the same time, Bruce had climbed back up and was staggering toward Samuel again.

Samuel kicked the rider zombie hard in the head, sending it rolling away. The next second, he twisted the throttle all the way down.

With its distinct engine roar, the Harley shot forward.

Because the outbreak had begun early in the day, before the worst traffic hours, there were not too many wrecked vehicles on the expressway. Most of the zombies on the highway were trapped inside cars, with only a few wandering on the road.

At that moment, those zombies were all swallowing the black raindrops drifting down from the sky. Even when Samuel sped past on the motorcycle, they were not disturbed.

The rain grew lighter.

Soaked from head to toe, Samuel narrowed his eyes against the cold wind rushing at him again and again. He carefully maneuvered the motorcycle between crashed cars, the engine roaring beneath him. His figure gradually receded into the distance, until he vanished at the edge of the sky.

By the time the rain stopped, Samuel had reached a fork in the road.

He stared at the intersection, wondering what he should do next. If he turned left and drove a little more than ten kilometers, he would reach Trevor's house. If he continued straight ahead, he could enter the city.

Should he seek help from the police first, or go check on Trevor and his family?

After a brief moment of thought, Samuel ultimately chose to go to Trevor's house first.

After all, Trevor was one of the few friends he had in Japan. No matter what, Samuel had to see whether he was safe.

On the road, Samuel encountered three zombies wearing cycling jerseys. Four bicycles lay on both sides of the road. The zombies were gnawing on a male corpse that had only half its body left. Judging from the dead man's clothes, he had probably been their teammate when he was alive.

Now, he had become their meal.

The three zombies had blood smeared all over their mouths. Scraps of flesh slid down from the corners of their lips. Their abdomens were swollen high, and a large stain spread across the crotch of their tight cycling pants. Brown liquid kept leaking from their narrow pant legs.

When the wind blew, Samuel smelled a sharp, nauseating stench of urine.

The three zombies heard the sound behind them. Growling, they turned their heads, immediately rose to their feet, and rushed at Samuel.

Before they could get close, Samuel had already accelerated past them.

Along the way, Samuel faintly heard rustling from the woods on the right side of the road, as if something were hiding among the trees. He did not dare let himself be distracted. He only increased his speed, moved away from the right side of the road, and tried to ride along the center.

Fortunately, nothing unexpected happened.

Samuel reached Trevor's house without incident.

The gate to Trevor's yard was wide open, but Trevor's car was not parked inside. On the stone bench to the right of the yard, an unfinished game of Go remained on the board. The neighboring house was locked up tight, with no sign of anyone.

Had Trevor's family already left?

The silence around Samuel was frightening. There was not even the sound of insects. It felt as though he was the only person left in the world.

Samuel pressed the motorcycle horn three times. The sharp sound echoed through the yard and carried into the distance.

One minute passed.

Then two.

Then three.

Even after five minutes, the yard remained silent.

It seemed very likely that Trevor and his family had already left.

Samuel originally planned to turn around and ride toward the city, but then he suddenly remembered that Trevor's house contained many weapons. The world had changed. Zombies were everywhere. Facing unknown dangers, having a weapon was far better than being empty-handed.

Moreover, the hooded sweatshirt and jeans he was wearing were soaked with black rain. Considering that the black rain might contain a terrifying virus, he could not be sure he would not become infected if he kept wearing them.

So Samuel decided to go inside Trevor's house first.

He turned the motorcycle so it faced outward, pulled out the key, and put it in his pocket. Then he got off and walked into the yard.

As he passed the stone table, he grabbed a handful of Go stones and stuffed them into his pocket. When he reached the half-open door, he tossed a white stone inside.

He waited quietly for a minute. When he heard no sound from within, he stepped inside cautiously.

From the entryway to the living room, then to the stairs and rooms on the second floor, Samuel used the Go stones to test the way ahead.

No one knew whether a terrifying zombie might suddenly rush out from behind a door or around a stairwell corner.

Only after Samuel searched the entire house did he confirm that Trevor and his family were not there.

They had already left.

Trevor's various cold weapons, food, and clothes were still in their original places. The only problem was that the house had lost power.

Samuel stood on the balcony and looked toward the neighboring house belonging to Martin Fuller. A bicycle was parked in the yard. On the second floor, the curtains of the room near the balcony were half drawn. Samuel looked in and saw only a desk. Nothing else was visible.

Nothing had happened inside the house, which allowed Samuel's tense nerves to relax slightly.

Once he calmed down, the horror he had just experienced at the airport came rushing back.

He still did not know what had happened or why those people had suddenly turned into zombie-like monsters.

With no information at all, Samuel could only guess on his own.

At the very least, he was certain that the black rain contained a massive amount of virus capable of turning people into zombies. It was also highly possible that the zombies could mutate or evolve by swallowing the black rain.

After reaching the preliminary conclusion that the black rain was spreading the virus, Samuel felt even more uneasy.

Shinhai faced Tokyo across the sea.

Was Shinhai also in chaos right now?

At that thought, Samuel's heart clenched painfully.

Were his family members safe?

He hated that the outbreak had not happened just a little later. If only he had made it home first, he could have faced this disaster together with his family. Even if he died protecting them, that would have been better than hiding here alone and struggling to survive.

The journey home that should have taken only three hours by plane had now become a gulf he might never cross in this lifetime.

Samuel looked in the direction of home. His eyes reddened.

When his vision began to blur, he tilted his head back and closed his eyes.

When he opened them again, his gaze was firm and unshakable.

"Dad, Mom, Quinn, you have to wait for me. I swear, even if I have to swim across the sea, I'll make it back to you."
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A long time passed before Samuel finally calmed down.

Once his mind cleared, he began thinking about what to do next. After weighing the situation, he became more convinced that the crowded city would be far more dangerous than this place. For now, staying here for a few days and waiting for information seemed like the safest choice.

But before that, he had to bring the Harley parked outside into the yard and lock the iron gate. No one knew what might attack next.

After finishing all of that, Samuel returned to the house. He turned on the faucet and immediately smelled a faint, bloody odor in the tap water. It seemed very likely that even the water supply had been contaminated.

He touched his soaked clothes and thought to himself that the water could no longer be used for drinking. But using it to shower should not be a serious problem. After all, he had just been drenched by the black rain and had not noticed anything abnormal yet.

From this, he made a rough guess. One of the reasons those people had been infected was probably because they had accidentally swallowed the black rainwater.

After taking a shower, Samuel went to the wardrobe naked, looking for clothes.

But after searching for a while, he could not find anything that fit. Trevor was only about one meter sixty-five, while Samuel was much taller. Then he suddenly remembered that Trevor had once bought two sets of combat uniforms. At the time, Trevor had said the size was too large and looked bad on him. He had even offered to give one set to Samuel, but Samuel had politely refused.

Thinking of this, Samuel began looking for the two sets of combat clothes. Before long, he found them in the storage room, along with a pair of American-made Belleville combat boots. He quickly changed into the new outfit, then stood in front of the full-length mirror in the bedroom.

The clean, fitted combat gear made him look sharp and refreshed.

After changing, Samuel began taking inventory of the supplies in Trevor's house.

There was not much food. In the kitchen, he found five kilograms of rice, about one and a half kilograms of fish, four cucumbers, two tomatoes, six eggs, four cans of beer, and some seasonings, including salt, peanut oil, and chicken bouillon.

In Trevor's room, he found a box of canned beef and a packet of compressed biscuits. In the storage room, he found two cases of Shibushi mineral water, one with two-liter bottles and the other with five-hundred-milliliter bottles.

The fact that Trevor's house had no instant noodles was exactly what Samuel expected. Trevor's parents were elderly and paid great attention to health, so they did not allow him to eat instant noodles at home. Of course, when Trevor and Samuel had been in the school dormitory or working overtime at the company, they had eaten plenty of them.

Samuel also found an old radio in Trevor's parents'room. It looked as though it had been used for many years. He turned it on and tried many frequencies, but all he received was a hiss of static with no signal.

Because he had used up too much strength earlier, and because breakfast that morning had not been enough, Samuel felt extremely hungry. He decided to cook something first.

Just as he was about to prepare the food, a woman's cry for help came from outside the house.

"Help!"

The woman's voice was urgent and desperate.

"Is anyone there? Please open the door! Save me!"

Samuel rushed to the window and looked out.

Outside the iron gate stood a girl in a light blue dress. Her shoulder-length hair hung loose, and she was soaked from head to toe. She was pounding hard on the gate. Behind her, a group of hideous zombies was chasing her.

At that moment, the girl looked up toward the window and met Samuel's eyes.

The despair and helplessness on her face burned itself into his mind.

Samuel realized with shock that the girl was his high school classmate, Xavier Warren.

Xavier recognized him as well. She was about to call out to him, but then she saw Samuel turn away from the window and disappear back into the house.

The moment she saw him, the hopelessness in her heart had been replaced by a desperate will to survive. She knew Samuel would not simply watch her die.

But she had not expected him to retreat into the house the very next second and vanish from sight.

The snarls behind her drew closer and closer. Xavier could already smell the bloody stench coming from the zombies.

Just as despair was about to crush her, a voice rang out from inside the yard.

"Xavier, don't be afraid! I'm coming!"

It was Samuel.

His hurried footsteps approached. The next moment, the gate opened.

Before Xavier could react, Samuel grabbed her and pulled her into the yard, then quickly shut the gate again.

Less than five seconds after the gate closed, the zombies slammed hard against the iron bars, making a loud metallic crash.

Samuel stared at the closed gate warily. When he saw that the iron gate was sturdy and had not been damaged at all by the zombies'impact, he finally felt relieved.

The snarling outside continued without pause.

Xavier's face was deathly pale. Only now did the terror of what had just happened truly sink in. If Samuel had not opened the gate, or if he had been only a few seconds slower, she would already have become food for the zombies.

She looked up at him, her eyes full of gratitude. Just as she was about to thank him, Samuel raised his right hand and stopped her.

"This isn't a good place to talk. Let's go upstairs first." He glanced at her trembling legs and asked with concern, "Can you still walk? Do you need me to help you?"

Xavier looked down at her legs, which were still shaking uncontrollably. Then she looked back up at him and said, "I... I can walk by myself. Samuel, thank you."

Samuel waved it off and smiled.

"No need. It's what I should do. Let's go upstairs first."

After saying that, he turned and walked toward the house.

When he was almost at the door, he noticed that the footsteps behind him sounded strange, as if something was dragging across the floor. Confused, he turned around and saw Xavier bending forward, using both hands to lift her own legs as she moved toward the house one step at a time.

She was clearly too exhausted to walk, yet she had still forced herself to say she was fine.

Xavier was still the same as before. Still stubborn. Still unwilling to trouble anyone.

Samuel shook his head slightly, then quickly turned back and walked to her side. He crouched down with his back facing her.

"Stop forcing yourself. We're not strangers. Get on."

Xavier stared at his back. Her eyes suddenly grew damp.

She bit her lip, forcing back the tears circling in her eyes. After taking a deep breath, she leaned onto Samuel's back, wrapped her arms around his neck, and crossed her hands over his chest. Her face buried itself against his shoulder.

Before Samuel even stood up, he felt a few cool drops wet the fabric on his shoulder.

He turned his head slightly and saw Xavier crying quietly against his back.

Samuel held her legs and slowly stood. As he carried her inside, he comforted her in a low voice.

"Xavier, don't cry. At least we're still alive, right?"

Hearing his words, Xavier gradually stopped crying. She wiped her tears against his shoulder and whispered, "You're right. At least we're still alive."

Inside the house, Xavier came out of the bathroom after showering and changing into a set of sportswear.

Samuel, who was cooking, could not help but pause for a moment. Xavier gave him a faint smile. There was a clean, delicate freshness about her now, though Trevor's sportswear was still far too loose on her, hiding her slender figure.

"You're done? The fish is almost ready. Sit down first. We'll eat soon," Samuel said casually as he flipped the fish in the pan with a spatula.

Although the house had lost power, the gas was still working, so cooking was not a major problem. Samuel only had to take the inner pot out of the rice cooker and place it directly on the stove. The rice was not fully cooked yet, and neither of them knew what to say. For a while, the room fell into an awkward silence.

Only when the rice was ready did the silence finally break.

"I'll serve the rice," Xavier said.

She opened the steaming pot, and a cloud of fragrant vapor immediately rose. With practiced movements, she picked up the bowls placed nearby and quickly filled them with rice before bringing them to the table. Then she quietly watched Samuel's busy figure from behind.

When Samuel finished frying the fish and brought it to the table, Xavier finally looked away.

Samuel smiled and said, "Everything's ready. Please enjoy."

"You should eat more."

Xavier picked up a large piece of fish with her chopsticks and placed it in Samuel's bowl. Then she picked up a much smaller piece for herself. She looked at him as if she wanted to say something but hesitated.

"Come on. We're on the same side here. No need to be polite," Samuel said, looking at her. "Whatever you want to say, we can talk after we eat."

In truth, Samuel could tell Xavier had something weighing on her mind.

He had known her for so many years, and he had never seen her cry before. Even during exhausting school days or when she had been bullied while working part-time, she had never cried. She had always been a strong girl.

Xavier's family was not especially well-off. Apart from the tuition and living expenses her family had paid when she first came to Japan for language school, the rest of her expenses had been covered through scholarships and part-time work.

For an international student in Japan, very few people could manage that. Most could not balance schoolwork and earning money at the same time. From that alone, it was easy to imagine how much effort she had put in.

After the two of them finished eating, the sky outside grew even darker. The wind mixed with the snarls of the zombies outside the yard, echoing around them. The sound made Samuel feel faintly restless.

He turned to look at Xavier. Before he could speak, she asked first, "Samuel, weren't you supposed to have gone back to Shinhai already? Why are you still here?"

Samuel sighed.

"I wanted to go home too. But... it's a long story. I'll tell you later."

Thinking of his desperate escape earlier, his voice carried a trace of exhaustion. He looked at Xavier and asked, "What about you? How did you end up here?"

Xavier's gaze dimmed. Her expression became painful. She lowered her head and said softly, "Connor Chase came here for a trip. Felix Chase asked me to go with him to the airport to pick her up. Halfway there, his car was almost out of gas, so he said we had to stop at a gas station. But as soon as we got there, those people all turned into monsters that eat humans..."

Of course Samuel knew Felix. He had also been their high school classmate. But the two of them had never liked each other, so they had rarely interacted.

Felix had come to study in Japan because he wanted to pursue Xavier. With his family background, he could easily have gone to a developed country in Europe or America instead.

When Samuel had returned to school for the graduation ceremony, he had seen Xavier then. At the time, she had still been alone. He had not expected that in less than a month, she would become so close to Felix.

As Xavier continued speaking, Samuel learned what had happened.

After the outbreak began, Felix first turned the car around and drove the wrong way along the emergency lane to escape. But when they reached the fork in the road, Felix decided the densely populated city would be even more dangerous, so he drove Xavier toward a more remote area.

Then the car ran out of gas halfway.

Unfortunately, they ran into a group of zombies.

And Felix, in order to escape alone, heartlessly abandoned her.

If not for her will to survive, and if not for the dense woods that slowed the pursuing zombies, she never would have been able to cover the remaining three kilometers.

This had not been a casual walk.

There had been a horde of terrifying zombies chasing her from behind. If she had dared to stop and rest, they would have caught her almost immediately. So she could only grit her teeth and force her increasingly heavy legs to keep running.

Fortunately, just when she had fallen into despair, Samuel saved her.

Otherwise, the consequences would have been unimaginable.

After Xavier finished speaking, she was about to ask Samuel what had happened to him.

But Samuel's face suddenly turned deathly pale.

An unbearable heat surged through his body. Large beads of sweat rolled down his forehead.

He saw Xavier's expression turn panicked. She seemed to be saying something anxiously, but he could no longer hear anything.

The next moment, darkness swallowed his vision.

Samuel lost consciousness.
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"Samuel, what's wrong?"

The moment Xavier saw Samuel collapse to the floor, she instinctively backed away from him and fled to the doorway. With panic written all over her face, she watched him from a distance.

Only after ten minutes passed did she realize that Samuel had not vomited any black mucus. His breathing was steady too, as though he had merely fallen asleep.

Seeing this, Xavier remembered how Samuel had selflessly saved her only a short while ago. Then she thought of how she had reacted after he fainted. Her face immediately flushed with shame.

She grabbed a plastic clothes hanger nearby and approached Samuel with extreme caution. First, she poked him lightly with the hanger. When he gave no response, she finally placed her hand on his forehead.

He had a high fever.

His body was also trembling violently.

It seemed Samuel had fallen ill. Xavier immediately pulled a quilt out of the closet and covered him with it. Remembering that most homes kept a small first-aid kit, she quickly turned and left the room to search for medicine.

At that moment, Samuel found himself standing in the middle of an unimaginably cold glacier.

Everything before his eyes was white.

From deep within the frozen mountains, countless mournful cries echoed.

"Endless sorrow through all ages... no end... endless struggle through all ages... all in vain..."

As the grief-stricken voices rang out, the towering glacier began to collapse.

When the ice split apart, Samuel saw countless withered bones buried within the mountain range. Dark red blood began seeping from those bones, flowing through the cracks in the ice.

The instant Samuel saw the bloodstained remains, a pain that pierced deep into his soul overwhelmed him. It was as if he himself were one of those countless buried bones.

Then a blood-soaked skeleton fell along with the collapsing glacier, crashing toward him beneath a sky full of shattered ice.

"Ah!"

The next moment, Samuel woke from the nightmare with a start.

Several cool drops of liquid splashed onto his face.

He opened his eyes and saw Xavier sitting on the tatami mat beside him, holding the cap of a mineral water bottle in her hand. It looked as though she had been about to feed him water, though only a thin layer remained in the cap now.

"Samuel, you're finally awake!" Xavier set the cap down and looked at him with concern. "Do you feel uncomfortable anywhere?"

Samuel shook his splitting head. Remembering the nightmare he had just had, he said vaguely, "My head hurts a little. What time is it?"

Xavier reached out again and touched his forehead. His temperature had gone down. The burning heat from before was gone. It seemed the fever medicine had worked.

"It's nine ten in the morning," she said softly. "You were unconscious for three days and three nights. Samuel, I was so scared you would never wake up."

Her eyes reddened as she spoke.

"I was unconscious that long?" Samuel lowered his head and muttered quietly.

He wondered whether his coma had been caused by the black rain, and then he thought of that strange dream again. His mind sank into thought.

Seeing that Samuel was thinking, Xavier did not dare interrupt him. She simply waited quietly. Three minutes later, Samuel raised his head and saw that she still looked worried.

He quickly comforted her. "I'm fine. I'm all right now. You must have had a hard time these past few days."

Xavier said nothing. When she noticed him licking his lips, she knew he wanted water and quickly handed him a bottle of mineral water.

Samuel took it and drank more than half the bottle in one breath. Only then did he ask, "Xavier, did anything happen while I was unconscious? Is there any signal on the phone or radio? Any official news?"

Xavier looked disappointed.

"Your phone and the radio still had no signal during the past few days. I didn't see the police or anyone else come to rescue people either. Samuel... have we been abandoned?"

Looking at the hopelessness on Xavier's face, Samuel felt heavy disappointment settle in his chest as well.

Three days had passed, yet there had been no sign of any organized rescue operation. It seemed that if they wanted to survive in this world, they could only rely on themselves.

After comforting Xavier, Samuel noticed how exhausted she looked. When he asked, he learned that during the three days he had been unconscious, she had barely slept at all in order to take care of him.

Samuel was deeply moved, but he did not thank her again. Instead, he buried that gratitude in his heart.

After Xavier went to rest, Samuel finally began examining the changes in his body.

In fact, the moment he woke up, he had already noticed something strange. He could feel a current of heat gathered in his right arm. Realizing that his body might have changed, Samuel did not say anything aloud. It was not that he did not trust Xavier. He was afraid of frightening her.

He walked to the sofa and sat down. Using his left hand, he touched his right arm and found a slightly raised patch near his elbow.

He quickly rolled up the sleeve of his combat uniform.

A blue tattoo came into view.

It had the shape of an irregular tetrahedron, like some kind of crystal. A faint layer of flowing light shimmered across its surface, moving along the blood vessels near his elbow toward the back of his hand.

Samuel had never had a tattoo before.

Clearly, this mark had appeared after he fell unconscious.

Just as he leaned closer to study it, the blue irregular tetrahedron suddenly vanished. His arm returned to normal. Both the tattoo and the blue light disappeared without a trace.

Samuel braced both hands on the sofa, preparing to stand.

But his fingers pierced straight through the soft leather of the sofa and sank into the cotton stuffing underneath.

He pulled his hand back and held it before his eyes.

A thin layer of pale blue scales covered his fingertips.

Samuel stood and brushed his hand across the glass coffee table.

An ear-piercing scraping sound immediately rang out, making his skin crawl. When he looked closely, he saw five deep scratches across the glass surface.

The pale blue scales beneath his fingernails were sharper than blades.

Samuel soon discovered that when he clenched his fist, the pale blue scales on his fingers automatically retracted, and his hand returned to normal. But when he slightly bent his fingers, the scales sprang out from beneath his nails.

After discovering the abnormal changes in his body, Samuel grew worried.

He was afraid he might turn into a monster like those things outside.

But after carefully checking himself, he found no other abnormalities besides the strange scales and the tattoo that had already vanished. That finally eased some of the panic in his heart.

At that moment, several snarls came from outside the window, interrupting his study of his own body.

Samuel looked outside and saw the zombies beyond the iron gate beginning to move toward the neighboring Fuller house. Their mouths let out low, restless growls.

The sight immediately made Samuel think that someone was inside the neighboring house, or that someone had just fled in there. Otherwise, the zombies would not have gathered around it.

Looking carefully, Samuel noticed something wrong with the room near the window next door.

Before he lost consciousness, the curtain in that room had been half drawn.

Now it was completely closed.

The zombies gathered outside the neighboring iron gate seemed agitated. They kept slamming against the gate, producing heavy thuds that even woke Xavier from her sleep.

Still drowsy, Xavier walked in from outside the room and asked, "Samuel, did something happen?"

Samuel pointed toward the neighboring house and said in a low voice, "There's someone in the house next door. The zombies have all been drawn over there."

Hearing this, Xavier quickly went to the window and looked outside. Aside from the zombies pounding on the iron gate, she could not see a single person.

"Did someone just run in there? I haven't seen anyone in that house these past three days..."

"It's fine. Go rest first. I'll call you if something happens," Samuel interrupted before she could finish.

After Xavier left, Samuel focused all his attention on the neighboring house.

Inside the room next door, behind the curtains that had been pulled tightly shut, corpses were scattered across the floor.

And beside the right edge of the curtain stood a fat monster.

Its neck split into two branches.

Two heads grew from its body.

Through the narrow gap in the curtain, it was staring at Samuel.
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By the time Xavier woke up at five thirty in the afternoon, Samuel had still made no new discoveries.

During that time, he had also studied the strange changes in his body. He discovered that he had gained the ability to manipulate metal. The sharp scales at his fingertips were actually formed from a kind of metallic substance.

After several hours of practice, Samuel could already use this new ability with ease. He even used it to modify Trevor's German-made machete, coating the blade with those pale blue scales to further increase its sharpness.

The modified machete became terrifyingly sharp. With only half his strength, Samuel was able to cut through a kitchen knife.

When he saw that it was almost time to eat, he began preparing dinner. After the two of them finished eating, they had no choice but to sit cross-legged on the floor, since the sofa in the living room had already been sliced open by Samuel.

"Samuel, has the person next door come out?" Xavier asked.

"No."

Xavier looked at him, then stood and walked to the window. She leaned against the windowsill and looked toward the neighboring house. In a low voice, she said, "Samuel, we can't just stay here forever. I really want to go home."

Samuel stood, patted her shoulder, and comforted her. "You know how chaotic it is outside. Until we have somewhere better to go, we can only stay here for now."

"But what are we going to do once our food and water run out?" Xavier turned to him and said seriously. "Instead of waiting until then, we should take the chance now while we still have enough supplies and the gate isn't blocked. We should rush out."

"And then?" Samuel looked at her. "Where do we go?"

"We can go into the city and find the police. Maybe the police have already started organizing rescue operations," Xavier said quickly.

Samuel had already considered the idea Xavier suggested. After all, she was not the only one who wanted to go home.

On the contrary, he wanted to go home more than anyone.

Although there were no zombies blocking the gate right now, the Harley's fuel tank was almost empty. Forget reaching the city—it might not even make it down the road that stretched for more than ten kilometers.

There was no gas station along this road either. When Samuel came here, he had not seen a single usable vehicle, which meant the rest of the journey would have to be made on foot until they found another vehicle.

The risks were far too great. He had no choice but to think carefully.

Seeing that Samuel did not answer, Xavier was about to continue when the radio on the floor suddenly emitted a vague, broken broadcast. It sounded as though someone was speaking.

Samuel immediately picked up the radio and held it close, turning the dial. A moment later, a deep male voice came through, mixed with heavy static.

"This is the Ministry of Defense headquarters... disaster... please remain at home and do not go outside... rescue operations are underway..."

The interference was too strong. Samuel and Xavier could only hear fragments of the broadcast. Just as the announcement seemed about to repeat, the signal suddenly cut off again, leaving only the hiss of static.

As soon as Xavier finished listening, she looked at Samuel.

Before she could speak, Samuel pulled out his phone and checked it. A moment later, disappointment spread across his face.

His phone still had no signal.

Samuel frowned and looked at Xavier, his tone slightly irritable. "It looks like the Defense Forces have begun taking action. We should wait patiently for rescue."

Xavier nodded.

Samuel tried adjusting the radio again. Whether he switched to longwave or shortwave, he still could not pick up anything. Frustrated, he turned the radio off and said, "The batteries are low. We need to save them."

Most modern phones had radio functions, but most of them relied on internet radio rather than traditional FM frequency signals. Now that the phones had no service, they naturally could not receive any broadcasts.

Since they had already heard an official broadcast, Xavier said nothing more. She simply lowered her head and sat quietly on the floor, lost in thought.

Samuel stood and walked back to the window, continuing to observe the zombies and the house next door.

Xavier came over to check a few times as well. Samuel asked her to watch for a while so he could organize the supplies in Trevor's house. He packed the canned beef, compressed biscuits, and medicine into a backpack. As for weapons, he selected an M9 combat knife and the modified machete, then returned to Xavier's side.

With nothing else to do, Xavier eventually went to the bedroom to sleep under Samuel's urging.

By eleven thirty that night, aside from the zombies still pounding against the neighboring iron gate, they still had not seen a single person.

At that point, Xavier woke up. Without needing Samuel to say anything, she consciously took over his watch and focused on the movement next door.

Samuel returned to the bedroom and was just about to lie down when the house began shaking violently.

Having studied in Japan for many years, Samuel immediately knew it was an earthquake. Fortunately, the magnitude did not seem too high. At most, it was around five or six.

Even so, Samuel rushed out of the room at once and ran to the living room to find Xavier.

She was crouched in a corner, clutching her head with both hands, trembling and screaming in fear.

The earthquake came quickly and ended just as quickly. In less than ten seconds, the shaking stopped.

Just as Samuel was about to comfort Xavier, a series of snarls suddenly came from outside the window.

Hearing those snarls, Samuel knew something must have changed outside. He no longer had time to comfort her. He rushed straight to the window and looked out.

The neighboring iron gate had been knocked down.

A huge, fat monster with two necks and two heads charged out of the yard. It swung a pair of extremely sharp claws, tearing into the surrounding zombies.

The zombies attacked the two-headed monster in a frenzy, but they were far weaker than it. Still, they had the advantage of numbers, and they left many wounds on the monster's body. There was even a large hole torn open on the right side of its abdomen.

When the two-headed monster turned around, Samuel saw that one of its heads belonged to Trevor's father, Colin Yardley.

The other head belonged to Mrs. Fiona Fuller from next door.

Colin and Fiona had turned into such a terrifying monster.

Samuel was deeply shocked.

Had Trevor's entire family already become monsters?

He could not understand why Colin had been in Fiona's house. As far as he knew, the two families had not been on good terms. Trevor's mother had always disliked the Fuller family.

The two-headed monster was ferocious. Every attack tore a zombie apart. Before long, the group of zombies began to collapse under its assault. Yet they did not retreat. They continued snarling and fighting.

But the difference in strength had already sealed their defeat.

When the monster tore apart the last zombie, it grabbed the male zombie's head, which still had part of the spine attached, and let out a sound that was half crying and half laughing.

Samuel saw a kindly smile spread across Colin's wrinkled face, while Fiona's head wept softly.

Then a crack opened across the monster's bloated belly.

The next moment, Trevor's head emerged from within. From his mouth extended a long, thin, black spike, sharp as a needle. It stabbed fiercely into the severed zombie head.

Trevor had become a monster too.

Worse, he had fused together with them.

The terrifying scene filled Samuel with a deep chill.

It was not simply fear at seeing Trevor turned into a monster.

It was because the thing was now walking toward the house where Samuel and Xavier were hiding.

If the two-headed monster could smash through the Fuller family's iron gate, then the gate here would never withstand its attack.

At that moment, Xavier also came over. The horrific scene outside the yard fell into her eyes as well.

Before she could recover from the shock, Samuel stopped caring about the backpack full of food on the floor. He grabbed the machete from the coffee table with his right hand, seized Xavier's hand with his left, and rushed downstairs.

"I'll get the bike. You open the gate. Be fast. We have to escape before that monster gets here!"

As he ran, Samuel stuffed the front door key into Xavier's hand and gave his instructions quickly.

Xavier was terrified, but the situation was urgent. There was no other choice.

The Fuller house and the Yardley house were not too close to each other. Judging from the two-headed monster's slow pace, they still had a good chance of escaping.

But in such a critical moment, fear magnified everything.

Xavier's trembling hands turned the simple act of taking out the key and opening the gate into something painfully slow.

The Harley also refused to start.

By the time Samuel finally got the engine running and rode it to the gate, Xavier had only just managed to open the iron gate.

At that exact moment, the two-headed monster's crying and laughing voice came from outside.

The next instant, its bloated body completely blocked the entrance.

They were still one step too late.

Samuel quickly got off the Harley and pulled Xavier behind him.

"Go back! Get upstairs first!"

Xavier looked deeply at him, then immediately turned and ran back toward the house.

Samuel tightened his grip on the machete and stared unblinkingly at the two-headed monster.

The monster's abdomen, which had been closed, tore open again. Trevor's head emerged from inside. His mouth was full of black mucus, and his eyes stared greedily at Samuel.

"So hungry... give it to... me..."

After speaking, Trevor's head withdrew into the belly again, and the abdomen closed.

The next moment, the two-headed monster smashed through the half-open iron gate. Broken metal shards shot toward Samuel. He quickly twisted sideways to avoid them.

The monster lunged in and immediately clawed at him.

Looking at the Yardley family, now transformed into this monster, Samuel felt a heavy ache in his chest.

But he could not retreat.

In his heart, he silently said, Sorry.

Then he swung the machete with all his strength.

The blade cut through the monster's right claw as easily as slicing tofu. Thick, dark black mucus spilled across the ground, filling the air with an unbearable stench.

Samuel had not expected the machete he had modified to be so sharp. With one strike, he had heavily wounded the two-headed monster.

He wanted to follow up and cut it down, but the monster let out a furious roar. Its speed suddenly increased.

Samuel dodged one attack after another. He could not block it head-on, so he had no choice but to retreat.

Xavier had not listened to him and fled into the house.

Instead, she looked toward the tall ginkgo tree outside the yard, as if she had suddenly remembered something. Then she ran quickly to the backyard, dragged a wooden ladder out of the storage shed, and leaned it against the high wall.

"Samuel! Come to the backyard! There's a ladder here!"

Samuel retreated toward the backyard while holding the machete up and keeping his eyes locked on the injured two-headed monster.

Within just a few seconds, the monster's severed wrist stopped oozing thick black mucus. Dense black granulation tissue appeared around the wound, wrapping around it layer by layer.

Trevor's head emerged from the monster's abdomen once more.

With a piercing roar, a mass of extremely thick black liquid shot out of his mouth, spraying toward Samuel with a foul stench.

Turning and running would no longer get him out of range in time.

Samuel immediately rolled sideways, dodging to the monster's right.

The black mucus splashed onto the ground and instantly began corroding the floor, sending up black smoke.

Clearly, the liquid was highly corrosive. If it could eat such deep pits into cement, then once it landed on Samuel, the injury would be fatal.

Samuel's sudden dodge to the monster's right side was completely unexpected.

Before the two-headed monster could react, Samuel swung the machete viciously at Trevor's head.

When the blue-glowing blade struck Trevor's head, his agonized scream rang out at once. The next instant, a large amount of black mucus sprayed out, forcing Samuel to withdraw the machete.

Just as Samuel was about to circle around the monster's bloated body, the monster suddenly slammed into him.

Its enormous weight crashed into Samuel and sent him flying to the other side of the house. He hit the ground hard.

Some of the splattered black mucus had also left a black mark on his clothes, which was now smoking.

Samuel had no time to care about the pain throughout his body. He immediately tore off his jacket and threw it over the monster's heads.

While the monster's vision was blocked, he scrambled to his feet and retreated quickly toward the backyard.
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By then, Xavier had already climbed onto the top of the wall. One foot was carefully feeling for a thick branch of the ginkgo tree outside. Samuel did not dare make a sound, afraid he might startle her while she was climbing.

When Xavier heard footsteps behind her, she immediately turned her head. The moment she saw that it was Samuel, excitement filled her face.

"Samuel, hurry! Climb up!"

Suppressing the severe pain tearing through his body, Samuel climbed onto the wooden ladder and gritted out, "Be careful... go down first."

Xavier quickly followed the ginkgo branches downward. Only when she reached the straight trunk did she turn back to look into the yard.

That one glance made her face turn deathly pale.

The two-headed monster had already reached the bottom of the ladder. Trevor's head was aimed at Samuel's back, ready to spray black mucus.

The moment Samuel heard the snarl behind him, he knew something was wrong. Xavier's horrified expression confirmed it. He had only just reached the top of the wall, more than four meters above the ground, but he no longer had time to think.

He threw himself over the wall.

The next instant, black mucus sprayed across the top of the wall, corroding the cement and leaving countless pits of different sizes.

Samuel hit the ground hard with a heavy thud. The machete in his hand flew several meters away.

His vision went black. Burning pain tore through his back and internal organs. Blood mixed with saliva rose into his mouth. Fighting through the agony, he tried to push himself up with both hands, but his legs went weak, and he collapsed helplessly back to the ground.

Inside the yard, the two-headed monster roared furiously. It was slamming itself madly against the tall, solid wall, leaving countless thin cracks spreading across the surface.

Xavier jumped down from the ginkgo tree and rushed over to pull Samuel up, but his weight dragged her down with him, and they both fell to the ground.

She looked back at the cracked wall and said anxiously, "Samuel, get up! The wall won't hold that monster much longer!"

Samuel glanced at her anxious face and took a deep breath. Then he forced his hands against the ground and slowly stood.

Xavier got up as well. She hurried forward, picked up the machete from the ground, then turned and brought it back to him.

As the two-headed monster roared, the force of its impacts grew stronger and stronger. More cracks spread across the wall. It could collapse at any moment. If that happened, the injured Samuel might never escape.

"Can you still walk? Do you need me to carry you?" Xavier asked urgently, holding his hand.

Samuel took another deep breath. His face had turned bluish from the pain. He said nothing, only took the machete from her hand and slid it into the sheath at his waist. Then he lifted his leg and began walking forward with difficulty.

They had escaped a little more than five hundred meters when the cracked wall finally shattered.

The next second, the two-headed monster's bloated body burst through the opening. It stared at Samuel and Xavier's retreating figures and let out an earth-shaking roar before chasing after them.

Samuel and Xavier had fled less than three kilometers when Samuel's vision went black again. He fell heavily to the ground and lost consciousness.

Two hours later, night had fallen.

On the desolate road, there was only the silhouette of a thin woman carrying a tall man on her back.

The man's heavy body bent her so low she could barely straighten up. Sweat poured from her forehead and dripped onto the ground. Her breathing was rough and ragged, like an old bellows being torn apart with every breath.

Behind them, a shrill roar sounded from time to time.

It was as though some terrifying monster was still hunting them.

The woman's legs were numb, and every step was heavy, but her eyes remained firm.

No matter what happened, she could not abandon the badly wounded man on her back.

Their desperate escape continued like that until Samuel finally woke up.

When Samuel opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was the road swaying beneath him. Then he saw Xavier's sweat-covered profile and the unshakable determination in her eyes.

He could hardly believe he was still alive.

And Xavier had not abandoned him.

"Xavier..." Samuel called hoarsely.

Xavier seemed not to hear him. She continued
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