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​Chapter 1: The Quarantine
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David Prescott woke to the sound of sirens. Not one. Not two. A chorus of them, rising from the street below like a single mechanical howl. He sat up in bed, still half-asleep, and looked out the window of his ninth-floor apartment.

Four ambulances were parked in a staggered line on Hawthorne Avenue. Hazmat-suited figures in white booties wheeled gurneys toward the entrance of the building. No one was running. No one was shouting. They moved with the practiced calm of people who had done this before.

His phone buzzed. Then again. Then a third time in rapid succession. He grabbed it from the nightstand.

Emergency Alert — Quarantine Zone Declared — Hawthorne Residences and surrounding four blocks — Do not leave your residence — Further instructions pending.

He stared at the screen. Then he opened his laptop and checked the news. Nothing official yet. Just a local blog that said "unidentified syndrome" and "rapid transmission" and "CDC notified." He refreshed the page. It had been taken down.

He walked to the window. The street was already being barricaded. Military vehicles. Uniformed men with rifles slung across their chests. They weren't pointing them at anyone. They were just standing there, watching. Like they were waiting for something.

He lived on Level 9. Hawthorne Residences was twelve stories tall, a concrete-and-glass tower in Brooklyn that had been built in the late 1980s and never quite renovated. The elevator was slow. The hallways were narrow. The walls were thin enough to hear your neighbor's television, their arguments, their coughs.

And right now, from the apartment next door—8B? No, 9B—he heard coughing. Wet. Deep. A cough that came from somewhere in the lungs.

He hadn't met the neighbor in 9B. He'd been living in Hawthorne for fourteen months and he'd never once seen them. He didn't know their face. He didn't know their name. He only knew their cough.

He sat down at his kitchen table and stared at the front door. The building management had sent an email. Please remain in your apartments. Food will be delivered. Do not leave your unit. He read it twice. It didn't explain anything.

He looked out the window again. The ambulances had stopped leaving. Three gurneys sat on the sidewalk, empty. The men in hazmat suits stood in a circle, talking. He couldn't hear them from nine floors up. But he could see their body language. It was tense. The kind of tension that came from not knowing what to do next.

His phone buzzed one more time. A text from his office manager: Don't come in. No one is coming in. Stay home. I'll call you if I hear anything.

He didn't reply. He just set the phone down and stared at the front door.

He didn't know who lived in 9B.

He didn't know who lived in 9A, or 9C, or any of the other apartments on his floor.

He'd been living in this building for over a year and he had never had a single conversation with a single neighbor. He'd nodded at a woman in the elevator once. He'd held the door for a man carrying groceries. That was it.

He had no idea what they looked like. He had no idea what they did for a living. He didn't know their names.

And now he was trapped in a building with all of them.

The coughing from 9B stopped.

There was a moment of silence. Then he heard footsteps in the hallway. Slow. Deliberate. They passed his door and continued toward the elevator.

He stood up and walked to the peephole. He pressed his eye against the cold glass.

The hallway was empty. But the elevator doors were open. A pile of plastic bags sat on the floor inside the elevator—food deliveries, presumably. No one was there to pick them up.

He watched the elevator doors close. They slid shut with a soft hydraulic hiss, and the hallway went still.

He leaned his forehead against the door and listened.

Nothing. Not a sound. Not the cough. Not a television. Not a footstep.

It felt like the entire building was holding its breath.

The chapter ended with him staring at the peephole, waiting for something to move, and realizing that he had no idea what was happening on the floors below him. None at all.
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Day two of the quarantine. David had slept four hours, eaten a granola bar, and watched the sun rise over Brooklyn from his living room window. Nothing had changed outside. The barricades were still there. The military trucks were still there. But the ambulances had stopped arriving.

He decided to go downstairs. Not to leave the building—that was impossible. He just wanted to check the lobby. See if anyone was there. See if there were any notices on the bulletin board.

He walked to the elevator and pressed the button. The elevator was already on his floor—odd. The doors opened immediately.

Taped to the inside of the elevator doors was a white sheet of paper. Standard management font. Corporate. Clean.

It read:

NOTICE — FLOOR STATUS UPDATE

Levels 6 and below: DECOMMISSIONED.

No explanation. No evacuation notice. No "residents have been relocated." Just a single word. Decommissioned.

He pulled the paper off the doors and read it again. The word didn't make sense. You decommission a ship. You decommission a factory. You don't decommission a floor of an apartment building.

He pressed the button for the lobby. The elevator descended. It stopped at Level 6. The doors didn't open. But he felt it stop. He heard the mechanism engage. And then he heard something else. A hum. Low, deep, coming from the other side of the doors.

He pressed his ear against the metal. The hum was constant. It wasn't mechanical. It was more like—

He didn't know what it was like. He'd never heard anything like it.

The elevator continued to descend. It passed Level 5, Level 4, Level 3. Each time, he felt the stop. Heard the hum. The doors never opened. The building was still there. But it had become something else. Something sealed.

He reached the lobby. The doors opened. The lobby was empty. The security desk was unmanned. A half-drunk cup of coffee sat on the counter, cold. The television on the wall was turned off.

He walked to the building directory—a brass plaque bolted to the wall near the entrance. He scanned the list of floors. Level 1: Lobby. Level 2: Management Offices. Level 3: Resident Units. Level 4: Resident Units. Level 5: Resident Units.

He stopped.

There was no Level 6. No Level 7. No Level 8.

The plaque listed: Level 9, Level 10, Level 11, Level 12.

He ran his finger down the brass. The letters were etched into the metal. There was no sign of erasure. No scratches. No replacement plate. It was as if Levels 6, 7, and 8 had never existed.

He felt a cold wash of something run down his spine. Not fear. Something more precise. Confusion. The kind of confusion that comes when reality doesn't match the rules you've been using your whole life.

He walked to the security desk and looked at the computer monitor. The screen was locked. But the background image was a floor plan of the building. He could see the entire structure. Twelve floors. But when he squinted, he noticed something. The floors below Level 6 were greyed out. Not crossed out. Not marked with a red X. Just... grey. The same grey as the background.

He tried to log in. Failed. Tried again. Failed.

He walked back to the elevator and pressed the button for Level 9. The doors closed. The elevator started moving. But he watched the display. Level 8. Level 7. Level 6.

The display showed them all. The elevator was passing through floors that supposedly no longer existed.

He stepped out onto Level 9. His floor. The hallway was exactly as he'd left it. The same beige carpet. The same flickering fluorescent lights. The same closed doors. He walked to 9B and pressed his ear to the door. Silence. No coughing. No television. No footsteps.

He knocked.

Nothing.

He knocked again, harder.

The door swung open. Just a crack. It wasn't locked. He pushed it open slowly with his foot.

The apartment was empty. No furniture. No clothes. No kitchen appliances. No sign that anyone had ever lived there. The carpets were clean. The walls were bare. It looked like a model unit. A showroom.

He backed out and closed the door.

He walked to 9C. Knocked. No answer. He tried the door. Locked.

He stood in the hallway, staring at the closed doors on both sides. He lived here. He was surrounded by people. But he had no idea which of them were still here.

The chapter ended with him returning to his apartment and locking the door behind him. He sat in the dark for an hour, not moving, not thinking. And then he heard it. The hum again. Coming from the walls. From every direction at once.

The building was doing something. And he didn't know what it was.
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