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Chapter 1:
The Nightmare Begins

 

THE FLUORESCENT LIGHTS in the hallway flickered, then snapped sharply. Lin Jue jolted back to awareness, feeling as if something unknown had been tapping his mind. 

Had he been heading back to his dorm just now…? Like someone who’d gotten blackout drunk, a dazed Lin Jue tried to recall what he’d been doing just minutes before but only came up with a vague outline. 

He remembered that, on his way to the lecture, a classmate had tipped him off that the teacher of the next class would take attendance right at the start. Lin Jue had rushed to the elective course, and after roll call, he’d secretly slipped out to go back to the dorm. 

Now, though, the dormitory building was eerily quiet. Not a trace of light seeped from the rooms lining the silent hallway. Could everyone on the fourth floor be out today? 

Lin Jue was about to walk onward when the phone in his pocket vibrated. A tingle crawled up from the base of his spine, stirring deep-seated fear within him, as if what lurked in his pocket wasn’t a phone but an unfeeling, venomous snake.

He shouldn’t have been so startled—it was merely a phone vibrating. But his mind conjured the scene before he’d left his room and closed the door: His roommate, Jiang Wei, had been hunched over playing a computer game. On the desk beside him was Lin Jue’s phone, charging, as well as the power bank he intended to send in for repair. 

Yes, Lin Jue had decided to return right after roll call, and he’d left his dead phone charging in the dorm. So, if he’d left his phone there, what was buzzing in his pants now?

A cold wind blasted in from the window at the end of the dormitory hallway, carrying an ominous chill that jerked Lin Jue out of his daze. He slapped his forehead hard to snap himself out of the shakiness the scrambled memory had produced. 

I must’ve misremembered, he thought as he dug out the phone. The familiar lock screen displayed the caller ID: Unknown number. Stubbornly, it continued vibrating, waiting for him to answer, forcing Lin Jue to press the button to pick up. 

A sweet voice came from the other end of the line. “Good evening.”

Lin Jue was stunned that it wasn’t a spam call. That voice was extremely distinctive, unforgettable once heard. He immediately recalled its owner, although he’d only met her once: a girl in a cute dress. When he’d gone to the cafeteria for lunch today, he’d seen her distributing colorful plastic eggs—each with a clue likely themed around the event she was inviting people to. The eggs had been arranged in two rows in a carton, numbering exactly twelve, and the girl had held one in her hand. Faced with her sweet, overly friendly smile, Lin Jue had been compelled to accept an egg.

“This is a ticket for our club’s Halloween event. You must come.” The girl’s uniquely saccharine, sticky voice had lingered in his ears like a slug crawling in the shadows. She’d contentedly plucked the sign-up sheet from his hand without telling him the event’s time or location, then walked toward another student, giggling.

The voice on the phone continued: “Those who received a ticket are invited to the Devil’s Hunting Ground. This game’s theme is ‘zombies.’ If I were you, I’d go to Clocktower Plaza now. There’s an item-distribution event happening there that I think you’d like. Enjoy the game.” 

The call ended. Dumbfounded, Lin Jue stood stock-still while the dial tone rang out, unable to process what had just happened. Silence surrounded him like a deathly pall, as if someone had pressed the world’s mute button. He was the only soul standing in the long, dim hallway; he clutched his phone, at a loss over what to do. 

A bone-chilling gloominess slowly crept up from his feet. His pulse quickened. Although Lin Jue hadn’t moved, his heart felt like it’d been jump-started, pounding in his chest and ears.

Something was wrong. Something was wrong about this place.

Whether due to the prank-like call or the eerie quiet surrounding him, everything now made Lin Jue intensely uneasy. In his head, his instincts screamed, urging him to flee. Although it came out of nowhere, this was the strongest fear that had ever struck him. 

Lin Jue moved stiffly toward his room. His rationality tried to soothe his panicked intuition—to convince him that all this was just an illusion brought on by the unsettling environment. In fact, once Lin Jue returned to his dorm and turned on the light, he might realize this was just a bad prank, and that he’d been as stupid as a terrified little girl. 

Crash!

Before he could finish consoling himself, what sounded like the shattering of a glass window suddenly rang out from downstairs. The dark silence made the startling noise particularly jarring. Startled from his somnambulant state, Lin Jue floundered for his keys, only to realize that he’d forgotten them inside his room. Fortunately, his roommate hadn’t gone to class. 

Bang, bang, bang.

His knocks, which sounded unusually hollow and loud in the hallway, pounded like drumbeats against his heart. 

“Jiang Wei, open the door! I forgot my keys,” he called. At times like this, a stream of grumbles and curses usually came from inside the room, followed by the sound of a chair being pushed back and footsteps approaching.

Bang. Bang. Bang. 

The sound of knocking came from inside the room. Actually, it sounded more like pounding, as if someone were throwing their full weight against the room’s metal door, rattling it. That suicidal kind of ramming against the door frightened Lin Jue; he jumped a step back. Heart thundering in his chest, he fixed his gaze at the door. 

“Hey… Jiang Wei, are you okay?” he asked, a quiver in his voice.

Silence. The bashing on the other side of the door had paused. A few seconds passed before a low, strange, bestial snarl seeped through the metal door, clawing into Lin Jue’s ears. 

Bang! Bang! Bang!

More pounding. The metal door groaned under the force of the reckless ramming. A flurry of dust shook loose and coated the ground.

Something was wrong—there was no question about that now!

As bizarre events happened one after another, Lin Jue was desperate to know what was going on, yet his gut told him that he wouldn’t want the answer. The ramming against the door continued. Lin Jue wondered whether his roommate had suddenly begun to have some sort of seizure. Regardless, he couldn’t open the door to help without his keys.

He drew in a deep breath, spun around, and sprinted down the stairs toward the dorm manager’s room on the ground floor. There were spare keys for every room in there! 

Moonlight streamed through the glass windows into the stairwell, and as Lin Jue ran, he glanced up at the faintly crimson crescent moon. Its strange and ominous appearance felt almost like…the setting of a nightmare.

Before Lin Jue could dwell on that thought, he reached the ground floor. 

The dormitory lobby was equally silent. Stepping off the last stair, Lin Jue stopped his mad dash, but his wildly beating heart didn’t slow down at all. There was an exit right ahead; through its wide-open glass doors, streetlights dimly illuminated the greenery about them, casting mottled shadows on the trees. A gust of cold wind blew, lifting dead leaves; they rustled and crunched against each other. 

Run outside. Leave this place. It’s dangerous here! Lin Jue’s sharp intuition warned him. He glanced at the exit again—but then thought of his roommate. Swallowing hard, Lin Jue turned toward the dorm manager’s room. 

A soft creak sounded, like that of a wooden door opening. Lin Jue’s whole body tensed as he stared hard toward the dorm manager’s room not far ahead. The dorm manager stood right there by the door. Although her face wasn’t clear in the dim light, her slightly pudgy figure confirmed that this was the auntie Lin Jue knew. 

“A-Auntie…I’m here for a spare key. I left mine in my room.” Lin Jue forced the words from his dry throat. 

The dorm manager began walking toward him, and he recoiled a step like a startled rabbit. How would he have described this strange feeling? The woman before him was clearly the same one he usually saw, but in these peculiar circumstances, everything about her seemed off. 

She was too stiff. Her walk was so rigid that she reminded Lin Jue of a frozen cadaver inside a freezer. Rattled, Lin Jue backed up several more steps, instinctively glancing again toward the dormitory’s open exit. 

Just then, a deafening door slam came from upstairs, followed by the sound of something crashing to the floor. Lin Jue looked blankly toward the stairwell, unsure what had just happened above.

“Are you trying to get yourself killed?!” a man’s voice shouted. “Run!”

Lin Jue, still dazed, stared blankly at the spot the voice had come from. A man’s shadow, pulled long by the moonlight, fell over each step of the stairs. Out of the corner of Lin Jue’s eyes, he saw the dorm manager—who had been moving stiffly closer—suddenly lunge at him.

She knocked Lin Jue to the ground, snapping him from his shock, and he pushed against her, trying to shove her away. But although the dorm manager had never appeared to be very strong, her power was now unbelievable. Gripping Lin Jue’s arms in a deadly hold, she tried to bite his throat, releasing the growl of a maniac. From her open mouth spewed a strange, putrid stench. 

Lin Jue’s eyes widened. The face just inches from his own was stiff and savage, its bloodshot eyes almost bulging out of their sockets. The dorm manager’s deformed mouth opened wide; again and again, her inhuman fangs snapped at Lin Jue’s neck. 

Survival instinct unleashed in Lin Jue an astonishing strength. To stop the dorm manager from lowering her head, he dug his fingers into her shoulders, his grip white-knuckling. Then he raised his knee to deliver a sharp kick. The dorm manager tumbled away. 

As Lin Jue scrambled up from the ground, his right hand bumped a nearby chair. His body moved faster than his mind. He didn’t even stop to think. He grabbed the chair and swung it hard at the woman.

The blow knocked her to the ground, and she rolled a couple times before staggering up to her feet. Her right leg was clearly broken; still, she closed in on Lin Jue step by step, dragging her unnaturally bent lower limb as though she didn’t feel it. 

A monster. She must be a monster! 

Terror washed over Lin Jue. As he looked toward the dormitory exit, hoping to escape, the man from earlier called out. “Stop!” 

Lin Jue jerked his face toward the man, who still stood on the stairs. The stranger held a plastic bucket in his hand. But what for? 

Before Lin Jue figured that out, the man rushed forward. He slammed the bucket over the dorm manager’s head and delivered a swift kick to the joint of her uninjured leg. She stumbled, dropping to her knees. With a hard stomp on her back, he pinned her to the ground. He executed all this seamlessly—in under three seconds.

The dorm manager thrashed, snarling like a beast. The man shot her a grave look, then crouched to check the pulse in her neck. After a moment, he withdrew his hand. 

Lin Jue stood frozen, rooted to the same place, staring at the man in shock. 

“No heartbeat,” the man said. “She’s already dead.” He looked up, revealing an exceptionally handsome, composed face, but his gaze toward Lin Jue was sharp. 

Dead? But she’s still moving. Lin Jue stared at the struggling figure on the ground, his mind too muddled to think clearly. 

The man watched Lin Jue’s confusion with cold indifference. Frowning slightly, he pulled a fruit knife from his pocket. Its gleaming metal blade reflected a bright, blinding glint in the dark lobby. Then came the sound of a sharp weapon piercing flesh. 

Wide-eyed with shock, Lin Jue watched the fruit knife in the man’s hand plunge into the back of the dorm manager’s neck. The blade lodged in her spine, and the man briefly attempted to sever it; failing, he pulled out the bloodied blade and stabbed the woman’s heart through her back. As if she were numb to pain, the dorm manager never stopped thrashing. 

The man frowned, examining the unkillable monster beneath his foot. Although his expression was troubled, it was obvious to Lin Jue that what caused this reaction wasn’t the act of killing but this stranger’s inability to do so. 

Then he did something that made Lin Jue want to run again: He tossed aside the bucket over the dorm manager’s head. From where the monster lay prone on the ground, pinned under his foot and unable to turn over, her mouth opened and closed, her long, exposed fangs scraping repeatedly over the floor with a grating sound. There she whined and snarled, struggling fiercely to break free, but the man had her firmly restrained. 

“Use the chair!” the man exclaimed to Lin Jue. “Smash her head!”

It was an order to commit murder, but terror overrode Lin Jue’s brain function, and he instinctively obeyed. He picked up the discarded chair, the cold of the metal seeping through his skin into his veins. Weapon in hand, Lin Jue approached, step by step, toward the monster.

Kill her, kill her, kill her!

“Ahh—!” With a roar, Lin Jue slammed the chair down hard. 

Bang! 

It hit the floor beside the dorm manager’s head. 

Lin Jue slumped to the ground, before scrambling backward on all fours, his gaze seeking the dorm exit once again. He wanted to escape, not kill! 

Suddenly coming to his senses, Lin Jue realized what he’d been doing. Since receiving that call, he’d felt as if he were in a nightmare. He’d been so terror-stricken that he’d even wanted to murder someone! He stared in horror at the man pinning the dorm manager underfoot, the stranger’s brow knit with a deep frown. He was watching Lin Jue in turn but with an icy, judgmental gaze—cold and indifferent, as if he were assessing some object. 

“Stand up.” His voice was more frigid than before.

Lin Jue swayed as he got to his feet, all his limbs trembling. Now that he could think again, he was even more frightened. He couldn’t so much as look at the snarling, thrashing monster on the ground. 

“She’s been stabbed once in both the neck and the heart. Both injuries should’ve been fatal, yet she’s still moving with shocking strength. She’s no longer human. Even if she were, we’re only acting in self-defense,” the man said. He retracted that unnerving, condescending gaze to look down at the still-struggling monster, then calmly determined, “Right now, you can either choose to leave me behind and run out those doors, or pick that chair up and smash her head in!” 

Lin Jue’s breath hitched. He realized that this stranger had saved him. If the man hadn’t warned him earlier, this monster might’ve mauled him to death. And if he ran away now… Immediately, Lin Jue dismissed that idea—he was no coward. That left him only one option. 

Picking the chair up, Lin Jue approached the monster once more. She had broken her own neck, twisting it 180 degrees as she attempted to attack the man who’d pinned her down. Her punctured neck and heart still gushed dark-red blood, and enough of it had pooled beneath her to be fatal. Yet she still wasn’t dead. She was a monster.

Lin Jue’s gaze cooled. He tightened his grip on the chair, lifted it, and swung it down. Again and again. It split her skin, fractured her skull, crushed her bones, caved her head in… 

He stared masochistically at the target by his feet. It was no longer recognizable as a human head; it was just a mass of flesh mixed with blood, brain matter, and fragments of bone, like meat freshly minced in a grinder.

A single eyeball, still whole and attached by capillaries and nerves to the temporal bone, seemed to cling to the pile of viscera, its pupil staring straight at Lin Jue. Lin Jue threw down the cracked chair, covered his mouth, and fell to his knees to one side, vomiting. 

The monster had stopped moving. The man who’d pinned her to the ground withdrew his foot and walked over to Lin Jue, looking down at him. 

“Ever heard of zombies?” the man asked.

Lin Jue, who had thrown up his dinner, wiped his mouth as he nodded haphazardly. 

“I’m not sure what happened, but it seems like almost everybody here turned into a zombie. I took down another one upstairs earlier.” The man paused, and his judgmental look returned. “If you don’t want to die, follow me—though I can’t guarantee you anything.” 

With that, he stepped over the dead body on the ground and walked toward the dorm exit without looking back.

Lin Jue hesitated for half a second before hurrying to follow him.

 

***

 

Zombies were living-dead beings that instinctively preyed on humans. They were a trope that had been used over and over in games and movies, making them very familiar. 

“I don’t want to admit it, but we are stuck in an awful situation,” the man mused. “This dorm, the campus, and maybe the entire city are full of zombies.” Having left the dormitory, they now stood under a streetlight, and the stranger was gazing intently at the bloody fruit knife in his hand. “We could probably consider what happened today to be supernatural. Oh—by the way, I’m Song Hanzhang. Fourth-year clinical medicine. You?” 

“Lin Jue. Second-year landscape architecture.” 

Song Hanzhang nodded. 

He had a feeling that Song Hanzhang wasn’t interested in his response, and that he’d only reacted out of politeness. The older student’s attention seemed focused on their surroundings. Just a moment earlier, the sound of the wind rustling a plastic bag by the bushes had put Song Hanzhang on his guard. He was very calm but also very vigilant.

Lin Jue was ambivalent toward the man before him. On one hand, their shared plight made him feel instinctively close to Song Hanzhang; on the other, Lin Jue was a little scared of him. He hadn’t forgotten Song Hanzhang’s cold tone when he gave that order to kill. 

Not far from the dormitory was the campus’s perimeter wall. This was the North Residence area. A University’s dormitories and academic zone were integrated within one enclosure, its residence areas divided into “North” and “South.” This dormitory happened to be at the very edge of the North Residence grounds. By climbing over a wall not even a story high, they could reach the road outside the campus. But…

“It doesn’t seem like we’ll be able to leave the campus for now,” Song Hanzhang said. Pushing his glasses up, he pointed at the nearby perimeter wall. “As I said, what’s happening tonight qualifies as supernatural.” 

Only then did Lin Jue notice that the wall—which had been less than a story tall—was now insurmountably high. The unbelievable change staggered him. If the zombies’ appearance could be caused by a virus, as it often was in movies, what about the growth of the wall before them? When he’d returned to his dorm from class only a handful of minutes earlier, that wall had been its usual height! 

“It looks like I’ll have to believe that phone call.” Song Hanzhang pulled out his phone and glanced at it. “No signal.” 

Lin Jue checked his own; no signal either. It was now 8:10 p.m. Only ten minutes had passed, but they’d felt as long as a century. 

“Was that phone call you’re talking about from a girl? Was she saying something about a game?” Lin Jue asked. 

“It seems we both received that call,” Song Hanzhang observed. “Well, this spot looks relatively safe for now. It’s an open area with good visibility. Let’s compare what’s happened to us so far and exchange information.” 

Toying with the fruit knife in his hand, he made several deep gouges in the camphor tree beside him, as if venting his pent-up unease—although Lin Jue didn’t sense much unease from him.

Lin Jue didn’t object to his suggestion. He briefly recounted how he’d skipped class and returned to the dorm, then ended up running into Song Hanzhang on the ground floor.

Song Hanzhang listened quietly until he finished, then said, “My experience was pretty much the same as yours. At first, I thought this was a prank, but I realized fast that something was wrong with my memory. Before the call, I was sitting at my computer working on a paper; the last line I wrote was at 7:55 p.m.—I know because I’d checked the clock in the lower-right corner of the screen. Then my phone rang at eight. I can’t recall what I was thinking or doing for those full five minutes in between. It was like I’d just been sitting in front of the computer, spacing out. But I know myself, and that’s impossible. That five-minute blank is a distinct memory gap, which is very unusual for me.” 

Lin Jue recalled how he’d been standing in the hallway, confused, when his phone rang. In retrospect, he also recognized a gap in his memory.

“My roommate was on our balcony, making a call. But after my call ended, he went crazy and slammed against the glass balcony door, trying to smash it so he could get in and attack me,” Song Hanzhang said.

Lin Jue remembered hearing glass shatter. 

“I managed to shake him off, snatched this knife, closed the door of our room, and came downstairs. I wasn’t sure whether anyone else had turned into a zombie, so I got a bucket from the hallway on my way down. I figured if worse came to worst, I could use it to cover a zombie’s head and keep myself from being bitten.” Song Hanzhang’s tone was still calm—maybe, because he was a medical student, he wasn’t particularly scared of creatures like zombies. Still, the slight tremor in his voice toward the end betrayed his confusion over all the dramatic changes. “Then I met you in the lobby. We were quite lucky, all told. At this time of day, most people are either in class or in their dorm rooms, so there isn’t much foot traffic. At another time, we might’ve been trapped.” 

As Song Hanzhang analyzed the past events, Lin Jue gradually calmed down. He carefully recalled everything that had happened that day, growing more perplexed by the minute. Why were he and Song Hanzhang the only two people who’d gotten the phone call, while everyone else had seemingly turned into zombies? Why had the campus wall suddenly grown higher, as if to trap them here? Who had the caller been, and what was her purpose? 

The leaves at their feet rustled, the autumn-evening wind brushing through them and carrying a hint of chill.

“Today’s Halloween, isn’t it?” Song Hanzhang murmured thoughtfully, scanning the area around them. 

Lin Jue forced a smile to his stiff face. “Don’t tell me this is some Halloween prank. I’ve never witnessed a worse prank than this.” 

A prank… A phone call… The girl’s voice on the phone… The colorful egg. Lin Jue’s heart practically stopped, and his stomach dropped. 

“Seems like you figured it out,” Song Hanzhang said.

“That colorful egg—and that girl! At noon, in the square in front of the cafeteria, a girl was handing out these multicolored eggs!” 

Lin Jue shuddered, the clear memory now tainted a bloody hue from the terrifying events of the night. Every aspect of the sweet-looking girl with exquisite makeup replayed in his mind. Her voice, which carried a hint of coquettishness and should’ve been pleasant, now chilled him. Its cloying tone had been like syrupy, boiling sugar water, simultaneously scalding and parching his throat.

“At the time, she said it was a club event for Halloween. She even had me put my name in a notebook. I was the first person…but there were thirteen eggs total. Yeah—twelve in the box and one in her hand, so thirteen.” Lin Jue tried to keep his voice level, but his fingers twitched nervously. 

He still remembered that girl’s smile—innocently sweet, yet odd in a way he hadn’t quite understood. Thinking back now, her gaze had been full of malice; it was the innocent smile of a kid as they destroyed things, pinched ants to death, strangled cicadas with string, or used grains of salt to dehydrate slugs, watching them slowly shrivel into motionless corpses. Children like that weren’t yet capable of empathy, so they didn’t realize their cruelty. 

Song Hanzhang fumbled the knife, and it plopped to the ground. He furrowed his brow before bending down to pick it up. Rather than continuing to toy with it, he held it properly in one hand. Lin Jue couldn’t help but think that Song Hanzhang wasn’t as calm as he’d originally thought.

Up to that point, Song Hanzhang’s placidity had exerted invisible pressure on Lin Jue, especially since they’d both just experienced such a dramatic change. But the great divide between Lin Jue’s own panic and the other man’s cautious, methodical actions had induced in him something of a defeated feeling. Seeing Song Hanzhang’s more human side now made him seem more relatable. 

We’re both just ordinary college students, Lin Jue thought.

“I wasn’t late or early getting an egg—somewhere in the middle. I remember the guy before me, though… If I had a choice, I really wouldn’t want to see him again under these circumstances.” The barely perceptible sigh Song Hanzhang let out piqued Lin Jue’s curiosity, but Song Hanzhang didn’t seem interested in elaborating. Instead, he asked, “Do you remember what was written on your colored egg? Mine said ‘Eating is instinctive.’ I didn’t really understand what it meant before, but now I have a good idea.” 

“Mine was different,” Lin Jue replied. “It said ‘Dawn is hope.’” 

Song Hanzhang seemed slightly taken aback, but then he cracked a relieved smile. “That’s probably the best news I’ve heard all night.” 

“You mean…?” Lin Jue looked at him with rising hope. 

The older student nodded slightly. “It still isn’t clear how all this happened, but it seems like the people who got those colored eggs are being forced to participate in this ‘game.’ And the phrase on every egg is a hint, making them ‘lucky eggs’ of sorts. It sounds like as long as we hold out until sunrise, this nightmare will likely end.” 

Lin Jue heaved a long sigh of relief, his highly anxious mind relaxing slightly. 

“For now, let’s follow the hint from that call and head to Clocktower Plaza,” Song Hanzhang continued. “The other survivors will probably gather there too. At that point, we can exchange information and figure out what to do. But the trip there will probably be dangerous, so we need to find suitable weapons first. Follow me. There should be knives or something in the dorm manager’s kitchen.” 

With that, Song Hanzhang strode back toward the dormitory. Lin Jue glanced up at the crescent moon overhead; it still glowed with a faint, ominous crimson hue. Frowning, he gritted his teeth and followed Song Hanzhang.

“Our building’s dorm manager—her surname was Tong. She was divorced, with a kid in elementary school. Earlier, she came out of the kitchen, and her dorm room door was closed, so the kid’s probably in there. We won’t need to disturb him. We can find what we’re after in here,” Song Hanzhang explained to Lin Jue, pushing open the door to the small kitchen.

With a click, the light flooded the room. Following Song Hanzhang in, Lin Jue immediately spotted a kitchen knife by a cutting board. As he took it, its cold metal handle imbued him with confidence.

“If I were you, I’d choose that spare water pipe instead,” came Song Hanzhang’s cool voice. “Zombies are different from humans. You saw it, too, earlier. Vital spots like the heart don’t mean anything when you attack them. And their skulls are too hard. So unless you stab one through an eye socket to destroy their brain or risk sticking a knife in their mouth, they’re hard to kill in one blow. Severing their neck is one way, but a kitchen knife’s too short for that. If your blade gets stuck in their cervical spine, you’re open to a bite. So you should take the pipe for safety’s sake.” 

The water pipe didn’t look as reassuring as a blade. Still, trusting Song Hanzhang, Lin Jue picked up the almost one-yard-long piece of steel, studied it, and finally nodded, accepting the suggestion. 

Song Hanzhang casually picked up the kitchen knife Lin Jue had discarded. “Let’s go. We should head to the plaza.”

 

***

 

In the darkness, the putrid night wind wept. Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang’s footsteps echoed as the two students strode down the cement path. Under the dim streetlights, the greenery on either side of the road seemed to conceal monsters watching them. The weathered streetlights sizzled overhead before going out with a pop. Darkness fell, making Lin Jue’s hair stand on end. He tightened his grip on his pipe; his palms were so clammy that it almost slipped out of his grasp.

“Here they come,” Song Hanzhang said with a quiver in his voice that he couldn’t suppress no matter how hard he tried.

Lin Jue stared intently ahead. Less than ten feet away, a swaying figure walked toward them. Its stiff movements were indescribably bizarre, and although it was slow, its presence all but suffocated them with terror. This was their kind, dead; it had once been human and was now their predator.

“Just one is easy enough to deal with,” Song Hanzhang said. “I’ll distract it. You whack the back of its neck and head with the pipe. Remember, hit it hard!” 

Lin Jue nodded vigorously, gripping the pipe so tightly that veins bulged in the backs of his hands.

“Don’t tense up so much, or you’ll burn through your stamina. We still have to get through nine or ten more hours of this,” Song Hanzhang advised him. He pointed at a nearby camphor tree. “Climb up there. After I lure it away, drop down and attack.” 

The zombie got closer and closer to Song Hanzhang. He was ready to bolt, yet remained in place, biding his time. Lin Jue crouched in the tree he’d scaled. He could feel his legs go weak; he even wondered whether he’d have the courage to jump down when the moment came. If he backed out now, though, he’d lose his only teammate.

Fifteen feet, twelve feet, nine feet…

The zombie’s sluggish movements staggered to a stop; then it surged forward in a mad rush. From Lin Jue’s vantage point in the tree, he saw the zombie practically lunge at Song Hanzhang.

Song Hanzhang snapped an agile kick into the zombie’s stomach, knocking it down, then quickly backed up two steps before turning to run. Sluggishly, the zombie clambered back up and returned to its initial inching pace to pursue him. Song Hanzhang’s proximity had attracted the zombie’s attention—it ignored Lin Jue, who was still in the tree a dozen feet away.

“Now!” Song Hanzhang shouted.

The command struck Lin Jue’s racing mind like a lightning bolt. Without thinking, he leaped down from the tree, roaring as he raised the pipe in his hands and smashed it against the back of the zombie’s skull. A dull thud rang out. The zombie staggered forward and doubled over, remaining in that posture as its head snapped around a full 180 degrees.

In the dim light, and at such proximity, the zombie’s face—eyes bulging grotesquely and protruding fangs piercing its lips, matched with a barbaric expression—was like a horrifying nightmare. Its mouth gaped open to fully expose fangs still streaked with blood. Its cloudy eyeballs seemed to vibrate with excitement at having discovered prey. 

The creature was too close—Lin Jue could smell its unmistakable, nauseating stench of decay.

Then, with a growl, the zombie twisted to pounce at Lin Jue.

His mind went blank. Faced with the imminent threat of death, he even forgot to run. Yet his instinct to survive forced him to raise his weapon; exploding with astonishing strength, he screamed and brought the pipe down to smash the zombie’s skull again and again. Horrifying thuds sounded repeatedly. His eyes etched with raw fear, all Lin Jue could see was the monster before him. 

Kill it, kill it, kill it, kill it, kill it—

“Enough!” 

Lin Jue ignored Song Hanzhang’s shout. Or rather, at that moment, the drive to kill was all he was conscious of. Everything external had faded away. As if he’d gone mad, he hammered the zombie’s head without mercy, smashing it frantically even after the creature had long stopped moving. 

“I said enough, Lin Jue!” 

Song Hanzhang seized Lin Jue from behind, wrapping his arms about him, but Lin Jue’s terrified mind conjured the image of being tackled by a zombie, and so he struggled against him with all his might. Full of adrenaline, he managed to throw Song Hanzhang off balance, and the two tumbled down together, the pipe clattering to the ground. Song Hanzhang—who’d cushioned Lin Jue’s fall—grunted. 

Finally snapping out of it, Lin Jue rolled off of him. “Sorry! Sorry! Are you all right?”

Song Hanzhang took off his glasses and rubbed the small red pressure marks on the bridge of his nose. “Are you back with me?” 

Nodding sheepishly, Lin Jue finally became aware of the zombie he’d just brutalized. It was stone-dead, a mangled mess of flesh and blood on the ground, no better off than the zombified dorm manager. Lin Jue still felt disgusted, but not to the point of nausea anymore. And although his hands were still weak and numb, he could now calmly and coolly assess how many of the swings he’d taken while he was “crazy” had been wide of his target. If every blow had struck, three or five should’ve shattered the zombie’s skull, right?
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Still sitting on the ground, Lin Jue put his face in his hands. Realizing he was adapting to this death game put him on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Yesterday, he hadn’t killed so much as a chicken. Yet in less than twenty minutes, he’d already shattered two zombies’ skulls and splattered their brains. It had been outright slaughter. And countless zombies still awaited him on the campus. This was like a nightmare from which he couldn’t wake. Familiar classmates and teachers had turned into these monsters overnight. If Lin Jue didn’t kill them, he’d die. But if he kept killing, he’d go insane…

This felt vile, repulsive. Why did he have to kill? Why was he being forced to participate in this twisted “game”? He’d never wanted to do this! 

A soft sigh sounded next to his ear. Then Song Hanzhang sat down beside him, squeezing Lin Jue’s shoulder to force him to look directly into the older student’s dark, penetrating eyes. 

“I’m only going to say this once, so listen up,” he ordered. “We didn’t choose to be in this situation. This wasn’t our decision. Right now, our enemies are our former classmates and teachers, but they’ve lost their self-awareness. They’re no longer human—just monsters wearing skins we recognize. They’re your enemies. If you hesitate or act too soft over their familiar shells, you’ll die.” 

Song Hanzhang’s eyes flickered with an emotion Lin Jue couldn’t name.

“You have two choices,” he continued. “Get bitten, killed, and become one of them, in which case I won’t hesitate to abandon or even kill you, or we work together by killing them, and if we survive until dawn, we leave this game—return to our previous peaceful lives. It’ll definitely be a painful, dangerous process, but if you do nothing and just pray for a miracle, you might as well have gotten bitten to death at the start. That would’ve saved you the torment here.” Inhaling, Song Hanzhang stared intently at Lin Jue. “Make your choice now.” 

Lin Jue’s hands were shaking. Every finger and nerve trembled. His heart was pounding so hard it was going to leap up his throat. Yet the ultimatum was forced into his blank mind. 

There wasn’t much of a choice left to make. The moment Lin Jue had picked up that chair and smashed it into the zombie in the dorm, he’d made his decision. Any further hesitation or uncertainty was nothing more than melodrama born of reluctance.

Lin Jue clenched his fists. The expression on his ghastly pale face was still a far cry from a smile, but it suggested he’d stepped back from the precipice of breaking down. 

“I want to live,” he declared. “Let’s survive together!”

Nodding in satisfaction, Song Hanzhang patted his shoulder. “Now that you’ve decided, don’t hesitate anymore. Don’t let me see that pathetic look on your face again. We aren’t killing humans, so you don’t need to be so dramatic, do you? Now, breathe.” 

Lin Jue obediently drew in a deep breath, then slowly exhaled, the air seemingly taking with it all his earlier overwrought panic. 

“Got your breath back? We should head to Clocktower Plaza, then.” Song Hanzhang picked up the fallen steel pipe and handed it to Lin Jue. It still looked useable, though striking the zombie’s skull had left it noticeably bent. 

Lin Jue felt his racing heart finally calm a little. His limp, aching arms also regained some strength. Most importantly, he’d steeled himself enough to face reality now. Killing zombies was revolting—it consistently made him feel as though he was murdering real people—but if he didn’t do it, he’d die here. 

He hadn’t done anything wrong. He just wanted to live.

“Let’s go,” Song Hanzhang said, striding toward the residence area’s west gate. 

Exiting the North Residence from there would lead to the academic zone, which wasn’t far from Clocktower Plaza. But the awful thing was that seven school buildings labeled A through G, connected by skywalks, surrounded Clocktower Plaza. That was the area that usually held the most students; in other words, it would be the area with the most zombies.

Is he not scared? Bewildered, Lin Jue stared at Song Hanzhang’s ramrod-straight back. How is he so calm? How? Shouldn’t he be scared, facing such chaos?

While this puzzled Lin Jue, he was also grateful for Song Hanzhang’s calm fearlessness. Without it, Lin Jue would only have been more panicked than he was now… Or, worse, he might not even have had the chance to panic.

Upperclassman Song should be a trustworthy companion, right? he reflected. 

“We’re here. You can see the gate from this spot. The situation doesn’t look good, though…” Pushing up his glasses, Song Hanzhang gazed at the west gate of the North Residence. 

Lin Jue followed his gaze. They were still several dozen yards from the gate, and they’d lucked out with the direction of the wind; the dozen or so zombies by the gate hadn’t yet caught their scent. They just paced back and forth, growling meaninglessly. Their shadows, stretched long by the streetlights, drew a shuddering line between light and dark. 

The wind rustled past, carrying with it the susurrus of fabric. 

“Who’s there?!” Song Hanzhang hissed. He whirled around, gripping the kitchen knife as he stared in alarm at a nearby shrub.

 

EVENT TIMELINE

 

8:00 p.m. Started game (taking call: 30 sec, noticing strangeness in hallway/in roommate: 1 min, rushing downstairs: 30 sec).

8:02 p.m. Encountered dorm manager (requesting key/noticing strangeness/first self-defense: 1 min, upperclassman subduing/commanding/smashing to death: 3 min).

8:06 p.m. Just took out dorm manager (leaving dorm: 30 sec, calming down/talking: 6 min 30 sec. Checked time on phone: 8:10 p.m.). 

8:13 p.m. Returned to dorm for weapons (searching/talking: 1 min 30 sec).

8:14 p.m. On the move (approx. 30 sec).

8:15 p.m. Encountered zombie en route (talking/attacking zombie/killing zombie/Lin Jue feeling nauseous: 2 min, upperclassman persuading/ comfortingLin Jue: 2 min, moving to residence gate: 1 min).

8:20 p.m. Reached west gate of North Residence (talking/discovering someone in bushes: 20 sec).


Chapter 2:
Clocktower Plaza

 

“D-DON’T HURT ME—I’M HUMAN! I don’t mean any harm!” came a girl’s panicked cry. 

“Come out!” Song Hanzhang ordered. He showed no sign of loosening his grip on his knife.

The bushes rustled, and a pale-faced girl emerged, barefoot. She wore a miniskirt and a thin shirt—nothing to ward off the cold save for a pair of fuzzy black gloves and a scarf. Lin Jue glanced at her torn stockings and unconsciously shuddered: Her outfit wasn’t exactly warm.

Clutching a shovel, she looked apprehensively at Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang. 

A brisk wind swept past. With a shiver, the girl timidly lowered her head. 

“I-I don’t know what’s happening,” the girl told them, on the verge of tears. “I was heading back to my dorm when I got a call. Then, suddenly, everything around me went quiet. I-I was terrified. And those monsters…” Recalling the ordeal, she trembled.

“Where are your shoes?” Song Hanzhang asked.

“I ditched them. You can’t run fast in high heels…” The girl choked up, smearing her tears on her fuzzy gloves. “Thankfully, the flower beds over there are being spruced up. I found a shovel…” 

Lin Jue, who didn’t have the heart to watch a girl cry so pitifully, spoke up to console her. “It’s all right now. Don’t cry. I’m Lin Jue, and this is Song Hanzhang. What’s your name?”

The girl seemed slightly relieved. She looked at him gratefully, then sniffled and replied, “Zhou Yuxiu.”

After appraising the young woman, Song Hanzhang turned his gaze toward the distant west gate. Zombies paced there, showing no sign of leaving. Song Hanzhang furrowed his brow; he seemed to be brainstorming a way to break through them.

“We’re heading to Clocktower Plaza. What about you?” he asked Zhou Yuxiu.

“I’ll go with you!” Zhou Yuxiu yelped as if clutching a lifeline, having finally found a glimmer of hope amid the overpowering terror. “Don’t leave me behind!” 

“Shut up!” Song Hanzhang snapped.

His icy gaze stunned Zhou Yuxiu as she gave panicked vent to her fear. She stopped, taking a frightened step closer to Lin Jue.

“The fastest route to Clocktower Plaza goes through the west gate,” Song Hanzhang said, his cold tone unchanged. “I don’t recommend we take a different route. We’ll likely encounter more zombies on the way, and there’s no guarantee another gate will be better than this one. If anything sounds questionable, feel free to point it out, but here’s the plan.” The “feel free to point it out”—which sounded purely perfunctory—was directed at Zhou Yuxiu. 

“In a bit,” Song Hanzhang continued, “it’ll be Lin Jue’s job to bang on those lampposts with his pipe. The zombies we’ve encountered perceive things through smell and hearing, so that will draw them in. As long as we don’t get too close, they move slowly, but once they’re within a certain range, they lunge. The range should be…”

“Ten feet,” Lin Jue said confidently. “I noticed that the safe distance was about ten feet. Any closer and they speed up.”

Song Hanzhang glanced at him and nodded. “We can lead them in circles. Start with the westernmost lamppost of Building 31, and whack each post a few times. That might attract those roaming zombies that aren’t in the dorms, but we don’t need to engage them—just get through safely. We don’t have much time, but looping Building 31 once should shake them off. Got it?” 

Under Song Hanzhang’s stern gaze, his two companions stiffened and nodded.

“Good. Lin Jue, you take the lead. Zhou Yuxiu, stay in the middle. That’ll be safest. I’ll bring up the rear.” Song Hanzhang scanned the terrain around them. “I’ll calculate the zombies’ range. Lin Jue, moderate your speed according to my instructions. Make sure the zombies aren’t pursuing us too closely, but don’t let them stop moving and lose us.” As he spoke, he hefted the knife in his hand. He seemed dissatisfied with the weapon. Indeed, a kitchen knife wasn’t as effective against a zombie as a longer weapon like a metal pipe.

“Um…if you want…you can borrow the shovel,” Zhou Yuxiu offered timidly. When Song Hanzhang glanced her way, she gulped. “I don’t mean anything by it, but it’s more useful…and i-it’s too heavy for me anyway.” 

Song Hanzhang stared at her for a few seconds, his eyes traveling from the shovel in her hand to her nervous face. Then he flashed her a smile. “Thanks. Take my knife for self-defense.” 

Zhou Yuxiu accepted the blade with both hands, trembling in trepidation. 

“By the way, Lin Jue…” Song Hanzhang suddenly began, startling Lin Jue, who’d been completely focused on the zombies.

“What?” 

“You might lure the zombies ahead of us over too,” Song Hanzhang said. “You’ll be running in front, so keep an eye out. If we run into them, strike their sphenoid bones. That part of the skull is relatively fragile, so they’ll be easier to kill with one hit that way.” 

“Sphenoid bone?” 

“Their temple,” Song Hanzhang clarified, a little taken aback.

“Oh. Okay.” 

Song Hanzhang glanced at his watch. It was 8:25 p.m. “Let’s go.” 

The clang of metal against metal rang out, and Lin Jue felt his hands go numb with the vibration of the pipe he gripped. Sure enough, the zombies loitering around the west gate lurched toward the source of the sound. Although their movements were sluggish, their sheer numbers were daunting.

“Run!”

As soon as Song Hanzhang cried out, Lin Jue dashed forward without sparing a look back. Zhou Yuxiu hesitated for a moment, then scrambled after him. Barefoot and injured from a previous fall, she ran with a limp. 

“Slow down!” Song Hanzhang shouted from behind. “They can’t keep up with you!”

Lin Jue had already reached the next lamppost. He glanced back at Song Hanzhang and Zhou Yuxiu. Song Hanzhang had stopped and was watching the zombies. 

The ones farthest away were barely visible in the dark night, but the closest were nearly within ten feet of Song Hanzhang—and even under the dim streetlights, their barbaric expressions were clear. They were no longer human. Even if they had once been, they were chasing their former kind on this nightmarish night, mercilessly mauling, killing, and devouring.

It was very likely that even a single bite would lead to infection. 

Although they knew that the “safe distance” was ten feet, it was hard to resist the urge to bolt. Lin Jue admired Song Hanzhang’s bravery, but he still sweated for the upperclassman.

After some mental calculations, Song Hanzhang completely abandoned the idea of luring all the zombies. Instead, he ran to Lin Jue and Zhou Yuxiu.

Zhou Yuxiu’s face had blanched further. Even her voice quavered as she told Song Hanzhang, “That was too dangerous. What if they tackled you? Don’t get so close to them!” 

“It’s fine. I just can’t get within ten feet.” Surveying their surroundings, Song Hanzhang ordered Lin Jue to “Keep banging the lampposts.” 

The clanging rang anew, and the zombies continued to creep toward them. Even a few zombies lurking ahead were drawn to them. Lin Jue tightened his grip on his pipe, forcing himself not to tear off. Zhou Yuxiu was so anxious that she nearly fainted; shivers racked her body. She was too afraid to look directly at the encroaching zombies.

Being pincered was a terrible feeling. Lin Jue took a deep breath, pushed off with one foot, and charged ahead. The zombies ahead growled and lunged.

Now! Lin Jue swung hard, and his metal pipe struck a zombie’s temple. The fragile sphenoid bone couldn’t withstand the blow and cracked with a dull sound. The very real feeling of impact sent a rush of blood to Lin Jue’s head. He followed up with a backhand swing, this time fully caving in the zombie’s temple. The creature swayed and collapsed to the ground, spasming a few times before falling still.

Lin Jue sighed in relief. The zombies weren’t as hard to deal with as he’d thought, so long as he aimed for the right spot. 

Before he could celebrate, Song Hanzhang’s grim voice rang out behind him. “Are you stupid? You could’ve avoided them by taking the green space along the wall!” 

Lin Jue paused, staring at Song Hanzhang blankly as he realized that he’d done something pointless. Zhou Yuxiu shot him a sympathetic look, then gritted her teeth against the pain in her feet as she stepped into the green space.

The rest of the plan went smoothly. Once they’d circled most of Building 31, the west gate came into view; only a few zombies lingered by it. 

Catching up to his two juniors, Song Hanzhang told Lin Jue, “Stop hitting lampposts. Let’s make a run for it. If zombies block our way, just dodge them. Don’t stop, even after we’re through the gate—run all the way to Clocktower Plaza. Go!” 

At that cue, the trio sprinted forward, leaving the zombies behind. The direction of the wind stole their scent, and the zombies near the west gate only started to notice the runners when they were almost upon them. Lin Jue knocked aside the nearest zombie with his pipe, glancing back after he was past the gate. Holding one of Zhou Yuxiu’s hands, Song Hanzhang used the shovel in the other to strike down a pouncing zombie. 

“Watch out!” Lin Jue shouted. There was a zombie standing in the shadows of the guardhouse, less than ten feet from his two companions. 

Zhou Yuxiu looked up, panicked. Song Hanzhang still clutched her right hand, while her left held the kitchen knife. Without thinking, she hurled the knife at the zombie, but the blade only bounced off. Understanding the danger they were in, Song Hanzhang released Zhou Yuxiu and gripped the shovel in both hands, then slammed it into the zombie’s face. Its whole head twisted around from the blow.

“Run!” Seizing Zhou Yuxiu’s hand again, Song Hanzhang sprinted through the west gate. 

The trio made a mad dash for Clocktower Plaza, crossing the bridge over the campus’s artificial water system to shake off the endless zombies behind them. In one breath, they’d rushed into the plaza.

As they did, something strange happened. The very moment they entered the plaza, the zombies pursuing them suddenly seemed to lose track of them. The beasts stood dumbly in place; their faces, though ferocious, no longer showed the same aggression as when they’d come across prey. Instead of pursuing, the zombies began meandering outside the plaza, growling meaninglessly.

“We’re safe…” Zhou Yuxiu’s legs buckled, and she collapsed to her knees on Clocktower Plaza’s distinctive flagstones. She had never run so fast before, not even during the thousand-yard run in PE tests. Now that she had relaxed, her legs went numb. 

Lin Jue doubled over, bracing his hands against his knees as he gasped for breath. His head buzzed. After a glance at Zhou Yuxiu’s bloody feet, Song Hanzhang left Clocktower Plaza.

“Hey!” Lin Jue called after him. “Where are you going?”

At the edge of the plaza, Song Hanzhang immediately caught the attention of the nearest zombie. It growled and moved toward him, but Song Hanzhang knocked it down without missing a beat, then smashed its bloody skull in two with a few swift blows. Roused once more by the presence of the living, the surrounding zombies slowly approached—but scattered when Song Hanzhang dragged the fallen zombie back into the plaza.

There, Song Hanzhang pried off the zombie’s canvas sneakers. He dangled them from his fingers as if he scorned touching them, his expression one of pure revulsion. “Put these on,” he told Zhou Yuxiu.

Gratefully, she accepted the shoes and slipped them onto her feet.

“Some people got here before us.” Lin Jue looked toward the clock tower in the center of the plaza; the three figures there had begun walking toward them. The one in front broke into a jog—a tall, pretty girl. 

“Oh, thank goodness. More people got here.” She heaved a heavy, relieved sigh at the sight of the trio, although she still sounded a bit frightened. “I was worried that it’d just be us three.” 

The two boys behind her caught up with her. One was large; the other was scrawny and seemed timid, with narrow eyes that came off as shifty.

“I’m Gao Yifei, that supertall guy there is Zhao Liangsheng, and that’s Liu Shan,” the girl explained. “We arrived at the plaza a bit earlier than you. Thankfully, everyone’s safe.” 

Lin Jue’s group introduced themselves in turn.

Liu Shan, who’d been silent, suddenly spoke up. “Have any of you gotten bitten?” he asked, sounding wary. “Those monsters out there are just like movie zombies, so if you’re bitten, you might turn into one. They haven’t bitten you, right?” 

Lin Jue and his two companions looked upset. Under these circumstances, suspicions were understandable—but being challenged outright wasn’t pleasant.

Gao Yifei, too, thought Liu Shan was being rude. Tugging his sleeve, she whispered, “Don’t ask them that. We all fought for our lives to get here.” 

Still, Liu Shan looked uneasy, gazing at the new trio with doubt. Yet he grumbled something under his breath and fell quiet. 

Strapping Zhao Liangsheng, however, only shrugged. “What’s there to be scared of?” he asked, hefting a crowbar in his hand as if to bolster his courage. “If they turn into zombies, just smash their heads in.” 

His loud voice sounded honest, but his eyes told a different story: They were scrutinizing, probing, and unfriendly. 

Gao Yifei sighed. “Sorry. Everyone’s just too tense. Who knew that something like this would happen? It feels like a nightmare.” 

Still frightened, Zhou Yuxiu nodded and shuffled closer to Gao Yifei. Perhaps because they were both girls, the two strangers were quickly able to strike up a quiet conversation. Gao Yifei asked sympathetically whether Zhou Yuxiu was cold, and Zhou Yuxiu nodded stiffly and shivered again. 

“Is there something under the clock tower?” Song Hanzhang asked, frowning.

“I don’t know how to describe it,” Gao Yifei replied, furrowing her pretty brow. “There’s a platform. It’s weird… I’ve never seen it before.” 

Lin Jue, who had fairly good eyesight, could see a newly built platform under the clock tower: There were two electronic billboards beside it. As they got closer, he saw—written as though in blood—the words on the left billboard displayed: Survivors: 9. Remaining Safe Time in Plaza: 40 min. The other billboard was blank. Between the billboards was a yard-high pillar; a translucent crystal orb about the size of a basketball hung above it. 

As Lin Jue stared at the survivor count, the number nine suddenly, silently, heart-stoppingly dropped to an eight. 

“Someone else died…” Liu Shan murmured in a trembling voice, his eyes fixed on the number.

Lin Jue felt as if he’d swallowed a rock. Although he hadn’t witnessed the death, he could imagine the victim’s despair as the zombies tore them apart and devoured them. 

The entire campus now swarmed with these wandering predators. Once the hunger-driven monsters caught the scent of the living or heard unusual sounds, they’d attack in a frenzy. The remaining eight survivors were like castaways on a lone island, struggling to survive despite knowing that there was no boat to escape. Or maybe the situation was worse than that. They were facing thousands of reanimated dead, and these inhuman monsters craved their flesh and blood. One bite from them would seal a survivor’s fate.

In the oppressive silence, Song Hanzhang walked steadily toward the crystal ball between the billboards and examined it. “What’s this?” 

Gao Yifei forced a smile, awkwardly changing the subject to break the heavy mood. “Try putting your hand on it,” she said, pointing at the ball. “You might get a nice reward.” 

Seeing Song Hanzhang standing stock-still, staring intently at the crystal ball—as if locked in a standoff with the scientifically impossible floating orb—amused Lin Jue. He stepped forward and placed his hand on the sphere. At that moment, something shifted. A circle of silvery-white light beamed up beneath his feet, and what looked like a colorful filmstrip flew out from within that light, spinning around Lin Jue at an astonishing speed. It moved so quickly that the naked eye couldn’t make out the images on the film. Lin Jue could only watch, helpless, as the filmstrip whirled madly before him.

Unthinkingly, Lin Jue reached out. The moment he made contact with the filmstrip encircling the light beam, the entire ribbon seemed to disintegrate into particles, scattering into countless motes of dust before finally coalescing into something that resembled a transparent, stoppered glass test-tube. Upon closer inspection, the vessel contained a semi-opaque liquid with usage instructions visible in fine print on the glass.

Zombie-Virus Antibody: A deployable auto-injector. Purges zombie virus from body if used within forty-five minutes after suffering a bite. This item will automatically disappear upon the holder’s death. Remaining uses: 1/1.

Below that were some details about the zombie virus. The gist was that the virus took about an hour to manifest fully. For the first half hour, there were no particularly obvious physical symptoms beyond a minor loss of stamina. After thirty minutes, though, the sufferer’s physical strength drastically declined. Other symptoms included dizziness, confusion, and difficulty concentrating. Forty-five minutes after a bite, the effects of the virus became irreversible. 

To Lin Jue, this definitely seemed key to survival; calling the item a life-saving treasure wouldn’t be an exaggeration. Without a second thought, he showed it to Song Hanzhang, but he only glanced at it and said dismissively, “Nothing useful.” 

“What do you m—” Lin Jue had barely spoken when Song Hanzhang squeezed his hand tightly. Even after intense physical activity, the upperclassman’s hand was still cold, and Lin Jue’s own hand immediately broke out in goose bumps.

“What’d you get?” Zhou Yuxiu asked curiously, leaning in. Gao Yifei also looked over, eagerly awaiting an explanation.

“A stamina recovery potion,” Song Hanzhang answered. “It restores your physical strength quickly. The description says that it restores a hundred percent of your stamina and even boosts your short-term endurance. It’ll be handy when we need to flee. You go try touching the orb too—maybe your luck will be better than his.” His tone was level, and he’d even managed to fabricate a highly credible-sounding function for the potion on the spot.

Lin Jue, who didn’t have his companion’s acting skills, stood stiffly to one side. He’d almost made a dangerous mistake. 

From an angle only Lin Jue could see, Song Hanzhang mouthed, “Hide it.”

Lin Jue nervously stuffed the antibody into the pocket of his pants; he was so flustered that he fumbled twice before finding the opening on his third try. Thankfully, Zhou Yuxiu’s attention was focused completely on the magic crystal ball, and she approached it eagerly rather than questioning Lin Jue further. Gao Yifei wished her good luck, smiling warmly.

Lin Jue sighed in relief. Only now did he realize how fragile the atmosphere was. The six people in the plaza had united temporarily because of the game, but before today, he wasn’t even acquainted with any of the others, let alone aware of what kind of people they were. If he’d carelessly revealed that he now possessed the antibody, he might have been killed very quickly. After all, there was only one dose. 

If someone got bitten later, should he give them the antibody? If he gave it away, then ended up dying himself, how ironic would that be? On the other hand, if he declined to share the antibody, a bitten person would definitely resort to any means to snatch it. It would be their only hope for survival, after all. 

Lin Jue’s heart felt heavy. His thoughts were selfish. The morality he’d built over his twenty years of carefree life and education lashed at his conscience, condemning his selfishness. Yet his desire to survive was like a venomous snake, tempting his rationality to eat the forbidden fruit and walk out of the peaceful Garden of Eden.

If someone got bitten later, would Lin Jue offer them the antibody? He actually didn’t know, which made him feel like he was becoming a stranger to himself. The antibody was simultaneously a hot potato and Pandora’s box. Under life-or-death circumstances, it unleashed the evil in human nature. Perhaps it was scarier than the endless zombies. 

While Lin Jue was lost in thought, Zhao Liangsheng and Liu Shan—who’d been resting near the flower beds—walked over. 

“You got something right?” Zhao Liangsheng asked bluntly. “What was it?” 

He was about to repeat the “stamina recovery potion” line when Song Hanzhang spoke up. “Before asking someone else that, shouldn’t you tell us what item you got first? We’d be stupid to show our cards when we don’t know friends from foes.” 

Lin Jue was taken aback. He hadn’t expected Song Hanzhang to suddenly take such a provocative tone. 

Sure enough, Zhao Liangsheng narrowed his eyes. He switched the crowbar from his left hand to his right, scowling. “You’ve got some nerve, asshole,” he hissed threateningly, like a thug. 

Liu Shan’s shifty eyes stared suspiciously at Song Hanzhang.

“All right—break it up,” Gao Yifei said awkwardly, stepping between Song Hanzhang and Zhao Liangsheng. “We still have to get past hurdles together, so let’s not argue over trifles.” She smiled apologetically at Song Hanzhang and Lin Jue. “Sorry for not being forthcoming earlier. Some items and abilities shouldn’t be broadcast, though.” 

Zhou Yuxiu had returned from the crystal ball. She wasn’t holding anything new, but her complexion was rosier, and her terrified expression had disappeared—as if she now had something to rely on. Having overheard the argument, she didn’t have the nerve to ask Lin Jue what he’d gotten, so she silently stood to the side.

The last to approach the crystal ball was Song Hanzhang. Touching the orb, he came away with a dagger in his hand. It had a groove running along its blade—a fuller—and looked very sharp; still, Song Hanzhang didn’t seem happy with the item. Brow furrowed, he slipped it back into its provided sheath. 

“While we’ve still got safe time, let’s share the information we’ve already obtained,” Gao Yifei suggested. “The three of us were talking about how everyone who ended up in this situation got a colored lucky egg and a phone call. Also, the eggs have hints on them that might be useful.”

Lin Jue nodded. “Yeah. Mine said something positive—‘Dawn is hope.’ Based on that, it seems like we just need to hold out till daybreak.” 

The others visibly relaxed, and the tense mood eased a little. Zhao Liangsheng scratched his head and added, “My lucky egg said, ‘The head is always the weakness, dead or alive.’ Either way, you should just aim for the head. And I’ve already taken three zombies out with this crowbar!” He jostled the tool in his hand, showing it off proudly.

Unfortunately, the others weren’t very impressed. Song Hanzhang outright ignored him as he remarked, “Mine was ‘Eating is instinctive,’ but everyone knows that. Still, zombies do like eating living beings.” 

“‘They like clattering noises and delicious-smelling prey,’” Liu Shan supplied hesitantly, giving the ground a kick. “I guess that means these monsters have a good sense of smell and hearing.” 

The night air in the plaza was freezing. Zhou Yuxiu huffed warm breaths onto her gloves nonstop, almost half of her face buried in her scarf. “Mine said, ‘Fangs reverse allegiance,’” she noted, her voice muffled. “It pr-probably means if you’re bitten, you’ll become one of those monsters.” 

Gao Yifei was silent for a moment, then flashed a wry smile. “My lucky egg was probably the worst. It said, ‘Watch out. They’re getting stronger.’” 

Everyone fell silent again. Song Hanzhang looked up at the clock tower: It was 8:32 p.m., and thirty-three minutes of safe time in the plaza remained. 

“Who reached the plaza first?” Song Hanzhang asked suddenly.

They all looked at each other, and Zhao Liangsheng clicked his tongue in annoyance when Liu Shan glanced at him. “It was me,” he admitted. “So what? I was coming back from the basketball court—it’s pretty close to the plaza. And I only ran into a handful of zombies on the way, so they just delayed me for a few minutes.” 

“What time did you get here?” Song Hanzhang pressed.

Although annoyed by the question, Zhao Liangsheng still answered. “Around 8:10.”

Song Hanzhang glanced again at the time remaining. “Our safe time probably started with a round number of minutes. We survivors were likely given a whole hour to gather,” he said. “If that countdown started from when we first received those phone calls, that would’ve meant that it started at eight. But it looks more like it started at 8:05, so it probably started when the first person entered the plaza.” He looked around at the other five, who all wore different expressions, then concluded confidently, “Someone was already here in this plaza before us—though I don’t know why they left.” 

“No way. Why would they leave? It’s so dangerous out there.” Gao Yifei found it hard to wrap her head around why anyone would take a meaningless risk when a safe zone existed.

“Yeah,” Liu Shan agreed, then added, “Before we leave, let’s wait until the safe time runs out.” 

Lin Jue didn’t say anything, but he trusted Song Hanzhang’s judgment most. It was still just a gut feeling on Lin Jue’s part, but every move Song Hanzhang had made since entering the plaza had seemed purposeful—including deliberately provoking Zhao Liangsheng and helping Lin Jue conceal the antibody. 

Song Hanzhang adjusted his glasses, then glanced at his watch again. “You all seem to have forgotten something,” he said, looking stern. “The second evening class ends at 8:40.” 

“I don’t think it matters if classes get out, though. Everyone turned into zombies,” Liu Shan argued stubbornly. “So leaving the plaza even a minute early will mean an extra minute of danger. If you want to leave, go ahead. No one’s stopping you.”

Lin Jue glanced back at the time displayed on the clock tower—already 8:35.

“In five minutes, the clock tower will play the class-dismissal bell,” Song Hanzhang said. A cold, almost mocking glint flashed across his eyes. “Buildings A to G surround Clocktower Plaza, and there aren’t separate bells for each floor, so the dismissal bell plays loudly. On top of that, it lasts a long time to make sure that every class can hear it. You should all know that very well. If the dismissal bell plays for sixty seconds, do you think we’ll still be able to leave the plaza?” 

He looked around at the group again. The blood had drained from their faces.

A belated wave of fear washed over Lin Jue. If they dawdled in Clocktower Plaza in a futile attempt to stay safe, they would soon find themselves beset by hundreds—if not thousands—of zombies swarming toward them, attracted by the earsplitting dismissal bell. The creatures would gather like a tide outside the plaza, waiting for the safe time to end…and their feast to begin. 

Given the sheer number of zombies, not a single member of the group would escape.

“There’re five more minutes before the dismissal bell. Does anyone have a plan?” Song Hanzhang asked them seriously. 

Pressured by the time limit, everyone grew anxious.

“If you have an idea, just say it!” Gao Yifei urged, her voice trembling.

“Why overcomplicate things? Let’s just run for it. We only need to hold out until dawn before we’re safe, right?” Zhao Liangsheng said, all aggression, spitting as he knocked his crowbar against the ground.

Song Hanzhang asked, “So no one has a plan?” 

Liu Shan seemed to want to say something, Lin Jue noticed. But he evidently couldn’t come up with any ideas in this crisis either, so he had to let someone else take the lead. 

“In that case, hear me out,” Song Hanzhang said. He played with his dagger, repeatedly drawing and sheathing it.

“Zombies can smell and hear,” he pointed out. “Keep in mind that, at 8:00 p.m., most students are either in class or in their dorm. If we stick to emptier areas, our chances of running into zombies will be way lower. I’m thinking that two areas should have fewer zombies.” He used a rock to sketch a simple diagram on the ground. “First, the big sports field northwest of us, including the basketball courts and gym. The other area is southeast of here—the spot where they’re building the new dorm. That includes the student center, the Open-Air Plaza, and Freedom Square. The wind’s blowing northwest tonight, so theoretically, being downwind in the southeast would be good for us. That part of the campus isn’t just spacious, it’s also surrounded by water, which would help us by warding off wandering zombies.” 

Glancing at the time again, Song Hanzhang frowned. “No time to go over details of the route. The bell’s about to ring. If you trust me, come with me. I’ll explain more on the way.” 

Lin Jue was the first to follow Song Hanzhang, then Zhou Yuxiu and Gao Yifei. Shooting a look up at the clock tower, Zhao Liangsheng also followed. But Liu Shan stood where he was, scanning the area suspiciously, before finally gritting his teeth and catching up with the group. 

“Hey!” he shouted from the back. “That’s not the way to the student center!”

“Going straight there would mean passing between the academic buildings. That’d be too dangerous,” Song Hanzhang replied. “But if we go west of the plaza, we can bypass Building A and head to the sports field directly. If we time it right, we should get there just as the bell rings. The zombies roaming the South Residence commercial street just below the sports field will gravitate toward Clocktower Plaza too, so we’ll be able to get through there easily,” Song Hanzhang explained as they sped toward the edge of the plaza. “Then we’ll pass through the library in the middle of the campus to reach the student center in the southeast. Believe me, this is the safest route.” 

The moment they stepped out of the safe zone, the smattering of zombies lurking outside the plaza began to stagger toward them. Perhaps having more companions emboldened Lin Jue: He ran ahead of Song Hanzhang—who was leading the group—and knocked down a zombie with his pipe, then kicked the beast aside. Song Hanzhang glanced at him but didn’t say anything. 

North of Clocktower Plaza and Building A, a lake fed the campus’s water system and the man-made river that encircled the academic buildings. As the group crossed the bridge over the river, the wire fence that surrounded the sports field came into view. The large space was roughly divided into basketball courts, tennis courts, a main field, a secondary field, a sports building, and a gym. Having entered through the east gate that faced Clocktower Plaza, the group could follow the cement road to the south gate, which led to the South Residence’s commercial street. 

There weren’t usually many people around the sports field at this time of the day, aside from those at evening practices—generally just some hyperactive guys who’d come to play basketball. 

The clock tower began to play the dismissal bell, and Song Hanzhang stopped in his tracks. Zombie growls came from near and far, rising and falling like the howls of wolves. Only when he heard that sound did Lin Jue realize how terrified he truly was. 

There were so many predators lurking in the darkness; the group could never hope to kill them all.

The six stopped in the middle of the sports field’s cement path. No one made a sound. The surrounding streetlights weren’t very bright, and the shrubs and parasol trees made the shadows dance around. Wire fences to either side cordoned off the basketball and tennis courts, all but trapping them in the sports field.

In the distance, two zombies shambled toward them. Zhao Liangsheng spat on the ground, raised his crowbar, and charged forward. In two swift strikes, he smashed their skulls in, sending their bodies flying; each crashed into the wire fence with a bang. Lin Jue furrowed his brow, thankful that the dismissal bell had drawn away most of the zombies in the vicinity.

“The zombie horde is moving toward the plaza now but very slowly,” Song Hanzhang said. “We’ll wait a bit before we head through the south exit. We can rest. We ran too hard just now. If we keep expending our energy like this, lasting till morning will be tough.”

Each exhaling a long breath, the two girls sat down weakly on the flower bed next to the tennis court’s wire fence. 

The wind carried the faint, intermittent growls of zombies, as well as the rustling of something crawling and what sounded like groans. The noises were close, almost as if… Lin Jue pinched his ears, thinking that he’d misheard. When he turned his head, though, he met Song Hanzhang’s alarmed eyes.

“Move it!” Song Hanzhang suddenly shouted.

The two girls froze. Then a loud bang behind them startled them to their feet.

A man’s bloody face pushed against the fence, the wires pressing into his eyes and nose. He clawed desperately at the mesh. His face, twisted with fear, was utterly terrifying under the streetlight. Silently, the man opened his bloody mouth, like a fish dying in the sun. More and more blood flowed from his torn lips; half his face was coated in gore.

He gasped harshly for breath, on the verge of death. Then, when the man finally registered there were people on the other side of the fence, his cloudy eyes widened hysterically. 

Using all his might, he forced out a piercing cry for help. “Save me! Please, save me! I don’t want to die. I-I don’t… I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die!” 

That voice, twisted by terror, pierced everyone’s chests like a sharp knife. The two girls scrambled backward, already screaming and crying. As he clung to the fence, the man exerted himself again trying to climb the wire mesh. Blood gushed from his body; it flowed onto the metal net, coating it in crimson.

Out of the darkness behind him pounced several zombies. They sank their teeth into the man’s ankles and calves, and dragged him back to hell. His body thumped loudly against the wire fence. Bones broke, skin tore, and limbs were ripped off—accompanied by the sound of nauseating chewing and the man’s desperate screams… The unfading lament of death echoed in the night for ages.

Under the dim streetlight, they could vaguely make out the zombies crouched on the ground, fighting to devour the human who’d been alive just moments earlier. With a fierce tug, one zombie whipped out a section of intestine; it slapped wetly against the fence, splattering blood through the mesh. One zombie couldn’t squeeze in to join the feast and instead lurched over to the fence. Snarling at the humans on the other side, it grabbed the segment of viscera and stuffed it into its mouth. Then it began bashing its head over and over into the netting, trying to reach the humans.

Zhou Yuxiu, who’d slumped down again on the ground in front of the fence, stared blankly as warm fluid splattered all over her, though its color wasn’t visible on her black gloves. Then—as if a realization dawned on her—she screamed hysterically, her legs flailing as she scrambled backward. Gao Yifei was completely petrified; she just stared at Zhou Yuxiu, dumbfounded.

“Lin Jue, grab Gao Yifei! Let’s go!” Song Hanzhang clamped a hand over Zhou Yuxiu’s mouth. “Shut up!” he warned her, his tone fierce. “Unless you want to end up like him, shut your mouth!” 

Grabbing the stunned Gao Yifei by the hand, Lin Jue dragged her toward the sports field’s south gate. 

Liu Shan—who’d tumbled backward and was now sitting on the ground—had finally been struck by the danger of this place. He scrambled up and chased after the others. Zhao Liangsheng shuddered violently, then bolted, not daring to look back at the gruesome scene by the fence.

Lin Jue’s mind was blank. He was racing away on instinct alone. Watching zombies dismember a living person had made a far stronger impact on him than just seeing the monsters themselves. The horrific sight of the creatures tearing off limbs and ripping out intestines had been one that a college student in a peaceful world would only have seen in horror movies. But Lin Jue knew all too well how real this was now.

The nearby cries for help, the chilling gulping sounds, the thick stench of blood… For Lin Jue, everything confirmed the reality that they faced the threat of death. If he didn’t escape, he would end up like that man behind the fence: dying in fear, despair, and agony. 

He must live. He must survive! 


Chapter 3:
The Hidden Traitor

 

WITH A SINGLE BLOW, Lin Jue knocked down a zombie that lunged at him. Then he smashed the pipe hard into its skull. The dull crunch of its bones cracking beneath its flesh made Gao Yifei shiver; she didn’t dare get close. 

Lin Jue rubbed his tingling wrist and extended a hand to the pale girl. “Let’s go,” he said. “Song Hanzhang and the others headed toward the sports building. We should catch up.” 

“Aren’t you scared?” asked Gao Yifei, on the verge of tears.

Lin Jue glanced down at the zombie that was sprawled at his feet. He’d smashed its face to a bloody pulp. Still, its brain wasn’t completely destroyed yet, and the creature lay on its back, squirming and growling bizarrely. Lifting the now-bent pipe, Lin Jue slammed it down, thrusting it into the zombie’s gaping mouth to pin its deformed head to the ground. 

Gao Yifei gasped and hid behind Lin Jue. She couldn’t bear to look at the fallen corpse. 

“It’s actually not too bad once you get used to it,” Lin Jue replied, forcing down the terror that gripped him. “Besides, even if I’m scared, I can’t show that in front of a girl. That’d be too embarrassing.” He flashed Gao Yifei a forced smile.

She chuckled, her crescent eyes gentle and relieved under the streetlight. “Lin Jue, I meant to ask you earlier…” 

“What?” 

Gao Yifei squeezed her wrist; she seemed to be steeling herself. It took her a moment to quietly ask, “That item you got in the plaza… It’s an antibody for the virus, isn’t it?” 

Huh?! 

Lin Jue’s split-second expression of dumbfounded shock betrayed the truth. By the time he’d collected himself, it was already too late to put her off. He really wasn’t a good actor.

Gao Yifei seemed flustered herself. She kept her eyes trained on the bloodstained pipe in Lin Jue’s hand, as if she were afraid that he might swing it into her too. 

“I-I was just asking,” she said. “It was just a guess. But that’s how it always is in the movies I’ve seen… And Zhou Yuxiu’s lucky egg made me think it might be possible. You’re right not to show it off, though. There are so many of us, and I’m sure the antibody can only save one person. Still, if I get bitten…c-could you consider saving me?” She hung her head, seemingly ashamed of her own words, and added with a wry smile, “Ah—don’t mind me. I was just talking; it’s your item. I just thought… Seeing that man, i-it looked too cruel. No one would want to become a monster like that if they had a choice…” 

Lin Jue grunted softly in agreement, a sadness lodging in his heart. No one would want to become such a monster. He wouldn’t either.

“I’m sorry. You fell behind because of me.” Gao Yifei managed a smile for Lin Jue, her eyes glistening. “I’m feeling better now. Let’s keep going.” 

Lin Jue glanced around and spotted Liu Shan standing in the shadows of a tree not far behind them. 

“Wait for me!” Liu Shan called to them. “Let’s go together!” 

Did he hear our conversation? Lin Jue knitted his brow. He hadn’t had a good feeling about Liu Shan from the start, and the antibody was so important. If word spread that Lin Jue had it… 

While Lin Jue was lost in thought, Zhao Liangsheng caught up. He kicked the zombie laying at Lin Jue’s feet in frustration. “Where are the other two?” 

“Song Hanzhang and Zhou Yuxiu were faster than us,” Gao Yifei replied. “They’re probably at the sports building ahead.”

They pressed onward.

 

***

 

The sports building sprouted up out of the night, looming tall and eerie. A few scattered rooms were still illuminated—probably teachers’ offices or something similar. Song Hanzhang glanced up at the structure from the front steps. At his feet lay two zombies whose brains he’d chopped through with the shovel. 

Zhou Yuxiu was exhausted, as well as disgusted by the zombie corpses, but she was afraid to stray far from Song Hanzhang; that left her no choice but to sit on the steps. When distant figures approached, she sprang up like a startled bird. “M-more are coming! More zombies! Four of them!” 

Song Hanzhang glanced back. “It’s just Lin Jue and the others.” 

Zhou Yuxiu had undergone fright after fright. At this point, her last thread of reason was about to snap. She nibbled her glove nervously, her stare fixed on the four approaching silhouettes until the streetlights illuminated their faces. Then she sat back down, dazed but slowly coming to her senses.

Reaching the sports building, Gao Yifei sat beside Zhou Yuxiu. She patted the other girl’s hand to comfort her, but Zhou Yuxiu jerked back. Eyes wide with fear, she started to mutter to herself, trembling.

Lin Jue pitied her. When they’d first met, Zhou Yuxiu had been a normal girl who’d clearly cared about her appearance. Yet in only half an hour, their terrifying environment had tortured her to the point of paranoia and outright mental breakdown. 

“Does the sports building get crowded at night?” Song Hanzhang asked. 

“Very,” Zhao Liangsheng replied. “The pool on the ground floor is crammed with swim team members training. I bet if we went in now, the water would be swarming with zombies, like dumplings in a pot. And the indoor basketball court on the second floor doesn’t clear out until after nine. There tend to be quite a few people in the fitness room too. But the gym over there doesn’t usually have a lot of people. I’m a sports major, so I know exactly what those guys are up to at this hour. If you went up to the rooftop right now, chances are you’d catch a few couples with their pants down. Heh.” 

Song Hanzhang glanced at his watch: 8:45 p.m. The dismissal bell had started playing at 8:40. Even given the zombies’ slow speed, five minutes would be enough time for them to get from the South Residence’s commercial street to the plaza. 

Standing beside Song Hanzhang, Lin Jue likewise looked up at the sports building. “Are we still heading to the student center?” 

“Of course,” Song Hanzhang confirmed.

“There aren’t many zombies here either, though. Maybe if we found a room with a metal door and hid in there, we could hold out until dawn,” Lin Jue suggested hopefully.

Song Hanzhang gave him a derisive sidelong look. “And wait for our deaths?” 

Lin Jue choked. “You saw it in the dorm—the zombies can’t break through metal doors,” he protested quietly. “They’re all locked in their rooms.”

“‘Watch out. They’re getting stronger,’” Song Hanzhang said, quoting the hint on Gao Yifei’s egg. “Even if I had entertained that plan before, I completely abandoned it after I heard that egg’s warning. Hiding might bring us temporary reprieve, but if you think you can drag out your survival by acting like a mouse cowering in the sewers… Remember that 8:40 dismissal bell? That was already a warning.” 

Lin Jue fell silent. Hanging his head, he stared at the bloodstains on the pipe. 

“No one enjoys meaningless killing, even if it means survival,” Song Hanzhang continued calmly. He let out an almost inaudible sigh. “We don’t know what aspect of the zombies is getting stronger. Maybe their intelligence, maybe their physical strength—or maybe some special power like finding people who are hiding and catching them in a death trap. To protect ourselves from the worst-case scenario, we have to choose the more dangerous path initially. It’s guerrilla warfare. We’ll keep moving from place to place, and that might let us survive.” 

After a long pause, Lin Jue nodded. “I understand.” 

He had to trust Song Hanzhang, who’d started saving him immediately—once from zombies and once by ensuring that he’d conceal the antibody. Lin Jue wasn’t an ungrateful person. He knew that if it weren’t for Song Hanzhang, he might’ve died in the North Residence. 

Although Lin Jue had known Song Hanzhang for less than an hour, he’d inexplicably trusted the upperclassman right away, perhaps because Song Hanzhang was the first living person Lin Jue had encountered on this cruel night. He’d been like a lone boat adrift on a vast sea in darkness that finally spotted a distant lighthouse illuminating its way home.

“It’s about time,” Song Hanzhang said, glancing at his watch. “Let’s head to the sports field’s south gate.”

No one objected.

The zombies they bumped into along the way were roaming in twos and threes. Working together, Lin Jue, Song Hanzhang, and Zhao Liangsheng easily carved a path through them. Each member of the trio had a distinct fighting style: Zhao Liangsheng was extremely strong and ruthless—he almost always smashed a zombie’s brain, then kicked it away; Lin Jue preferred a frontal attack, and now that he’d reined in his emotions, he usually stopped after crushing a foe’s brain; and Song Hanzhang was the laziest of the three, although that was likely because he intended to conserve his energy. Often, he just swept a zombie aside. So long as it wasn’t blocking his path, he didn’t aim to kill it.

The six of them jogged out of the field’s south gate. Across the wide road ahead was the South Residence’s commercial street. The shops along the street still appeared to be open; they remained brightly lit. But a few zombies that hadn’t been lured away by the dismissal bell were stuck in doorways or wedged between shelves. 

The fast-food places emitted an alluring aroma, and the smell of barbecue swept into Lin Jue’s nose with the wind. He gulped. The odors of rot and blood had mixed into the pleasant, appetizing scents, making his stomach churn.

A drink can rattled across the road, nudged by the night breeze. It stopped in front of their group—caught on a zombie’s body. Littered all over the ground ahead were zombie cadavers; every last one had been decapitated, marking a clear path of slaughter where they were sprawled over the road.

This evidence of superhuman combat prowess and ruthlessly efficient technique made Song Hanzhang’s grip on the shovel tighten. 

It had to be him. 

“Who… Who did this?” Liu Shan choked out the question with difficulty.

The glass door of an eatery was pushed open, and a handsome young man walked out, holding a few lamb skewers in one hand and a gleaming sword in the other. He greeted the group across the street enthusiastically.

“Yo! Evening, survivors.” 

What was going on?

They’d only just escaped the horrific sight of zombies devouring a living person, and they clearly hadn’t pulled themselves together yet. Adding to that, the smell of barbecue, the putrid stench of zombies, and the scent of blood had all mixed together, making the group’s stomachs churn. It was nauseating, like they’d swallowed live caterpillars. 

The newcomer’s nose must not have been functioning, though. He’d already started chomping on a lamb skewer with relish. 

“It’s my first time grilling meat. Figures that I’d undercook it,” he grumbled to himself.

Lin Jue had eaten supper at four, and after the intense exercise earlier, his stomach was empty. It growled loudly.

The handsome young man leaning against the wall of the eatery smiled kindly at the group. “Want a skewer? Consider it a mid-game reward. It won’t be easy to make it out of here alive, after all. Right, Song…Han…zhang?” he concluded tauntingly. When Song Hanzhang didn’t respond to his taunt, the handsome young man went on, “This isn’t the place for pity. This game demands that you kill, betray, and flee without pause. Dead weight will only increase your risk of a game over. Are you using those five liabilities with you as cannon fodder? Seems like something you’d do.” 

Faced with such cutting, malicious speculation, Song Han­zhang adjusted his glasses. “None of your business, Lu Ren,” he replied coolly. 

Lu Ren tossed his empty skewer stick aside with a chuckle. “Okay, okay. I know that, to you, I’m just a psycho who should get help.” 

“Forget that.” Song Hanzhang’s tone was icy. “You should be sent directly to the psych ward.” 

There was a sharp ripping sound. A zombie stuck in the shop next to the eatery had finally managed to knock some boxes onto the ground and tumble outside. After wobbling to its feet, it shambled toward Lu Ren. 

It was close—near enough to pounce! Lin Jue’s pupils contracted, and his hand tightened on the pipe.

But the newcomer, “Lu Ren,” ignored the approaching monster. He nonchalantly grabbed a nearby drink bottle, opened it, and took a swig. He didn’t seem scared in the least—in fact, he was even at leisure to make conversation. “Oh, I know this underclassman. She confessed her love to me just last week.” 

The zombie howled and lunged at him. Setting the bottle aside, Lu Ren gripped the hilt of his long sword in both hands and swung it lightning fast. In the darkness, the gleaming blade drew a silvery-white arc of death, passing through the zombie’s neck with deadly precision. The creature’s head flew off and landed on the cold cement ground, rolling two or three times. Now headless, the zombie shuffled forward a few steps more before collapsing in a heap. It twitched for a couple seconds, then fell still—a genuine corpse. 

Lu Ren shrugged, picked up his drink again, and took another sip, acting as though the corpse by his feet had nothing to do with him.

A chill prickled over Lin Jue’s neck. Lu Ren’s attack had been both dazzling and brutal. He displayed no hesitation or reluctance to strike a fellow human, just pure, merciless matter-of-fact, as though he were stomping on a cockroach. 

After chugging the rest of the drink, Lu Ren tossed the bottle aside, and it spun straight into a trashcan. “Woo!” he cheered. Then he seemed to remember the body by his feet. 

“You obviously liked me so much; you confessed in tears and everything,” he told it pityingly. “Then you changed your mind in a week. Girls are so fickle. What a pity. Since you were so pretty, I planned to give you a chance. That was before tonight, of course.” 

His sympathetic tone was even more chilling. To have swung a blade so decisively against a former acquaintance and remained cheerful afterward… Was this guy really sane? 

The group members who’d been delighted by the prospect of gaining a powerful ally were no longer entertaining that possibility. Team up with this psychopath, and they just might get killed out of nowhere—what a joke! 

That was how Lin Jue also felt. He’d even forgotten his hunger.

“Did you get that Tang sword as a reward in Clocktower Plaza?” Song Hanzhang asked. “You wouldn’t normally be carrying a government-restricted weapon like that. You were the first one to reach the plaza, huh?” 

“Yep.” Lu Ren shrugged. “I got hungry after I grabbed the good stuff, though, so I came here for some grub.” 

He clearly hadn’t considered—or simply didn’t care about—the danger that now existed outside. Someone so reckless was either exceedingly confident in their abilities or a complete psychopath. Judging from this short interaction, Lu Ren fell into both categories. 

“Where are you heading next?” Song Hanzhang asked, his arms crossed.

“I’m going to wander around. But if you’re worried that I might do something bad to you guys…” Lu Ren rubbed his chin, seemingly rather troubled. “Well, I actually don’t think I’ve ever attacked a living person. I’m a law-abiding citizen, you know. Anyway, I don’t get why eggs were being handed out on Halloween instead of Easter—that sure caught me off guard. Still, this game is so much fun. Can I rate it on Steam? I’d recommend it!” 

Listening to this speech, Lin Jue felt that Song Hanzhang’s assessment of this guy had been more than correct—he was psychotic. Lu Ren wasn’t fighting for his life at all; he was treating the whole thing as a game. 

“After playing for almost an hour, though, I’m getting bored. Where can I find some fun?” Stepping over the headless zombie, Lu Ren approached the group, brandishing his sword. 

Everyone aside from Song Hanzhang took a step back. 

“Wow. You are guys that scared of me? I’m hurt. Look at your terrified faces. I’m so…” Lu Ren was practically radiant. He stopped in front of the group, his eyes sparkling.

Gao Yifei shuddered and hid behind Lin Jue, who stood closest to her.

Lu Ren cocked his head, his eyes falling on Lin Jue. Lin Jue felt his heart lurch. He almost couldn’t resist backing away. 

“There’s something on your shoulder,” Lu Ren told Lin Jue with a wide grin, and the Tang sword in his hand instantly appeared beside Lin Jue’s neck. The sharp of its bloody blade faced upward, just grazing Lin Jue’s earlobe. 

This icy, wet sword had just decapitated a zombie and was currently held by a psycho. Cold sweat streamed down Lin Jue’s back. He didn’t dare to move a muscle, afraid that the slightest twitch would sever his head from his body. 

Behind him, Gao Yifei stumbled backward; she clamped her hands over her mouth, muffling all the screams that threatened to escape.

“A leaf.” Lu Ren used the Tang sword to brush a dead leaf from Lin Jue’s shoulder. Then he twirled the sword in a flourish, showing off. With a crackling noise, it sliced the leaf in two in midair, and the halves fell at Lin Jue’s feet. Lu Ren cracked a toothy smile. He seemed pleased by Lin Jue’s reaction. 

Lin Jue shuddered violently. At that point, he noticed that he wasn’t the only one holding his breath—everyone was. No one dared interrupt Lu Ren’s one-man show; not the living, and certainly not the dead.

Passing Lin Jue, Lu Ren stopped beside Song Hanzhang. “Hey, give me some pointers,” he said lazily. “If this game had a boss, where would it most likely appear?”

“The med school’s labs,” Song Hanzhang replied. “This type of viral zombification would have something or other to do with an experiment. And you might find some clues there.” 

Lu Ren smirked at him, hefting the sword in his hand. “You just made a decent suggestion, so I’ll give you guys a heads-up in return. When the dismissal bell rang, the zombies nearby became really agitated. They chased down and bit one unlucky bastard, so I helped him out. I ended up finding his egg. I can’t believe someone was actually carrying that thing around, though. What a freak,” Lu Ren said disdainfully. He turned and walked into a grocery store; soon, he dragged back a corpse. “I stuffed it back into his pocket before I came outside again. I’m a good man who returns what he picks up.” 

This corpse was headless too. One arm was broken off, revealing the white bone beneath the flesh. The wound was jagged, as though the arm had been ripped from the body with brute strength rather than simply sliced off.

Rummaging through the corpse’s pockets, Lu Ren exclaimed delightedly, “Found it!” 

In the center of his palm lay a light-yellow egg painted with branches and leaves. 

Lu Ren slowly read the words written on the egg: “‘Who is the Judas?’” Then he looked up at the group. Their expressions had changed, Lu Ren’s own face full of obvious, malicious mischief. “There’s no one you can trust in this game. Who knows who the traitor is? It seems like most of the survivors are here—so the Judas probably is too.” 

Lu Ren tossed the egg at Song Hanzhang, who caught it, confirmed the hint it bore, and passed it to Lin Jue. 

“You don’t mean well, but thanks for the intel regardless,” Song Hanzhang responded. “In exchange, I’ll give you an important clue. One egg said, ‘Dawn is hope.’ So the game should end by daybreak.” 

“Huh? What a shame…” Cocking an eyebrow, Lu Ren drawled cryptically, “I wonder how many people will be left by then.” 

He eyed them all one by one, intrigued, but almost all caught by his stare averted their eyes. It even made Song Hanzhang frown. 

“Getting eaten by zombies, betrayed by your companions, sold out by the Judas, or even turning into a zombie yourself… Those all seem like possibilities, and I’m a little curious about how you guys will end up. But since you don’t seem to be welcoming me, I’ll go entertain myself. That’s it, then—buh-byeee!” Lu Ren singsonged, grinning as he sheathed his sword. Then he picked up a bottle of water and left without a backward glance. 

The brisk night wind made the six of them shiver. They were silent for a long time.

It wasn’t so much Lu Ren’s strength that had shocked them; it was more that his values diverged sharply from a normal person’s. He seemed to have zero sympathy and zero fear. Not even that moral compass taken for granted as inherently human appeared to sway him. 

He’s more terrifying than a zombie, Lin Jue reflected. 

Turning around, Song Hanzhang took stock of the look on each group member’s face: terrified, uneasy, bewildered, fearful, suspicious. Not a single expression was unruffled. The team, which had existed for less than half an hour, was probably dissolving. Its members couldn’t trust each other to begin with, let alone after such an ominous egg had been announced. 

Who is the Judas?

If they’d only been terrified of zombies before, they now feared betrayal by their own. A traitor hidden among them was an even scarier thought. 

As he rubbed his temple, Song Hanzhang let out a soft sigh. “Let’s split up.” 

“What are you trying to do?!” Liu Shan cried immediately.

“You heard him. And you saw that egg,” Song Hanzhang replied. “Sticking together won’t be safer than acting alone. This survival game tests your ability to escape; fighting is secondary. Hiding alone in a sturdy room with a metal door might be safest, after all. Who knows?” 

His eyes didn’t betray any ulterior meaning. Still, everyone understood what was implicit in his words: Invisible treachery was more frightening than the zombies.

The atmosphere instantly dropped to freezing. A seed of doubt had been sown, and the sprout grew like a weed, absorbing fear and despair in the bloody, nightmarish night. 

Gao Yifei spoke up weakly. “A person’s ability to fight on their own is limited, though. So if the zombies corner someone, it’ll be bad news.” 

Liu Shan sneered and told her, “Ignore him. Splitting up will be fine. Who needs someone like him? You might find yourself stabbed in the back.” 

“Song Hanzhang isn’t like that,” Zhou Yuxiu said, stepping forward. Despite her pale face, her voice was firm. “If not for him, we wouldn’t even have made it away from the dorm.” 

“You’ve been in their camp from the start,” Zhao Liangsheng snorted. His eyes shifted between Zhou Yuxiu, Lin Jue, and Song Hanzhang. 

The team was clearly split in half. Perhaps due to the strength of first impressions, people always instinctively trusted those whoever they’d first met and received kindness from. Lin Jue couldn’t help but look at Song Hanzhang, who he trusted far more than anyone else there. If the group splintered, he’d follow Song Hanzhang without hesitation. 

“Of course they’re in the same camp.” Liu Shan stared at Lin Jue. His face said that he knew everything. “You got something good, but you kept quiet about it. I heard you whispering earlier, all sneaky-like. Don’t think I don’t know anything!” 

Lin Jue’s head throbbed. There was no way he was handing over the antibody—especially not to someone like this.

“Since we can’t trust each other, let’s split up. I can manage alone anyway.” Song Hanzhang didn’t intend to bother any further with this group. He turned on his heel to leave. 

“Wait!” Lin Jue grabbed his wrist impulsively. Song Hanzhang tried to jerk away, but Lin Jue held on tightly and looked him firmly in the eye. “Let’s go together.”

Song Hanzhang gazed at him for a while. In the end, he nodded, and Lin Jue sighed in relief. Did this at least mean that Song Hanzhang approved of him? 

“You guys, wait! Bring me too—” Zhou Yuxiu wanted to follow them, but her legs gave way, and she almost fell. Gao Yifei caught her, shaking her head gravely. With a hesitant look, Zhou Yuxiu glanced from Gao Yifei to Song Hanzhang, hope lingering in her gaze. 

Yet the response she got from him was, “Lin Jue and I will be on the move constantly. It’ll be physically draining, and we won’t carry any dead weight with us. Think carefully.” Then he tossed the shovel to Zhou Yuxiu. 

Zhou Yuxiu blanked; she reached out but didn’t catch the shovel, and it hit the ground with a metallic clang. Feeling hollow inside, she watched the two retreating figures stride farther and farther away. 

It was too late.

“Don’t be scared. There’s four of us,” Gao Yifei consoled her gently, holding her hand. “And they’re heading toward the student center too. We might run into them again later.”

“Yeah…” Zhou Yuxiu answered softly, squeezing Gao Yifei’s left hand with her right.

 

***

 

As a result of the Clocktower Plaza’s dismissal bell, the zombie horde had migrated in that direction. On top of that, Lu Ren had killed quite a few zombies in this area. Thus, Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang’s journey had been relatively safe. The zombies they spotted in the distance were easily avoided. 

“Where are we going right now?” Lin Jue asked during a break. 

“The library.” 

“There must be a lot of zombies there,” Lin Jue said dubiously. “The study rooms are still open at this hour.”

Song Hanzhang shook his head. “Today’s Friday, remember? The library closes at eight on Fridays, so almost everyone would have left by now. The trouble is that we might encounter a group that turned into zombies on their way back to their dorm. Luckily, Clocktower Plaza and the library aren’t far apart, so a lot of them should’ve been lured away.” 

The library in the distance was still lit, but there weren’t many zombies around it. The pair crossed Pigeon Square in front of the library, then—avoiding the zombies lurking around the front entrance—they entered the building through the underground parking lot’s fire exit without any problems.

The library was quiet, although a few zombies were wandering around the spacious lobby. Song Hanzhang didn’t have a weapon with much range, so Lin Jue diligently stepped forward, ready to deal with a zombie blocking the way. 

He held his breath and crouched as he moved, each step light. As he slowly approached the zombie from behind, he didn’t feel the thrill of the hunt at all—only disgust.

Fifteen feet, twelve feet, nine feet… He was close! 

The zombie sensed his presence. Its shuffling steps paused. In that split second, Lin Jue sped up; lunging like a cheetah, he delivered a heavy blow to the zombie’s back. His adrenaline rush was so powerful that he could have shattered the creature’s skull with a single hit. The zombie collapsed to the ground. Planting a foot on its back, Lin Jue pierced its damaged skull with his pipe, thoroughly destroying its brain.

As he pulled the pipe out of the zombie’s skull, the sticky fluid inside made a soft popping sound. An exceptionally disgusting mixture of brain matter and filthy blood clung to the pipe. Lin Jue withdrew his foot from the zombie’s back, not giving the dead monster another glance, and made an “all clear” sign to Song Hanzhang behind him.

Song Hanzhang offered praise for Lin Jue’s clean, efficient attack. “You’ve improved a lot. Impressive.” 

In less than an hour, the clumsy rookie who couldn’t even aim a chair properly had acquired the bare-minimum combat skills needed to survive. But skill alone wouldn’t be enough without proper resolve. Lin Jue flashed a sheepish smile, as elated as a student getting kudos from a teacher.

“Lin Jue,” Song Hanzhang called out.

Lin Jue, who’d been about to walk onward, glanced back. “What?” 

Standing in the marble-floored lobby under the bright library lights, Song Hanzhang looked as handsome as a studious heartthrob girls would crush on—if you ignored the scattered zombie corpses around him. 

He asked, “If someone in the group earlier had been bitten, would you have taken out the antibody?”

“It would’ve depended on who it was.” Lin Jue thought for a moment, then said hesitantly, “All right—I don’t actually know either. Ugh…I can’t decide. If it were Zhou Yuxiu or Gao Yifei, maybe. But Zhao Liangsheng or Liu Shan? Forget it. I couldn’t stand them. They were so rude to you.” 

Lin Jue felt pretty indignant on Song Hanzhang’s behalf. If the upperclassman hadn’t warned them, they would’ve gotten trapped in Clocktower Plaza and killed. But those two still hadn’t trusted him at all. 

Song Hanzhang smiled softly but didn’t ask anything further. 

Astonished by his rare smile, Lin Jue glanced at him curiously a few times. Was it just him, or did the upperclassman’s smile look meaningful…? Feeling a little slow to catch on, Lin Jue scratched his head and followed Song Hanzhang to the elevators. There were two: One elevator car was on the fourth floor, the other the lobby’s floor.

Lin Jue let Song Hanzhang press the button for the latter car but muttered, “Are we taking the elevator? That seems kind of dangerous. What if the doors open on zombies?” 

“Use your brain,” Song Hanzhang said, not turning his head. “Would an elevator that stopped on the ground floor likely have zombies inside?” 

“Uh…” Lin Jue was stumped; he suddenly found that his brain was in knots.

In fact, if an elevator had stopped on the ground floor, that usually meant that someone had ridden it down from an upper floor. Given that the doors opened automatically upon landing, the likelihood that there were zombies inside was very low. 

The elevator doors parted with a ding. Song Hanzhang didn’t enter immediately; instead, he looked thoughtfully toward the other elevator shaft, its cab having stopped on the fourth floor. 

“The only thing on the fourth floor is the electronic reading room, which closes at five, so that floor should be relatively safe,” he said. “And the library has three staircases, so we probably won’t get trapped. Let’s take shelter up there for now.” 

Lin Jue gulped. “You even remember what time the electronic reading room closes?” he asked incredulously.

Song Hanzhang looked askance at him. “The hours are posted in the main lobby. I read it while you were killing that zombie.” 

That silenced Lin Jue, and the pair entered the elevator. Song Hanzhang pressed the fourth floor button. “There might be a couple of zombies up there,” he told Lin Jue. “Be vigilant.” 

“How do you know? Didn’t you just say it would probably be empty?” 

Song Hanzhang shot him another sidelong look; you could’ve described it as the type a top student would give to a less academic peer’s exam score. Lin Jue squeezed the pipe, too embarrassed to admit that he hadn’t figured Song Hanzhang’s reasoning out yet.

After a ding, the elevator doors opened. The corridor leading away from the elevator was considerably dimmer than the lobby; the only light source was a vending machine nearby.

As Lin Jue stepped out of the elevator, he spotted a zombie lurking in the corridor. It likewise caught their scent and howled, lunging forward. Seizing the chance to show off his skills, Lin Jue thrust his pipe at it. The pipe hit the zombie’s midriff, shoving the creature back, and the zombie crashed against the wall, its limbs flailing. 

Before Lin Jue could deliver another blow, Song Hanzhang stepped up and used the dagger he’d obtained in Clocktower Plaza to stab the zombie through the temple. Blood filled the weapon’s fuller. With a frown, Song Hanzhang wiped it on the zombie’s clothes. Clearly he hadn’t had great luck in the plaza—a dagger with a fuller wasn’t as effective as a trench knife would’ve been. 

“You were right. There was one on the fourth floor.” Lin Jue kicked the downed zombie, confirming that it was dead. 

“Wasn’t that obvious?” Song Hanzhang asked. “An elevator had stopped on the fourth floor, so obviously someone took it there. Or at least pressed the button on the fourth floor. I thought it might have been the floor admin, but it turned out to be a student.” 

Once the pair had ensured that no more zombies were roaming the fourth floor, they rested in the elevator corridor. Lin Jue searched his pockets and finally found two coins. He bought a bottle of water from the vending machine and half-drained it in one go, but it only seemed to accentuate the hunger in his stomach.

Out of goodwill, he offered the half bottle of water to Song Hanzhang, who leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. Song Hanzhang peered at the open bottle for several seconds, then finally accepted it and took a few small sips.

“Better not drink too much, unless you want to be searching high and low for a bathroom later,” he cautioned. 

Lin Jue shrugged, unconcerned. “I’ll just let go on the spot.” 

Song Hanzhang was visibly disgusted, but Lin Jue figured that med students were just fussy about hygiene. “I wonder how the others are doing.”

“If they make it to the student center, a few of them might survive. But…” Song Hanzhang snorted. “Their chances are slim.” 

“Why? Because there might be a traitor with them?” Lin Jue asked curiously.

“Not ‘might be’—there definitely is.” Song Hanzhang’s gaze sharpened, his voice frigid. “Didn’t you notice? When we met Lu Ren, there was already an extra person with us!”

 

EVENT TIMELINE

 

8:20 p.m. At west gate of North Residence (talking/discovering someone behind bushes: 20 sec,girl appearing: 10 sec, upperclassman’s questioning: 30 sec).

8:21 p.m. Near gate (comforting girl: 30 sec, upperclassman outlining plan: 3 min, switching weapons: 20 sec, upperclassman explaining how to destroy zombie skull quickly: 30 sec).

8:25 p.m. Began to act (talking/fighting zombies: approx. 3.5 min, moving to plaza/encountering zombies en route: 1 min).

8:29 p.m. Reached Clocktower Plaza (killing zombie/looting shoes: 30 sec).

8:30 p.m. At Clocktower Plaza (talking: 1 min, remaining safe time: 35 min).

8:31 p.m. At Clocktower Plaza (talking/receiving item: 2 min 10 sec, group discussion: 50 sec).

8:34 p.m. At Clocktower Plaza (talking: 1 min, remaining safe time: 30 min).

8:35 p.m. At Clocktower Plaza (talking: 1.5 min).

8:36 p.m. Began escape (talking/moving/killing zombies/crossing man-made river: 4.5 min, 8:40 p.m. dismissal bell started playing during escape).


Chapter 4:
The Library Scare

 

“WHAT?!” LIN JUE EXCLAIMED, astonished. A chill crawled up his spine, and before he realized it, cold sweat already drenched his back. 

Who? Since when? How come he’d never noticed anyone at all accompanying them? 

“When we left the plaza, it said there were eight remaining survivors,” Song Hanzhang explained. “Since six of us left the plaza together, there should’ve been two survivors outside it. But think carefully: Lu Ren was one, and that person we saw get devoured by zombies in the sports field was another. And on top of that, Lu Ren mercy-killed an additional survivor—while the dismissal bell was ringing, he said. That means, when we left the plaza, three survivors were actually roaming outside it! There were more survivors than the eight displayed in the plaza. When you take that ‘Judas’ hint into account, the reason there was someone extra is obvious—a ‘Judas’ had already infiltrated our ranks!” 

A terrifying chill rose from the soles of Lin Jue’s feet to his brain. He shuddered, a belated fear seizing him. “Is that why you decided to split off from the group?” 

“That was the main reason but not the only one. I was already planning to.” Song Hanzhang gripped the water bottle, which crackled. His brow appeared locked in a deep furrow, as if from unremitting trouble and worry. “What concerns me most is that Judas. We don’t know anything about them. Are they a player who got a lucky egg? Or something like an AI disguised as a human? What are their behavioral patterns, and what’s their purpose? Have they got any special abilities—for instance, a way to locate any player? Or some unscientific superpowers? There’s too little information to hazard a guess. We can only hope to avoid the Judas for now and take things as they come.” 

All this conjecture overwhelmed Lin Jue instantly. He scratched his head, temples throbbing. “Maybe it’s Lu Ren? I wouldn’t trust that guy farther than I could throw him.” 

Song Hanzhang shook his head. “If it were him, we’d all be dead by now. His family runs a martial arts school, and he’s pretty skilled. Fighting one-on-ten is nothing to him.” 

Despite the praise Song Hanzhang was paying Lu Ren, Lin Jue couldn’t detect any admiration in his expression. 

“How did the Judas appear?” Song Hanzhang murmured to himself. “Did they join partway in as a survivor? Or were they here from the start…?”

“No. An extra person being here from the start would’ve been impossible,” Lin Jue interjected.

“How come?” Peering at Lin Jue, Song Hanzhang appeared interested for once. 

Lin Jue was instantly nervous. “Um…well…I mean, there are only thirteen lucky eggs total,” he choked out. “So assuming the Judas was a fourteenth person, they wouldn’t have had an egg. That means they wouldn’t know what was written on an egg.” He felt he was overlooking something, but he continued to voice his thoughts. “At the plaza, everyone said what was written on their egg. If the Judas was a fourteenth person, they couldn’t have said anything.” 

“Slightly improved reasoning,” Song Hanzhang remarked coolly. Before Lin Jue could feel elated, though, he continued, “But have you considered that maybe the Judas picked up someone else’s egg, like Lu Ren did? Or that they might just have made something up? It’s also possible that whoever called us leaked one of the eggs’ hints to them to help camouflage them as an ordinary player. Or maybe they are the caller in disguise.” 

Lin Jue was stumped. He cast his eyes down dejectedly to stare at his shoes. That there could be so many other possibilities hadn’t occurred to him.

“All right. Stop looking like that.” Song Hanzhang patted Lin Jue’s shoulder. “Whether the Judas is a fourteenth person isn’t the most pressing question. I’ve thought of one possibility…”

Lin Jue looked up at Song Hanzhang, utterly baffled by the amount of ideas this guy had. They were both just ordinary college students, yet faced with Song Hanzhang, Lin Jue felt like he’d wasted the last twenty years of his life. 

Song Hanzhang’s clear, cool voice echoed in the empty fourth-floor corridor. “Judas was originally one of Jesus’s followers—a devout believer. But in the end, he betrayed Jesus. His name symbolizes betrayal and deception. In light of that, the ‘Judas’ might have started out as an ordinary player like us. But at some point, their identity changed.” Then, like a teacher testing a student, Song Hanzhang posed a question to Lin Jue: “So, when did that identity shift—or rather, shift in allegiance—occur?” 

“Zhou Yuxiu’s egg said ‘Fangs reverse allegiance.’ So did someone bitten by the zombies become the Judas?” Lin Jue gasped in shock. “Was someone among us bitten?” 

“That might be the case,” Song Hanzhang agreed. “But some aspects of the theory are hard to explain away. Anyone bitten turns into a zombie after an hour. Would that happen to the Judas? And if they obtained the antibody and injected themself with it, would their allegiance still change? There are too many possibilities. I lean toward this one: The Judas replaced someone who died, assuming the deceased’s identity and then acting like an ordinary player.” His voice was so impeccably calm that it was subtly jarring. Song Hanzhang added, “With his strength, Lu Ren wouldn’t die easily, so it’s not him.” 

Lin Jue studied Song Hanzhang’s face and felt an inexplicable chill. He pursed his lips and whispered, almost as if in a dream, “Then who could it be?” 

Leaning against the wall, Song Hanzhang squeezed the plastic bottle in his hand, making it crackle. Then he looked up at Lin Jue, who was propped up against the opposite wall. Their gazes met in the air, exchanging emotions the pair themselves might not even understand. Two people who’d been complete strangers before tonight now stood together due to fate. Even if they still felt wary deep down, they’d already begun trying to trust each other.

“Aren’t you scared?” Song Hanzhang asked wryly. “Maybe I’m the one who died at the start.”

Lin Jue’s heart seemed to stop, then thumped violently in his chest. He tried to spot any hint of mirth in Song Hanzhang’s expression to prove that the suggestion was a joke, to no avail, finding the upperclassman looking as stoic as always. 

“It’s not you. It’s definitely not you.” As Lin Jue drew in a deep breath, he forced himself to project a more relaxed and confident voice. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have felt like you had to save me right from the start. Besides, during the time we’ve been together, you’ve had plenty of chances to have me die mysteriously. I’m sure it’s not you.” 

What truly let Lin Jue relax was the slight upturn of Song Hanzhang’s lips. 

“I’m positive that it isn’t you either,” Song Hanzhang replied. “Too little time elapsed between my receiving the call and meeting you. At most, that was only long enough for you to notice something wrong and run to the ground floor. Besides, I’ve observed you carefully. You’re unwounded, and your clothes aren’t damaged. I trust you more than the people we met afterward.” 

Compared to Lin Jue’s thought process—rely on instinct, then find evidence after—Song Hanzhang’s analysis was wholly rational, to the point of cold impersonality. At least the Judas’s existence hadn’t caused the trust between them to collapse. That was enough.

Song Hanzhang straightened up and stretched, then added, “We don’t know enough about the Judas. Right now, we’ve only figured out that they aren’t counted among the survivors. We can’t be sure how they look, but they’re probably disguising themself as someone who got a lucky egg. Their role is to deceive and betray—maybe to increase the likelihood of the survivors dying. Having them around makes working with others without reservations very difficult.” 

Lin Jue nodded. The figure of the person he’d had his guard up against flashed through his mind. Maybe that person had been the Judas, but Lin Jue had no evidence.

Song Hanzhang sighed. “Never mind,” he said self-deprecatingly. “What’s the point of thinking about this? This isn’t the real world anyway. Nothing that unfolds here should be surprising.” 

“This isn’t the real world?” Lin Jue asked, astonished. 

“Isn’t that obvious?” Song Hanzhang asked softly, his eyes trained on the elevator doors. “Would something like this happen in the normal world? The people around you turning into zombies, all the survivors being recipients of lucky eggs, phones losing signal after getting a mysterious call, walls suddenly getting too high to climb… Rather than a biohazard crisis, it’s more like a terrible game. The people who got the eggs are players, and they’re forced to participate. Now we’re being toyed with like mice under a cat’s paw. Think about it—maybe someone outside the game is watching us struggle to survive right now, even eagerly making commentary. Ha. How ridiculous!” 

The water bottle kept crackling in his grip. Song Hanzhang’s sudden outburst made Lin Jue uneasy. The upperclassman was always very calm, but now he was losing control of his emotions; this was unusual. 

Then the crackling stopped, and Song Hanzhang threw the empty bottle into a trash bin. 

“Sorry. I just don’t like being manipulated,” he said. “All control freaks are obsessive nutcases. To them, everyone should perform like puppets according to their script. And even once a puppet develops its own thoughts, the puppeteer will try everything to make it bend to the rules, because that’s what’s ‘correct’ to them.” His tone was laden with world-weariness. He lounged against the wall, the back of his hand pressed to his forehead as he stared quietly at the light overhead. 

Lin Jue didn’t know what to say. In the end, he could only offer a dry consolation. “Well, we just need to wait until dawn. Let’s focus on getting through the night and not dwell too much on things.” 

Song Hanzhang grunted. “True. We might not even survive tonight. Thinking so much is pointless. The other group should have reached the student center by now, and Lu Ren wouldn’t come to a place like this to avoid zombies, so we’re probably the only two living humans in the library right now. Let’s stay a bit longer.” 

Lin Jue nodded obligingly, praying that things would go more easily from now on. If a demon that controlled everything really existed, though, they wouldn’t allow for smooth sailing. 

In the silence, a heavy sound rang out: The elevator had abruptly activated. Both Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang jerked their heads toward it. The long-static floor number changed from four to three, then to two…

The elevator was descending. Someone had pressed the button!

The moment that floor number changed, Lin Jue’s heart seemed to stop. He straightened up in panic, at a loss over what to do. How is this possible? he wondered in disbelief. How could anyone in the library still be alive? Who were they? A zombie? A player? The Judas? 

Lin Jue’s instinct was to flee. “Let’s hide!”

Song Hanzhang cut him off immediately. “What are you panicking for? This other party isn’t sneaking up to the fire exit to ambush us. That means we can talk.” The elevator had descended to the ground floor, and Song Hanzhang watched it slowly ascend again. He didn’t seem surprised. “Let’s stay here. Whatever it is, we have to face it eventually.” 

The second floor, the third floor, the fourth floor… Ding! The arrival chime sounded in the corridor. 

Lin Jue was extremely nervous. He felt like a sinister, venomous snake was crawling up his back, silently baring its fangs and flicking its scarlet tongue. Gripping the pipe in his hand, he braced himself as the elevator doors slid slowly open…

“You?” Lin Jue blurted out, dumbfounded. 

Zhou Yuxiu’s shivering figure appeared inside the elevator. Her hands clutched at her scarf, which swathed half her face, revealing only her large eyes. Looking timidly at the two, she stammered, “I… I…” 

Lin Jue breathed a sigh in relief. He was a little glad, even. His impression of Zhou Yuxiu was okay: They’d spent some time together before, and she was a girl. 

Song Hanzhang wasn’t on the same page, though. “I told you not to follow us.” His voice was cold, without an ounce of tenderness or consideration for a lady.

“I won’t be a burden.” Zhou Yuxiu stepped out of the elevator and looked at them nervously. Her legs were still shaky, and she didn’t sound convincing in the least.

Glancing at her miniskirt and torn sheer stockings, Lin Jue couldn’t help lamenting inwardly. Beauty came with its own pain. 

But Song Hanzhang didn’t let her off the hook just because she looked so worn and pitiful. “How did you know we were here?” he pressed.

“I followed you from a distance, and I saw you go into the library’s underground parking lot, so I figured you’d gone into the library. Then, later, I saw a bunch of zombie corpses littering the lobby. One even lay outside the elevator corridor. I thought you probably took the elevator up,” Zhou Yuxiu said in a small voice, her head hanging down.

Song Hanzhang didn’t say any more, just nodded. Leaning against the wall, he continued to rest. Then as if something occurred to him, he checked his watch: 9:05 p.m. 

Zhou Yuxiu didn’t dare speak another word either. She sat silently in a corner far from the zombie corpse. She stared blankly at it, the lost look returning to her eyes. 

A grumbling stomach broke the silence—Lin Jue’s. He rubbed his tummy and scratched his head, troubled.

“If you’re hungry, there’s a convenience store and a coffee shop on the third floor,” Zhou Yuxiu said softly. She was still staring off into space in the corner.

Lin Jue began to reject the idea. “Ah, maybe it’s for the better that I—”

“I actually want to go to the bathroom, but…I’m scared of running into zombies.” Zhou Yuxiu turned to look pleadingly at him. 

“Oh. I’ll go with you, then.” Realizing that he’d answered too eagerly, Lin Jue clarified, “I’ll wait outside for you.” 

Suddenly, Song Hanzhang spoke up. “I’ll go too.”

“That’s okay, having Lin Jue with me is enough.” Zhou Yuxiu declined the suggestion, flustered. She still seemed afraid of Song Hanzhang.

“I want to go to the bathroom too,” Song Hanzhang insisted, standing up. He held his dagger out and glanced at Zhou Yuxiu. “Besides, you haven’t got any weapons on you. If there’s danger, Lin Jue might not be able to handle it alone.” 

“Yeah. It’s safer to go together,” Lin Jue chimed in. Strange… Where’s her shovel? he wondered for a moment. Didn’t Song Hanzhang give her that before we left? 

Supporting herself against the wall, Zhou Yuxiu stood up. “Oh. Then… Thank you…”

“Third- or fourth-floor bathroom?” Lin Jue asked Song Hanzhang.

“Fourth,” came Song Hanzhang’s immediate reply.

Lin Jue complained, pulling a face, “Huh? You’re just letting me go hungry, then?” 

Song Hanzhang looked like he wanted to laugh, but he maintained a stern expression. “Yes, guess you’ll have to starve.” 

Sighing, Lin Jue turned to Zhou Yuxiu. “See? This guy’s terrible.” 

She forced a smile but didn’t dare to make a peep. 

The fourth-floor bathroom lights were on, despite their closed doors. For a moment, Zhou Yuxiu hesitated outside the women’s bathroom. Then she told Lin Jue cautiously, “I’m a little scared. Can you come in and wait for me…?” 

Lin Jue stared at the Women sign, hesitating. In the end, though, he nodded. “All right.” 

Zhou Yuxiu sighed in relief and pushed open the door. 

“Didn’t you need to go too?” Lin Jue asked Song Hanzhang, who hadn’t moved. 

Song Hanzhang’s glasses reflected the light—so bright that it obscured his eyes—but his expression was frighteningly cold. “Do you actually plan to follow her in?” Even his voice was icy, colder than ever.

“Special circumstances. You know.” Lin Jue didn’t want to go into the women’s bathroom either, but since Zhou Yuxiu begged him, he hadn’t refused point-blank. 

Song Hanzhang snorted, watching Zhou Yuxiu, who was standing halfway through the bathroom door. Under the bright white light inside, she looked even smaller and more delicate. The gloved hand that held the handle was visibly shaking.

A strange feeling came over Lin Jue. Something about Zhou Yuxiu felt off.

“Enough. I’m done watching your bad acting. Are you still not going to tell the truth?” Song Hanzhang asked her coldly. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Zhou Yuxiu’s face was hidden in shadows that obscured her expression. Still, her weak voice and the dense despair that emanated from her entire body were impossible to conceal. 

“I warned you before we left. Unfortunately, you clearly didn’t understand me.” Song Hanzhang sounded disappointed.

Zhou Yuxiu stumbled into the door with a bang. She staggered forward but only managed to stand steady when she caught the rim of the sink. That caused her to cry out in pain, and her right hand flew to clutch her left wrist tightly. 

Under the bright lights, only her eyes and forehead were visible above her scarf. Her deathly pale skin was blue-tinged, her eyes clouded, and her gaze toward her two companions was empty and unfocused. 

Her lifeless pallor and bizarre daze almost made her seem like…like a…

Understanding dawned on Lin Jue, and he stared at Zhou Yuxiu in disbelief. As his gaze shifted from her bloodless face to her gloved hands, he finally realized what was happening: Zhou Yuxiu was about to turn! 

“When did you figure it out?” Zhou Yuxiu asked weakly. Her voice, no longer forced, sounded hoarse and weary, as though she might breathe her last at any moment. 

“At first, I was just suspicious,” Song Hanzhang replied. “But after I tested you a few times, I was sure. When we first met you, you were barefoot with scrapes on your knees, and your stockings were torn. You’d obviously fallen while escaping from zombies and taken off your high heels. I wasn’t entirely convinced you were so tough mentally that you could have emerged unscathed from your first zombie encounter. You probably paid a ‘small price’ for it. I just wasn’t sure whether the evidence of that was covered by the scarf you wore on your neck—or the gloves on your hands.” 

Zhou Yuxiu leaned against the sink, struggling to think, but her dying brain was sluggish. It took her mind a long time to process what Song Hanzhang had said. “So you intentionally handed over the shoes to me back at the plaza…?” 

“I held your right hand when we left the North Residence’s west gate,” Song Hanzhang said. “At that point, it was fine. But it seemed your left hand, the one you’d held the kitchen knife in, was very weak.” Song Hanzhang glanced at her left hand, frowning. “In fact, when you threw that knife, you didn’t use much force. That led me to believe you’d lent me the shovel because using such a heavy tool with just one hand would set off alarm bells.”
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When Zhou Yuxiu didn’t refute his claims, Song Hanzhang grew even more convinced of his assessment. “When we got items in the plaza, you didn’t get a tool. Still, you looked excited,” he continued. “You’d probably obtained a way to make zombies ignore you; after all, you managed to get here alone and unharmed. That ability must’ve had a time limit, though, or you just didn’t want us to know you had it, since you didn’t use it at the sports field. That was also where your symptoms started to worsen. Your face got pale, you grew confused, your stamina declined… You were part of the reason I chose to leave the group. Now tell me: Who revealed to you that Lin Jue has the antibody? Liu Shan? Zhao Liangsheng? Gao Yifei?” 

Lin Jue recalled that at the sports field Zhou Yuxiu had indeed seemed weak and nervous. At the time, he’d thought that the zombies eating that man had terrified her. Now, it appeared she’d been acting that way because she’d been bitten over half an hour earlier and was showing obvious signs of turning. 

Zhou Yuxiu stared blankly at Song Hanzhang as if she no longer understood his words. 

“When a person realizes that they’re going to die, yet they have a strong desire to survive, they might do terrible things. After all, people are always self-serving and selfish,” Song Hanzhang said, pushing up his glasses as he stared at Zhou Yuxiu.

“That’s not true!” the girl screeched, distraught. Tears instantly fell from her eyes as she cried, “I only lent you the shovel because I thought you needed it more than I did!” 

Lin Jue was stunned. Even Song Hanzhang was visibly taken aback. “Sorry. I overthought it.” 

As Zhou Yuxiu sobbed, her face streaming with tears, she leaned against the wall and began shuffling closer to Lin Jue. With each step, she looked like she might faint. “Give me the antibody! I know you have it! Save me. Please save me. I don’t… I really don’t want to become that kind of monster! Give it to me! Give it to me now!” 

She glared at Lin Jue, hysterical, a hand outstretched as she staggered toward him. Her gaze was full of the desperate will to live; however, her face itself had begun to mutate. The combination was grotesque and terrifying.

Lin Jue staggered two steps back, returning her stare with apparent pity and sorrow. Too late… It was already too late.

“It’s too late.” Song Hanzhang glanced at his watch before announcing that cruel verdict. “We met you at 8:20. It’s 9:08 now. Even if you were bitten right before we met, over forty-five minutes have passed. The antibody’s instructions state that the virus is irreversible outside that time window. I’m sorry, but it’s too late for you.” 

Zhou Yuxiu stood dumbstruck by the door, the light of hope in her eyes extinguished. She began to mutter and mutter. “No… That’s impossible… It was just a bite. I’m human, not a zombie! I won’t become that kind of man-eating monster. It can’t be too late yet. Not yet…” 

More tears poured from her eyes. She bit at her gloves, muttering neurotically to herself. It sounded as though she was comforting herself—but also like the last struggles of a dying woman.

Lin Jue’s body had warmed the test-tube in his pocket, and now it felt scalding hot; it almost seemed to burn his skin. He closed his eyes, pained, yet feeling a sense of relief he refused to recognize.

If it hadn’t been too late, would he have saved Zhou Yuxiu? Not doing so would have traumatized him for life; he would have been constantly reminded that he’d let someone die out of selfishness and heartlessness. But if he did save her and later couldn’t cure himself for that reason, he would’ve died full of regret and hate. His conscience and desire to survive tormented him with the question of whether he would have saved an innocent life, knowing that the good deed would penalize him. 

Fortunately, time had already made that choice for him. When Lin Jue noticed his own relief, he knew he’d lost to selfishness.

If he’d still been able to save Zhou Yuxiu, morality would likely have pressured him into giving her the antibody in order to glean an iota of moral satisfaction. But that would have been outweighed by his uncertainty about the future and unspeakable resentment toward her. 

The antibody belonged to him, yet he had to let someone else use it? How come? He might also need such a crucial, life-saving item! Why would he give it up voluntarily? And if he got bitten later, who else could give him an antibody? If he died because he didn’t have it, how ridiculous would that ending be? 

Why did he have to make such a painful choice? If someone got bitten, wasn’t it better if they just left the group quietly? If they knew they’d turn into a zombie, why stay in the group, endangering and making trouble for their teammates? If they left by themselves, no one would know what had happened, no one would have to make any decisions about what to do, and no one would need to suffer. How much better would that have been?

Lin Jue chomped down on the tip of his tongue. The pain brought him back from his increasingly dark thoughts. He didn’t realize he could harbor such irredeemable ideas. He shouldn’t think this way. He mustn’t! 

“Please… I beg you…” Zhou Yuxiu pleaded, choked with tears. She had collapsed to the floor, powerless, as her whole body convulsed. The words she forced from her throat sounded broken and hoarse; they were riddled with the sounds of dry heaving. “Please give me the antibody. I don’t want to die. I really don’t want to die! It can’t be too late. I won’t become a monster. It will still work! Why can’t we try? Please let me try!” 

Song Hanzhang looked down his nose at her. “Sorry, but I’d rather take the drug’s instructions at face value than believe in something as elusive as a miracle.” 

His words—so unfeeling and so blunt, yet so rational—cruelly dashed Zhou Yuxiu’s last hope.

The girl slowly raised her head, and the lower half of her face emerged above the scarf. Fangs already jutted past her lips, oozing crimson. 

Her dazed eyes shone with resentment and malice as she asked Song Hanzhang chillingly, “You just don’t want to give me the antibody, right?! You knew I was bitten all along; you could’ve saved me. But you lied to me, saying the antibody was just a stamina potion! I was still lucid. I hadn’t turned into a zombie yet… You scum. Bastard. Selfish devil. I hate you. I won’t forgive you, even as a ghost!” 

Song Hanzhang regarded her expressionlessly. “If you want to put it that way, you aren’t wrong. I’m not a good person. But when it comes to selfishness, we’re cut from the same cloth, Miss Zhou. If you’d told everyone that you’d been bitten, Lin Jue might’ve saved you out of kindness. And if you’d revealed the special ability you’d gained from Clocktower Plaza, I would’ve taken your usefulness into account—I might’ve chosen to save you. You had several chances to survive, but it’s too late to say anything now… At this point, you look more like a zombie than a human.” 

Lin Jue grabbed Song Hanzhang’s arm and shook his head, warning him not to provoke Zhou Yuxiu any further. Even though everything Song Hanzhang had pointed out was true, it was still too cruel to say to a girl who was about to turn into a zombie. 

“Heh heh heh…ha ha ha…” Zhou Yuxiu’s response was a bizarre sound. The despairing laugh coming from her throat wasn’t a human’s—it was more like the snarl of a zombie. With her bluing hand, she shakily touched her own face, from her bulging eyes to her gradually deforming teeth. She didn’t need to see her reflection to know what she looked like right now.

“Am I turning?” she muttered to herself, her voice as hoarse as that of a resurrected corpse. Her hollow eyes fixed on her two companions. Those eyes brimmed with despair and resentment, as if she were a demon that had crawled out of hell. 

Zhou Yuxiu was scared. Scared of becoming the kind of monster that only knew to eat people, chasing the flesh and blood of the living mindlessly in the darkness, tearing flesh open, fighting over innards, eating until filthy blood smeared her mouth. She would listen to the screams of humans and eat with relish—eat and eat, eat until she swallowed her own tongue. Plump, tender, human flesh…so delicious…so good that she wouldn’t want to stop eating…

Saliva welled wildly in her mouth and began to trickle out along with the blood. The craving for human flesh imbued her with strength. The two people in front of her were under ten feet away, and she could almost smell the tantalizing scent of the living.

Zhou Yuxiu’s eyes went from resentful to empty, then from empty to ravenous. The raw hunger on her face was glaring. Then she suddenly snapped out of it. What was she thinking about? Eating people?! 

The girl let out a despondent wail, then screamed hysterically, “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you! Instead of me becoming a monster, we’ll go to hell together!” 

We’ll go to hell together. The despairing girl, full of resentment, had finally made her choice.

Zhou Yuxiu pulled out a fruit knife. With the speed of a lunging zombie, she charged at the nearby Song Hanzhang, and he barely managed to dodge the blade, shoving her away with a knee. 

Lin Jue’s breath hitched. Instinctively, he pushed Song Hanzhang out of the way, and as he tackled Zhou Yuxiu, he swung at her. He struck her barehanded, rather than landing a lethal blow with his weapon; since he still subconsciously considered her human, he’d dropped his pipe.

The punch made Zhou Yuxiu grunt, and half her face began to swell. She tilted her head and glared at Lin Jue, her eyes bulging grotesquely, blood seeping out of their corners. She gurgled a ghastly cackle—then, in a flash, clamped a hand around Lin Jue’s arm and surged forward for a bite. Her gaping maw revealed newly grown fangs already stained with the blood she had vomited. She was a terrifying sight, hair-raising, like a malevolent wraith.

Horrified, Lin Jue tried to pull back, but the zombie Zhou Yuxiu possessed astonishing strength. Just as she was about to crunch down on his arm, Song Hanzhang snatched up Lin Jue’s discarded pipe and struck her, knocking her down. He grabbed Lin Jue and dashed for the stairwell. 

As they reached it, Lin Jue glanced back. Zhou Yuxiu had picked up the fruit knife she’d dropped, and she’d begun staggering after them. Not a trace of the pretty, timid girl they’d first met could be seen in her despairing, unhinged eyes. She had become a monster completely and utterly.

Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang had almost reached the second floor. The hallway’s fluorescent lights shone down over a number of zombies waiting. The two men took in the sight—it was clear that forcing their way through would be dangerous.

“Hide here.” Song Hanzhang tugged on Lin Jue, and the pair slipped behind a promotional stand-up display for a lecture series. It wasn’t big, but it was cover enough for two people.

Before long, uneven footsteps sounded on the stairs above them. Clutching the stair rail as she descended in her pursuit, Zhou Yuxiu muttered, “I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you all.” 

Zombification had left her addled, and she didn’t see the pair hiding behind the cardboard banner as she continued to lope downstairs. 

Then came the sound of something falling. Unsteady on her feet, Zhou Yuxiu had crashed into a storage shelf by a second-floor wall. The entire shelf toppled over, producing a cacophony in the silent night. 

Attracted by the sound and smell, the scattered zombies on the second floor slowly moved to surround Zhou Yuxiu. She struggled to stand, the surge of strength produced by her appetite for the living having vanished. Weakly, she crawled to one side, unable to get to her feet.

As the zombies neared, Zhou Yuxiu’s right hand squeezed her left wrist. Faint white light emanated from the ground beneath her, enveloping her whole body, and the surrounding zombies lost track of their target; they returned to pacing directionlessly. 

Song Hanzhang emerged from behind the banner stand, narrowing his eyes as he observed her actions. “I knew it. Did she get the ability to conceal her presence temporarily? What a shame…” he sighed softly.

Zhou Yuxiu spotted him, and a strange smile curled her deformed lips. She gestured with the knife in her hand, stabbing the air, her eyes full of profound hatred. Raw malice lurked under her skin like parasites hatched by despair, wriggling as they slowly ate away at her humanity. 

A propitious draft from the second floor blew toward the stairwell. It carried with it the zombies’ putrid stink and the faint stench of blood, preventing the second-floor zombies from catching the scent of the two humans downwind. 

Hearing nothing, and having lost their target’s scent, the zombies surrounding Zhou Yuxiu dispersed again. The girl got to her feet with difficulty. Her face, swollen and blood-smeared, now bore a pair of fangs like the zombies’. Just as Song Hanzhang had said, she now resembled a zombie more than a human—from her appearance to her soul. 

The white light that enveloped Zhou Yuxiu hadn’t yet faded, and the zombies hadn’t detected her, which allowed her to shamble toward Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang. Her steps were light; she seemed afraid to make a sound. Still, her eyes shone with the thrill of the hunt as she watched them. Saliva and blood drooled over her lips, soaking her collar. She was ravenous. A burning sensation scorched her stomach—the only part of her that had any sensation remaining. She couldn’t wait to feast. 

It was the cruelest sight Lin Jue had ever seen—worse than witnessing zombies devour a living person. He was seeing a once perfectly fine person turn into a demon themselves.

“She said that she didn’t want to become a monster like this, right?” Lin Jue murmured. 

Song Hanzhang didn’t respond.

Next to a nearby trash bin, someone had discarded a can. Lin Jue picked it up; it barely weighed anything, yet it felt so heavy that his hand trembled. 

He recalled that the Zhou Yuxiu they’d met outside the dorm an hour earlier had been a timid girl, very softspoken. She’d been extremely ordinary, like every girl at the school: youthful, happy to doll herself up, a little selfish but also a little kind. She had been willing to lend her shovel to Song Hanzhang, who needed it more. She’d also been willing to follow them barefoot on a risky escape. She should’ve had a better life. Maybe not a perfect life, but it shouldn’t have been like this.

Goodbye.

Lin Jue closed his eyes. The can he’d had held flew through the air in an arc, landing with a clang at Zhou Yuxiu’s feet. Zhou Yuxiu stopped and stared blankly at it. Her empty eyes showed no panic, only endless confusion. She had seemingly forgotten even the instinct to flee. The glow of her ability vanished, the time limit reached.

The zombies rushed toward her. 

Since Zhou Yuxiu hadn’t fully zombified yet, she still had a living human’s scent—a scent the zombies adored. Finally realizing her own situation, she ran a few steps forward in terror, but she tripped over the overturned storage shelf, the noise it produced earsplitting. More and more zombies swarmed in her direction.

Lin Jue was rooted to the spot, stunned; grabbing his hand, Song Hanzhang dashed up the stairs. From behind them came the zombies’ excited howls…and sharp, terrible screams. They didn’t need to look to know what tragedy was unfolding.

Don’t look back. Don’t look back. Don’t look back. Despite this mantra, another voice inside Lin Jue mocked him. Do you think you can run away just because you didn’t see what happened? 

His feet raced him mechanically up the stairs. He passed through the narrow, quiet hallways, leaving all weakness behind. Window after window reflected his own image, his soft exterior ensconcing cruelty and selfishness. He was really running away from recognition of his true self, from the fact that, to survive, he could do anything—even kill. 

The pair finally stopped, leaning against a wall to catch their breath. Although their violently pounding hearts gradually calmed, their emotions remained turbulent. Zhou Yuxiu’s harrowing death screams still echoed in Lin Jue’s ears. 

Still, Lin Jue wasn’t remorseful. He even felt that the conscious Zhou Yuxiu would’ve chosen to die while she remained human, rather than finally turn into a zombie.

Then, clapping a hand over his forehead, Lin Jue mocked himself. He seemed to have gone mad too. What right did he have to make decisions for Zhou Yuxiu? He’d clearly dealt the final blow out of his own selfishness and fear. 

Leaning against the wall, Song Hanzhang wordlessly returned the pipe to him.

“What’re you thinking about?” Lin Jue asked, his voice hoarse.

Song Hanzhang watched him for a moment, then said contemplatively, “I was thinking that I don’t actually understand you. I thought I’d taken stock of you clearly enough, but both of you really surprised me.” 

Lin Jue smiled bitterly, crouching to hug his knees. “Before tonight, I didn’t know that I was this kind of person either.” 

Indeed, his former environment—peaceful and prosperous—had never let him see himself as clearly as he had today. In the twenty years before this, he hadn’t even killed a fish. In just over an hour, though, he’d now killed zombies and even a living person—or, at least, someone who’d once been living. 

In this extreme environment, his morality was starting to warp. The cruel law of the jungle was replacing everything he ever knew. With every kill, he felt himself moving closer to the demon hidden within. Maybe, at some point, he’d suddenly find that he’d become wholly contemptible. 

“You did the right thing,” Song Hanzhang said coolly. There was no emotional fluctuation in his voice; it was an objective, fair evaluation.

“You didn’t do it, though,” Lin Jue pointed out. “You wanted to let her go. Otherwise, in the bathroom, you wouldn’t have dragged me away.”

“I just didn’t want to bother with someone who was about to die,” Song Hanzhang replied. “If we’d given her a few more minutes, she would’ve turned. She wouldn’t have been any threat.” 

“But she almost killed you!” Lin Jue objected, peering at him.

“I was careless. I didn’t expect her to have a knife. She probably traded the shovel to someone else for it.” Song Hanzhang took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose, then put the glasses back on. “My guess is that it was to whoever egged her on. Too bad we weren’t able to get to the bottom of it in time.” 

Lin Jue didn’t want to talk about Zhou Yuxiu anymore. Thinking about her just exhausted him, and it was meaningless at this point. She was dead. 

Quiet fell around them again, and only moonlight flowed silently over the marble floor, illuminating their shadows. The atmosphere was hushed and gentle, just like that of the ordinary moonlit nights that always seemed to evoke memories and sentiment.

Suddenly, Lin Jue wanted very much to understand the man beside him. Song Hanzhang’s excessive rationality had always made him appear calm and sometimes cruel; he offended others easily. Yet perhaps Song Hanzhang was the most genuine of the survivors—he’d simply understood his own heart early on, unlike Lin Jue, who had discovered another side of himself through repeated, painful dilemmas.

“Why did you want to study medicine?” Lin Jue asked. “To save people?”

“You could say that. It was part of the reason,” Song Hanzhang replied evenly, gazing at the moon outside the window.

“Were there other specific reasons?” 

Song Hanzhang paused for a moment, then went back on his previous answer. “No.” Eyes trained on the moon, he added, “Humans are born sinful, and I’m no exception. So I just wanted to do a little good, that’s all.” 

Lin Jue didn’t quite understand. Everything about Song Hanzhang was mysterious. Lin Jue had only known him for an hour, and all he’d learned was the upperclassman’s name. Beyond that, he knew nothing about Song Hanzhang’s past, his dreams, or his life… Yet that didn’t curb Lin Jue’s curiosity. What kind of environment could have shaped Song Hanzhang’s personality? 

At times, Lin Jue himself had found Song Hanzhang too unfeeling. Contrarily, though, even when Zhou Yuxiu threatened his life, Song Hanzhang hadn’t killed her. It was Lin Jue, who considered himself a good person, that had… 

He lowered his eyes to stare at his own hands. They were clean, without even a single callus. Yet on this sinful night, they’d been stained with blood that he could never wash off. 

What right did he have to see Song Hanzhang as coldhearted? 

“You actually hate killing people, don’t you?” Lin Jue asked.

Beneath the moonlight, Song Hanzhang’s eyes were as cool as those in a painting. He nodded. 

Lin Jue had guessed that. Song Hanzhang wished to do good; he studied ways to save people. To him, the act of killing must seem even more unforgivable. 

“Then let me do it!” Lin Jue said softly and firmly, after a long silence. “When we have to kill to survive, let me do it. Whatever’s necessary…fighting, killing…I can do it all. Let’s survive together. I want to live, and I want you to live too!” 

Song Hanzhang, taken aback, seemed to search Lin Jue’s eyes deeply. Then he smiled. 

“Mmm. Let’s survive together.”


Chapter 5:
The Calm Before The Storm

 

THEIR FOOTSTEPS ECHOED in the empty library. Through the glass windows, Lin Jue again saw that crimson moon; it hung oblique in the sky, emitting an ominous glow. 

A hungry zombie rounded the corner. Shadows shrouded half of its face, and its throat emitted bestial whimpers. Without a second thought, Lin Jue gripped the pipe in both hands and forcefully pinned the creature against the wall. The zombie thrashed, opening its mouth ferociously to reveal thick, yellowed fangs. Its head strained toward Lin Jue, trying to snap at his throat. The putrid stench emanating from the zombie’s mouth made Lin Jue’s rage surge. He raised his foot and stomped it against the zombie’s pelvis. Feeling nothing, the zombie continued to gnash at the air; the wheezes its straining throat produced sounded like dying screams.

Song Hanzhang stepped forward and stabbed the zombie in the temple, carefully avoiding its fangs. The zombie slowly collapsed to the floor and moved no more.

Examining the body on the ground, Lin Jue asked uncertainly, “Do these zombies seem a little different from the ones we encountered in the dorm?”

Song Hanzhang flipped the zombie over with his foot, then stabbed the back of its neck again. Only after confirming that the creature was thoroughly dead did he feel safe to study its corpse. At that point, he examined it carefully, from its head to its claws.

Lin Jue wiped his pipe clean on the zombie’s clothes, then leaned against the wall to keep watch. After a long while, Song Hanzhang rose and looked out the window, falling into silent contemplation.

“What are you thinking about?” Lin Jue couldn’t help but ask.

“I’m thinking about how long we could hold out if we spend two hours—starting now—and cleared the zombies from the library, shut the doors and windows, barricaded the stairs and elevators, turned on the building’s entire surveillance system, converted the main control room to a fortress, and ran a rope down from the rooftop to the control room window so that we could escape to the roof in an emergency.” 

“We could hold out until dawn, no problem,” Lin Jue replied optimistically, not missing a beat.

“You think so? The more I think about that, the more uneasy I feel.” Using his dagger to lift the zombie’s wrist, Song Hanzhang continued, “Look—they’re already growing claws. Just like the lucky egg said, they’re constantly getting stronger and evolving. If we could win simply by choosing a strategic position, we might as well have holed up somewhere sturdy from the start.”

Lin Jue looked at the black claws growing from the zombie’s shriveled, bluish hand. They were under an inch long, but they looked sharp. He had a feeling that getting scratched by one would have very unpleasant consequences.

“When I went to find the dorm manager, the zombies didn’t have claws,” Lin Jue said after some thought. “Otherwise, that one that pinned me to the ground would’ve broken my skin. Their fangs look more dangerous now too… They weren’t this obvious or this long before.” 

Song Hanzhang nodded. “So we should keep using guerrilla tactics rather than wasting our energy by spending hours eliminating zombies from the library.” 

“By the time we finished all our preparations, barricaded the stairwells, and locked the main entrances, the zombies might’ve evolved enough to pry doors open.” Lin Jue shuddered at his own thought.

Song Hanzhang blinked, then looked down at the dead zombie. “Exactly,” he agreed. “And it’s possible that our actions influence how the zombies evolve. If players hide in water, the zombies nearby might develop the ability to swim. If they hide in enclosed spaces, the zombies’ physical strength could gradually increase until they can break down doors. If they climb up high, the zombies might learn to climb. ‘Getting stronger’ is pretty broad to begin with, but if that’s really the case…”

“If that’s the case, we’ll all die,” Lin Jue finished expressionlessly. As he said this, to his surprise, his heart was calm. Not because he was scared, but because he was numb. 

Since he’d been forced to join this game, death had followed him like a constant shadow. He’d been lucky enough to escape it—albeit just barely—but his luck would eventually run out. Maybe the next time he encountered danger, he’d die. 

The occasional brush with death could terrify, but countless narrow misses only led to numbness. Being constantly on edge desensitized your nerves, so the fear of death no longer riddled you with anxiety. Lin Jue might soon grow accustomed to this torment and see all this as normal. But would that really be a good thing?

“We don’t know how quickly they’re evolving, but it can’t be too outrageously fast. The next few hours shouldn’t be any more dangerous, at least.” Song Hanzhang glanced at his watch: 9:33 p.m. “We should take this time to rest and regain our strength. We might not get another breather after this.” 

“Got it.” Lin Jue sighed. “Let’s head to that convenience store on the third floor for some grub, then. I need something in my stomach now, or I might faint later.” 

“You still have an appetite?” Song Hanzhang gave him a strange look. “All right. Let’s go this way; this staircase isn’t used much.” 

They took that less-central staircase to the third floor, and to their surprise, few zombies lurked there. The study room lights were on, but the doors were mostly closed, allowing thin strips of light to leak onto the floor. 

“With all the commotion on the second floor, plus the zombies’ sensitivity to the smell of blood, the zombies on the first and third floors probably gravitated there,” Song Hanzhang said quietly.

Unsure how he felt about that, Lin Jue simply said nothing.

A pair of zombies were prowling in front of the convenience store. After catching the scent of the two men, they approached, one in front of the other. To take on two zombies at once was no small feat; if one managed to pin you down, the other would certainly pounce. One simple bite, and Lin Jue would share Zhou Yuxiu’s fate. Fortunately, he had a dose of the virus antibody and decent fighting skills.

Lin Jue turned to look at Song Hanzhang, who said calmly, “I can take care of the one on the left.” 

“No need. Just watch from the side,” Lin Jue said confidently, smiling.

As soon as he’d spoken, he charged forward and swung. He struck the zombie in front, and the blow knocked it a dozen feet to the side. With another swing, Lin Jue flung the trailing zombie to the other side. Both creatures staggered and fell to the ground, then stiffly, they crawled to their feet. 

Lin Jue’s eyes flashed. He stomped on one zombie’s chest. His target opened its mouth wide, showing its deformed fangs, struggling hard to throw him off.

Killing intent surged and churned in Lin Jue’s chest; mixed with his profound hatred and disgust, it ultimately twisted into a sense of pleasure in killing that even he was unconscious of. Raising the pipe high, he drove it into the zombie’s open mouth. The creature tried to clamp its teeth, its fangs grinding against the pipe with a grating noise, but Lin Jue applied more force. With his foot pinning down the zombie, he leveraged the bent pipe like a crowbar, and he pried the zombie’s jaw so wide open that it tore. Filthy blood gushed out, dirtying his shoes.

Seeing that the zombie no longer moved, Lin Jue wrenched the pipe free. He turned and stared coldly at the other zombie that had risen to its feet and was walking toward him.

Song Hanzhang kicked the zombie to the ground. “Sure you don’t need my help?” he asked without turning his head.

“I’m sure,” Lin Jue replied, striding toward the other zombie. Blood trickled from his pipe, trailing in a long streak on the floor.

Gone were Lin Jue’s initial timidity and hesitation; gone were his fear and unease toward the unknown creatures. Wielding a weapon was now an instinct triggered by his desire to survive—nothing to be ashamed of, but nothing to be proud of either.

The dull sound of metal striking the zombie’s head rang out. The creature was instantly knocked to the ground, and Lin Jue followed up with a second blow to its face. Blood began to trickle from its eye sockets and nasal cavities.

Thud! Thud! Thud! 

The zombie tried to scramble back up with all its might. Every time it attempted to crawl to all fours, though, the pipe struck it down again. Its already mutated face was now mangled beyond recognition. 

Finally, Lin Jue thrust the pipe into the cracked crown of the zombie’s skull, ending its struggle. Then, with difficulty, he wrenched the weapon out of the creature’s brain and flicked it hard. Viscous red and yellow fluids splattered over the floor as though a feather fan had opened. 

Now that the excitement was over, Lin Jue finally felt the soreness in his arms. He studied the two zombies sprawled on the floor. Having died horrible deaths, they were utterly mutilated. 

Strangely, Lin Jue’s stomach didn’t churn. He even reflected that he was now ravenous, and that he couldn’t wait to find something to eat at the convenience store. 

Song Hanzhang, however, stood there unmoving. 

“What’s wrong?” Lin Jue asked, puzzled.

The upperclassman took a minute before he replied, “It’s nothing.” His gaze swept over the dead zombies, and he frowned.

Lin Jue wasn’t one to overthink things, though. Taking Song Hanzhang’s words at face value, he shrugged off his own question and focused on hunting for bread at the convenience store. 

Before long, the sweet, tart taste of the jam in a bun bloomed over his taste buds. Lin Jue wolfed down his spoils, acting as though he’d been starving for three days. He ate so fast that he choked and hurriedly looked for water.

Handing Song Hanzhang a packaged bun, he urged, “Have some too.” 

Song Hanzhang shook his head, and instead picked a chocolate bar to replenish his burned calories. 

“Don’t eat too much,” he cautioned Lin Jue. “It’ll affect your agility.” 

“Oh. What a shame. This is such a rare free feast—it’s granting my childhood wish to get one of everything from a supermarket. Did you ever make that kind of wish as a kid, Upperclassman Song? A wish that, one day, everyone in the world would disappear? Then you wouldn’t have to go to school; you could go wherever you wanted. Head to the supermarket if you were hungry, or grab some coins and play every game in the arcade. I was silly enough to write about that in an essay. My mom scolded me for not studying properly and thinking about nothing but fooling around all day.” As he sat on the counter, eating and chatting, Lin Jue felt unexpectedly relaxed.

After a pause, Song Hanzhang replied, “Even if I did, I wouldn’t have voiced it aloud.” 

“Huh? No way. You’re that repressed?” Lin Jue laughed at him.

“Because I couldn’t voice it.” Song Hanzhang’s expression was serious, even somewhat gloomy. “I wasn’t allowed to have such ‘abnormal’ thoughts.” 

Lin Jue was briefly speechless; then he said sympathetically, “Well, your parents sure were strict with you.”

Song Hanzhang flashed a wry smile and dropped the subject. “Finish up. We’ve got work to do.”

 

***

 

“Bottled water, crackers, chocolate… This pencil sharpener could be useful too…” Lin Jue spent some time picking through the convenience store’s merchandise, stuffing everything he thought might be useful into his backpack.

He’d pried the backpack—pinned with a number of cute buttons—off a zombie at the convenience-store entrance. It had been stained with blood and a few specks of brain matter, but after wiping it down, it was still useable. Under the circumstances, beggars couldn’t be choosers. 

“If I’m not mistaken, that’s a woman’s backpack,” Song Hanzhang said emotionlessly. 

“I can’t help that. We’ll have to make do. I’ll be the one carrying it anyway,” Lin Jue said, hefting the heavy backpack. After a moment’s thought, he took out one water bottle and replaced it with a pack of cookies.

Song Hanzhang was briefly speechless, then said flatly, “Let me carry it.” Lin Jue thought he saw disdain flicker on the upperclassman’s face, but that might just have been his imagination. “You’re our main fighter,” Song Hanzhang added, “so just leave me the burden of carrying things.” 

With that, he snatched the backpack from Lin Jue’s hands and removed all the food and water inside, one item at a time. In the end, only three bottles of water, two packages of crackers, and a box of coffee remained in the backpack.

Lin Jue bit his tongue as he stared at the food and drinks Song Hanzhang had insistently removed.

“Don’t stuff your cheeks with sunflower seeds like a hamster, or you won’t be able to open your jaws when you run into prey,” Song Hanzhang said. He shot Lin Jue a look, then slung the backpack over his shoulders and strode out of the convenience store.

Lin Jue glanced wistfully at the convenience store interior, then picked up his weapon and rushed after Song Hanzhang.

Stepping over semidry brain matter and bloodstains, Lin Jue examined the horrific state of the zombie corpse on the ground. He felt less repulsed than when he’d first seen these creatures. His fear had, at some point, been buried in the deepest depths of his soul. In just over an hour, Lin Jue felt he’d become someone he could never have imagined.

When he saw a zombie now, his first impulse wasn’t to flee but to carefully calculate the distance and angle from which to charge and kill it. 

He smiled in mockery at himself, his gaze sweeping past the window. The glass pane reflected a face that looked no different from usual, yet that face’s eyes were more numb and unfeeling than ever before.

No, he was no longer who he used to be.

 

***

 

“I’m not sure how fast the zombies are evolving,” Song Hanzhang said. “We’re only two hours into the game. If they evolve too fast, not many people will live to see tomorrow. But from what we’ve seen so far, they’ve only developed stronger fangs and grown claws; they aren’t displaying any obviously enhanced strength or speed. We have no way of knowing whether they’ve developed other abilities, though. I think we should stay in the library a while longer—at least until we can confirm how much stronger they are—then relocate.” 

Soon, they were on the deserted fourth floor discussing their next move.

“Precisely because we don’t know how much the zombies are evolving, it’s possible that we might not be able to flee the library at all in a few hours. Have you thought of an escape route?” asked Lin Jue, who sat on a desk looking out the window. From there, he could see the admin building south of the library. Farther south were the four buildings for the specialized schools. 

“This office is good,” Song Hanzhang remarked, heading toward the window. “We could climb along the outdoor AC units through the window and jump onto the third-floor balcony. The spot… Yes, the main hall near the convenience store. If we’re worried, we can tie a rope to that balcony in advance, just in case. It’s directly above a lawn, so even if something unexpected happens, we shouldn’t drop to our deaths.” 

Lin Jue peered at the locations Song Hanzhang had named for a long while, then nodded. “That works. An extra escape route is always a good idea. And who knows? The stairwells might be swarming with zombies in a few hours.” 

“If things go smoothly, then before we leave, we could also test how much the zombies have evolved, and whether staying in this area influenced that evolution,” Song Hanzhang said. “Let’s plan to stay here for two hours. It’s almost ten now; we’ll leave at twelve.” 

Lin Jue gave him an “OK” sign and closed his eyes to rest in his chair.

“One more thing…” Song Hanzhang began. Reopening his eyes, Lin Jue shot him a questioning look. “While we still have time, let’s figure out our weapons.”

Lin Jue hefted the pipe he’d taken from the dorm manager’s kitchen. It was visibly bent from their endless fights, but it was still usable, and Lin Jue didn’t intend to change weapons. 

“This feels handy enough to me.”

Song Hanzhang shook his head. “Medium- to long-range weapons do have an advantage against zombies, but your attacks aren’t efficient enough. You can only kill zombies by bludgeoning them. Breaking their skulls consumes a lot of your energy; besides, you often hit a zombie’s skull several times to shatter it. That’s why I don’t recommend that you keep using that.” 

“I’ll want a long weapon that can pierce the skull, though—one that’s really efficient. So a spear?” Lin Jue asked.

“A changdao—a long staff with a blade at the end would be good too,” Song Hanzhang replied. “With a bit of practice, it wouldn’t be hard to cut off a zombie’s head in one strike. Then again, if you’re surrounded and can’t move freely, it’s hard to fully utilize a saber-staff. You’d get bitten. Your pipe, on the other hand, is good for breaking through. Let’s just say each weapon has its pros and cons.” 

“Then I’ll go with the one you mentioned,” Lin Jue decided after some thought. “But there are no spears here, are they? Could we make one ourselves? We don’t have the materials.” 

“A spear is easy to make,” Song Hanzhang said. “I’ve already spotted all the materials we need.”

The things Song Hanzhang said they required were indeed easy to find: a mop from the bathroom, a toolbox from the bike-repair station in the underground parking lot, and promo banners from the library’s exterior walls.

Lin Jue ran around following Song Hanzhang’s directions; after the third red banner they’d taken down by reaching out a window, he finally couldn’t help asking, “The mop and toolbox I understand, but what’re these for?” 

Folding the banner, Song Hanzhang looked past Lin Jue. “They’re just a precaution. Now deal with those guys behind you.” 

Lin Jue glanced backward, pipe in hand. Three zombies were coming their way. He pursed his lips and charged them. Crouching to lower his center of gravity, he swept the pipe under the first zombie’s feet, tripping it. It crashed to the ground. As the prone zombie tried to lift its head, Lin Jue stomped on it and violently thrust his pipe down at the creature’s vulnerable neck. Its bones snapped with a cracking noise.

The second zombie was already within ten feet of him, lunging with astonishing speed. Lin Jue gripped the pipe in both hands and thrust it forward, striking the zombie’s abdomen. It fell backward, knocking over the remaining zombie behind it.

“Let’s go. We can’t kill them all. Don’t waste your energy,” Song Hanzhang said. He tucked the banners away and ran for the stairwell on the opposite end of the hall. 

Lin Jue glanced back at the growing number of approaching zombies, knitted his brow, and raced after Song Hanzhang.

The two took a detour to shake the zombies, then returned to the fourth-floor office. They’d retrieved the mop and toolbox earlier; now Song Hanzhang shook out one of the banners and began twisting it like a rope, tying a thick knot every two feet or so until all three banners were connected. 

“We couldn’t find any rope, so this will have to do,” he said. “The knots will make it easier to climb. It should hold our weight no problem.” Having finished the “rope,” he leaned out the window to check its length. It was long enough to reach the ground: a crude tool for escape but nonetheless a lifeline. 

“Now for your weapon.” Song Hanzhang picked up the mop.

As Lin Jue gazed at the mop, his mouth twitched. It was clearly the nation’s bestselling brand, but however he looked at it, its wooden shaft and dirty cloth strips called its attack power into question. 

In a crouch, Song Hanzhang used his dagger to cut off the cloth strips. His own weapon was evidently razor sharp; it sliced through the entire ring of strips easily. 

“That’s a sharp blade,” Lin Jue commented, making conversation.

“Everything we got in the plaza is extraordinary, even this dagger,” Song Hanzhang replied. “Its blade is remarkably sharp and resistant to wear and tear. That’s probably true of Lu Ren’s Tang sword too. Otherwise, the way he uses it—like chopping ribs—would’ve dulled the blade a long time ago. He wouldn’t be able to kill a chicken with it.” 

This analogy amused Lin Jue, but he forced himself to keep a straight, serious face. “You’re thinking of sharpening the end of the mopstick, then?” 

Song Hanzhang didn’t respond. He just opened the toolbox and rummaged for the items he required: four long, thick nails and a hammer.

“I hope the noise won’t lure zombies,” Song Hanzhang muttered. 

Then he picked up a nail and hammered it at a slant into the top of the shaft, driving it into the wood diagonally, so the nail jutted from the top of the handle. Song Hanzhang had wrapped the hammer in a piece of clothing, so the process was quieter than Lin Jue expected.

With all four nails hammered in, their sharp protruding ends instantly rendered the weapon lethal. Using the hammer to fine-tune, Song Hanzhang aligned the nails’ protruding points into a single sharp tip a few inches long. He finished by winding several loops of wire around the top of the shaft to keep the nails from bursting out of the wood when the weapon was used forcefully. 

“With this, you can pierce a zombie’s brain in one strike,” Song Hanzhang said, handing the modified mopstick to Lin Jue. He also used some pliers to cut a length of wire, which he put in his bag. 

Lin Jue tested his new weapon’s weight. Its body was light, but since it was made of solid wood, it was sturdy enough. He nodded, pleased. “Feels like a simple spear. Want me to try it out downstairs? I’m sure I can execute one-hit kills now.” 

As he settled into a comfortable chair, Song Hanzhang rubbed his temple wearily. “You can try it, but be careful. I’m going to take a quick break. I’ve been writing my thesis for the past few days, and the lack of sleep is giving me a migraine.” 

Seeing his tired face, Lin Jue replied, “You rest, then. I’ll be back soon… Ten minutes at most.” 

Song Hanzhang nodded and saw him off. Like a rabbit, Lin Jue darted out excitedly, only to double back for the office key. 

“I’ll be quiet when I come back,” he assured Song Hanzhang.

“It’s fine,” Song Hanzhang responded evenly. “In an environment like this, I won’t actually fall asleep. I’m just going to clear my mind to give it a rest.” 

“I’ll be off, then…?” Lin Jue was like a kid checking in with a parent before leaving to run wild: clearly eager but trying to act calm. 

Song Hanzhang grunted in acknowledgment, leaned back in the chair, and closed his eyes.

When the door closed, his eyes reopened. The footsteps outside faded as he tried to empty his badly overloaded brain, but the headache triggered by overthinking didn’t abate. Because Song Hanzhang hadn’t stopped thinking.

He had too many theories and thoughts about this death game. While the egg had said that it would end at dawn, Song Hanzhang didn’t trust anything, much less the parameters the game itself had provided. The eggs’ ambiguous language entailed too many loopholes; you could interpret every sentence in multiple ways, with no clue which was true. Perhaps there was no truth at all. 

The more he contemplated the power wielded by the master of this game, the more fearful he grew. He couldn’t even discern this master’s intent; Song Hanzhang was like an ant crawling in the dirt as it tried to comprehend the laws governing the trajectory of the stars—utterly presumptuous. He couldn’t even understand his own companion.

Lin Jue’s quick growth had far exceeded Song Hanzhang’s initial expectations. Even if Song Hanzhang had only seen the junior student as a disposable companion at first, Lin Jue had now—through his own efforts—become a very useful asset in combat. Most importantly, he was surprisingly obedient. Once he trusted someone, he would follow any logical command without question. He was strong-willed and decisive in action, but he wasn’t easily swayed, and he rarely took his own opinion into account. He was an extremely adaptable weapon, incredibly moldable, and with an extremely high potential for growth. A born soldier. 

And although Lin Jue himself might not have realized this, Song Hanzhang saw clearly that Lin Jue no longer regarded zombies as his own kind.

When Lin Jue was sitting on the convenience store counter, eating the jam bun and completely ignoring the gruesome bodies on the floor, Song Hanzhang had almost seen Lu Ren walking out of that fast-food place holding lamb skewers and his Tang sword. 

His expression then had differed from Lin Jue’s only by a fraction. Yet that fraction was what made the two completely different.

 

***

 

Standing outside the office door, Lin Jue glanced at his signalless phone to confirm that he’d only been gone for ten minutes. It was 10:08 p.m. 

He had just tested the new weapon downstairs, and he was extremely pleased with it. He liked using the nail “spearhead” to stab into zombies’ eyeballs; one strike could pierce through them and destroy their brain tissue. The jury-rigged spear was incredibly efficient as well as less strenuous to use than the pipe: It was practically a divine weapon.

Fishing the key from his pocket, Lin Jue opened the door. 

The office was dim; only a desk light was on. Song Hanzhang lounged in his chair, seemingly asleep. Lin Jue immediately stiffened and gingerly closed the door. When the lock clicked into place, he glanced back nervously. Song Hanzhang still had his eyes closed; the noise seemingly hadn’t disturbed him.

Lin Jue breathed a sigh of relief. As he tiptoed toward another office chair, he studied Song Hanzhang’s face curiously. The upperclassman was frowning even in his sleep, as though something troubled him.

His attention elsewhere, Lin Jue found his right foot catching the toolbox as he walked, startling himself so much that he nearly jumped. He immediately felt angry at himself. How careless! He’d been staring so hard at Song Hanzhang that he hadn’t focused on where he stepped. 

Fortunately, Song Hanzhang remained asleep. Relieved, Lin Jue sat down in an office chair, which creaked. He adjusted himself slightly and the movement produced a muffled rustling. Lin Jue clapped a hand over his face. Why did it feel like everything was working against him? Couldn’t things just be quiet? 

A soft sigh came from opposite him. Song Hanzhang opened his eyes. They regarded Lin Jue quietly, showing no traces of sleep.

Feeling like a student who’d been caught asleep in class, Lin Jue mumbled guiltily, “Sorry I woke you up.” 

“I’ve been awake the whole time,” Song Hanzhang replied evenly, rubbing his throbbing temples. “A person would need nerves of steel to fall asleep in a situation like this.” 

Lin Jue was too embarrassed to say that he actually kind of wanted a nap. 

“Does your head still hurt? Want me to rub it? My mom says I’m pretty good at massages.” Lin Jue had used that trick to wheedle pocket money from his parents since he was little. He was highly skilled. 

Song Hanzhang shook his head. He pointed at the electric kettle on the desk. “The water bottles in the backpack. Boil one for coffee. Then let’s get ready to head to the control room. That’s the innermost room on the fourth floor.” 

Without another word, Lin Jue went to boil water. Afterward, the pair drank a cup each of shockingly strong coffee, packed their things, and headed toward the main control room. 

From there, you could see surveillance feeds from every corner of the library. Unfortunately, the metal security door was firmly locked. Without a key, it was impossible to open. 

Dumbfounded, Lin Jue stared at the door. “Where’s the key? Does the security admin go home at night? What do we do now?” 

Due to the control room’s unique function, its hallway wall had no windows for them to get through. It was shut as securely as a bank vault.

“It should still have windows along the exterior wall,” Song Hanzhang said. “We can climb over from the next room.” He took the length of wire from the backpack and went right to work on the lock of the reading room, which was next to the control room. He unlocked the ordinary wooden door in under ten seconds. 

Lin Jue’s mouth twitched. Upperclassman Song, how come you’re so good at that?!

Song Hanzhang didn’t find it remarkable at all, though. He opened the reading room door and walked to the window. Examining the area, he confirmed that the main control room’s exterior wall indeed had a window, albeit one covered by a security grille. Beneath that window was an outdoor AC unit.

That type of security grille most likely had a lock to allow for AC unit installation, so Song Hanzhang could indeed climb along the wall to the control room. He’d have to press close to the wall and move carefully.

Song Hanzhang beckoned Lin Jue over. “I can use that makeshift banner-rope as a harness. I’ll go over there in a sec.”

“It’ll be so dangerous. Let me,” Lin Jue urged him.

“Do you know how to pick locks?” asked Song Hanzhang.

That silenced Lin Jue.

In the end, Song Hanzhang went. Using the wire to unlock the security grille, he gained entry to the main control room through the exterior window. That enabled Lin Jue to enter through the front door, feeling very ashamed. 

“All right. We’ve got a lot to do,” Song Hanzhang said. “This is the most secure spot in the whole library, but it’s not impregnable. Let’s start by closing all the stairwell doors that lead to the fourth floor and blocking them with desks and chairs. Then we’ll come back here and use the monitors to keep an eye on the zombies’ movements. If zombies on lower floors start trying to come up, we can prepare to evacuate. Zombies that can break down wooden doors will eventually be able to break through walls and even metal doors, so if that happens, the main control room won’t hold out long.” 

Lin Jue nodded solemnly, his sense of tension returning.

 

***

 

Boom! The sound of a massive impact shook half the floor, startling all those within. That was immediately followed by a screeching sound: The metal desks and chairs piled behind the wooden stairwell door were being shoved backward. Then the closed door opened a crack, and a bony, veiny hand with black claws reached through.

“They’re evolving as we expected,” Song Hanzhang remarked, his eyes narrowing as he observed from the other side of the door. “They’ve gotten significantly stronger. Too bad we couldn’t tell from the security cams.” 

Lin Jue slung the nail-tipped mopstick over his shoulder, standing ready.

He and Song Hanzhang had been observing things from the control room for over an hour. The zombies on the first to third floors had been wandering aimlessly, but the quality of the surveillance feed meant that the pair couldn’t observe the creatures’ subtle physical changes. Ten minutes earlier, though, Song Hanzhang had noticed that zombies were starting to gather, undoubtedly to head to the fourth floor.

The zombie’s claws dug into the stairwell door and wrenched at it. The door banged as it shook, and with a cracking sound, a fissure tore its surface. 

Song Hanzhang and Lin Jue’s expressions changed.

Half of the zombie’s body had now squeezed through the door. Its arm strained forward, its fierce claws swiping the air as if to capture the breath of the living. The creature had managed to push its head past the damaged door. Foul blood smeared its fang-filled mouth, its turbid eyes yellow. Under its chapped skin, cheekbones protruded and veins bulged. The zombie howled, straining to shove the door open wider and force itself through.

Banging began to issue from the stairwell on the opposite end of the floor. If Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang hadn’t barricaded the doors there with desks and chairs, zombies would’ve breached the floor by now. 

“Thank goodness we prepared an escape route, or we’d be dead,” Lin Jue said. Frightened by the thought, he stared unblinkingly at the zombie, which was on the verge of breaking through. 

“Quite a few zombies are attacking. Once this one gets in, test its strength, but don’t linger—retreat to the control room right away. We’ll leave the library as soon as possible.” Song Hanzhang glanced at the time: 11:57 p.m., which was roughly on schedule. “After we get out, we’ll briefly reassess things at the South Plaza, then decide where to go based on the situation.” 

“Understood.” 

The moment Lin Jue answered, the zombie that had been bashing on the door forced it open. It would’ve pounced by now if not for the piled desks and chairs that blocked its way. Stuck amid the furniture, it reached its arm out to grab in vain at the two, howling. 

Lin Jue gripped the wooden mopstick, aimed the nails at the zombie’s skull, and thrust forward. The nails pierced the zombie’s eye socket precisely, but the zombie didn’t feel the injury and struggled forward. For some reason, Lin Jue felt a pang in his own eye. He twisted the rod upward mercilessly. The nails embedded in the eyeball gouged up from the socket, and Lin Jue’s twisting motion destroyed the zombie’s brain, the thrust of the weapon almost lifting the zombie off the ground. 

When Lin Jue pulled the mopstick out, half an eyeball still clung to it. He felt a wave of disgust. 

One after another, the rest of the zombie horde jostled forward but struggled to push past the dense barrier of desks and chairs. Lin Jue wanted to keep fighting, but Song Hanzhang grabbed him.

“Go!” 

At Song Hanzhang’s command, the pair swiftly retreated into the control room, shut the metal door, and barricaded it with an office desk. 

“You rappel down first. But be careful,” Song Hanzhang told Lin Jue.

Lin Jue nodded. Tying the mopstick to his back, he popped the barred window open. Then he crouched on the windowsill, gripped the bracket of the AC unit in one hand, grabbed the banner “rope” with the other, and clambered down the wall. 

The four-story library was taller than the other buildings. Lin Jue could only hope that the rope Song Hanzhang made was strong enough. The knots every couple of feet did help his grip. 

Above, a deafening bang echoed. Were the zombies already ramming the metal door? Growing anxious, Lin Jue looked up to check whether Song Hanzhang had started his descent. But the upperclassman had remained crouched on the windowsill.

Song Hanzhang waited until Lin Jue’s feet touched the ground before grabbing the rope and climbing down, his pace faster than Lin Jue’s.

“Why were you dawdling? What if the zombies had crashed in?!” Lin Jue yelped, still worried for him.

“They wouldn’t be that fast,” replied Song Hanzhang, nonchalant. “They’d only just managed to breach the wooden doors. It would’ve taken them at least ten more minutes to breach the metal one.” 

“Okay, fine. My bad for worrying,” Lin Jue huffed. “Where to now? The South Plaza? Or straight to the student center?” 

Near the admin building was the South Plaza. Four buildings surrounded it: the school of foreign languages, the school of arts, the academic building, and the school of medicine’s labs. There weren’t many classes on Friday evenings, but there definitely weren’t none. 

“The student center’s probably a no-go,” Song Hanzhang replied. “Don’t forget, after we split up with the other group, they likely took my suggestion and went there. It’s been a few hours since then, so if zombies do evolve based on the living people around them, the ones there will probably have made a move. The others are perhaps planning to change locations like us—if they’re still alive.” 

Lin Jue’s heart sank. There was still the Judas too. The other group’s situation was probably even worse than theirs now. 

From the direction of the admin building, a lone zombie had slowly approached the pair. The area here was wide open, though, so the creature would be easy to bypass. Lin Jue, who wasn’t in the mood to fight, was about to take a detour when Song Hanzhang said, “Go try it out.” 

Lin Jue glanced back at him. Then, without asking why, he untied the mopstick strapped to his back. The bit of eyeball stuck between the nails looked kind of gross, but there was no time to care about that. 

Gripping the rod, Lin Jue dashed forward and knocked the zombie to the ground. He pinned it underfoot and drove the nails straight through the back of its skull, killing it instantly. 

Song Hanzhang walked over. “How did it compare to that one in the library?” he asked.

“Much weaker. It hasn’t even really grown claws,” Lin Jue said, pulling out the mopstick and shaking off blood and bits of eyeball. 

“Then my hypothesis is correct: The zombies’ evolution is connected to the players around them.” As Song Hanzhang gazed at the admin building, his tense expression relaxed slightly. “That’s good news, I suppose. We just need to try and find places no one’s been. The zombies’ evolution will at least be less rapid there.” 

In the distance, the zombies near the admin building started to move toward them. 

“Let’s go,” Lin Jue urged. 

Past the admin building were two buildings, one each for the school of arts and the school of foreign languages. Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang smoothly passed between them and reached the South Plaza. 

To their surprise, there were no zombies there. And, although many windows were lit in the two medical buildings that flanked the plaza, no zombies emerged either. 

Beyond this plaza was the campus’s southern gate. The walls there, like the residence area’s perimeter wall, had grown too tall to climb. Even the gate had turned into a towering iron door. 

As Lin Jue suspected, they couldn’t leave the campus. His heart sank. Being at the mercy of the unknown was an awful feeling. They were like crickets in a jar being toyed with for sport. They couldn’t even safeguard their own lives, let alone their dignity. 

“Someone’s coming.” Song Hanzhang pointed toward the student center.

Lin Jue glanced over. Three figures were running toward them—Zhao Liangsheng, Liu Shan, and Gao Yifei, who’d split off earlier. 

The trio raced into the plaza, panting. Gao Yifei waved at them, her panic visibly abating. “I didn’t expect you guys here. I’m so glad everyone’s okay.” 

Song Hanzhang’s gaze swept over the three, pausing briefly on the shovel in Liu Shan’s hand. He didn’t respond; he showed no intention of greeting them. 

Sensing that the atmosphere was unusually tense, Lin Jue felt compelled to speak up to salvage the precarious mood. “Did you come from the student center? Have the zombies there evolved?” 

The relieved Gao Yifei shot him a grateful look. “The student center was fine at first,” she replied, sounding a bit shaken. “There weren’t many zombies there. But more and more gathered as time went on. If Liu Shan hadn’t noticed that something was wrong and insisted that we leave—and if Zhao Liangsheng weren’t so good at fighting zombies—we might not have gotten away.”

Lin Jue shot another glance at Zhao Liangsheng. The crowbar in his hand was covered in blood and brain matter, but he simply sat on the ledge of the flower bed, unbothered. Beside him, Liu Shan was much more nervous; his gaze darted about constantly as if he were ready to flee at the slightest sign of trouble.

A familiar voice came on the wind. “Oh—is everyone here? What a coincidence.” 

All five looked toward the source of the remark and saw Lu Ren standing on the steps up to the medicine labs. He was staring at the group from a distance. Lin Jue immediately tensed as though a beast had locked on to him. 

“Speaking of which, Song Hanzhang, you weren’t very nice to me. I spent three hours scouring every corner of the labs, and I didn’t find hide nor hair of a boss. Instead, the number of zombies in the building kept increasing. That got more fun,” said Lu Ren, grinning. The blood on his sword had dried, but the blade’s sharp edge glinted dangerously under the lights. Lu Ren descended the stairs step by step, walking toward the plaza. 

“I just guessed. Maybe there was no boss at all, and you jumped to conclusions,” Song Hanzhang replied indifferently. 

Lu Ren raised an eyebrow, his expression taking on a threatening quality. “I wasted three whole hours.” 

“That’s your problem.”

Lin Jue tightened his grip on the wooden spear, staring intently at Lu Ren, who was stepping into the plaza. Almost at the same moment, something in Lin Jue’s pants pocket vibrated. Lin Jue paused and fished out his phone without thinking. The screen showed a new-message notification.

Wait—there’s no signal right now! Lin Jue realized as he unlocked the phone. 

On-screen, there was just a short line of text. Player Lin Jue: Activation conditions met. Entering maze. 


Chapter 6:
The Hunter in the Maze

 

BEFORE HIS BRAIN even processed the message, Lin Jue sensed strangeness underfoot.

The South Plaza’s flagstones had transformed into a black quagmire…and out of that, a scene summoned from hell emerged. Countless skeletal claws, still bearing shreds of flesh, reached up from the swampy blackness to seize everyone’s ankles. This scene of despair would have suited a nightmare, yet their fear and pain made it keenly real.

Gao Yifei’s piercing shrieks nearly shattered Lin Jue’s eardrums. Endless, innumerable white bones flailed, ghastly finger bones clattering open and closed, as if trying to seize any living, breathing thing and drag it down to hell.

Icy fingers dug into Lin Jue’s feet, locking his ankles in a death grip, and pulled him downward with ruthless force. His body sank steadily, seemingly trapped in an inescapable mire. 

Lin Jue gripped his mopstick, jabbing hard again and again at the skeletal hands around his ankles as they began to climb up his legs. He kept missing his target, his hands trembling. And for every hand he shattered, more bony claws rose up his pant legs, creeping up from his ankles to his calves, then his thighs. His body continued to sink. He couldn’t find solid footing, and the more he struggled, the deeper he plunged.
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In the last moment before the swamp rose above Lin Jue’s eyes, the air was stolen from his lungs. Through the delirium of suffocation, he saw the entire plaza brimming with skeletal white hands that swayed like blanched plants in the wind. That same crimson moon was still overhead, emitting its bloody, ominous glow.

His body sank into nothingness. There was no sound, no color, and no sensation. In the terrifying silence, Lin Jue heard his own heartbeat: Ba-dump. Ba-dump.

Then the sound of splashing water reached his ears, along with the icy feeling of a brisk breeze on his face. Lin Jue’s eyes snapped open, and he sat bolt upright. Catching his breath after suffocating disoriented him, and for a moment, he didn’t know where he was.

But this was still the South Plaza. The fountain—usually quiet, except on holidays—was now active. It sprayed a mist that refracted the streetlights’ glow into brilliant colors. The quagmire and bones had vanished. Everything was as tranquil as it would have been on any ordinary night, except for the people who’d collapsed on the ground.

Lu Ren stood with his back to Lin Jue, facing the fountain. Song Hanzhang was awake too; he’d just climbed to his feet. His eyes met Lin Jue’s, and both saw a grave solemnity in the other’s gaze. 

“Ahh!” With a scream, Gao Yifei also roused, panicky and gasping for breath. Her cry woke Zhao Liangsheng and Liu Shan, who sat up and nervously glanced around.

“‘Travelers who have entered the maze, take the card that belongs to you and walk the path Lady Luck chose for you, or remain here for all eternity, forever one with the undead,’” Lu Ren intoned, deliberately dramatic. He spun around, the fingers of his left hand pinching a playing card, and smirked. “How fun. What a delightful surprise.” 

Lin Jue approached the fountain’s edge as well. A line of playing cards lay there. Counting the one in Lu Ren’s hand, there were thirteen cards in total. The words Lu Ren had just spoken were written on each of their backs.

Lin Jue picked a card up and flipped it over. It was the nine of hearts.

Gao Yifei walked to his side. “What exactly is going on? What were those bones?” she asked as she peered at the cards.

Lin Jue shook his head, his eyes sweeping over the card Lu Ren held: the queen of hearts.

Gao Yifei likewise took a card—the three of hearts. She stared at it, perplexed.

“That text message just now referred to entering a ‘maze,’ so this is undoubtedly it. And judging from the hint on the cards, staying here is probably dangerous,” Song Hanzhang noted as he studied the cards. The other three had drawn their cards completely randomly, so he did the same: the seven of hearts. 

After selecting that card, Song Hanzhang tried to flip another. The moment his finger touched its surface, a burst of sparks erupted, making him jerk his hand back in reflex. 

“You all right?” Lin Jue whispered to him.

Song Hanzhang nodded as he opened and closed his zapped hand. It was just slightly numb—nothing serious. The jolt had been a warning to someone trying to skirt the rules.

Silently, Liu Shan and Zhao Liangsheng stepped forward. Liu Shan looked as though this was the last thing he wanted to do, but—with no choice—he carefully selected a card. As soon as he glanced at its value, he slid it into his pocket. Zhao Liangsheng spat and casually flipped a card over: the ten of hearts.

“Yo. What’s your card?” he asked Liu Shan, slapping his shoulder. 

Liu Shan flinched, then replied in a small voice, “The ace of hearts.” 

Zhao Liangsheng grunted, then casually stuffed his card in his shirt pocket. 

After the six had each drawn a card, the remaining seven cards disappeared. Arrows appeared in their place; they were marked with different card values and pointed in different directions.

“Lucky dog,” Lu Ren said suddenly, in oddly accented English. He flashed a wide grin at Liu Shan; he’d obviously heard him answer Zhao Liangsheng.

Liu Shan’s hand flew to his pocket, and he took a step back, his face twisting oddly in a mixture of fear and nervousness. His lips were quivering so hard that he couldn’t utter a single word; he looked very much like a prey animal aware that its natural predator had spotted it. 

“Relax—I’m not interested in your card. Who knows what it means?” Lu Ren shrugged. He picked up his spine-chilling Tang sword and headed in the direction indicated by the arrow marked with a queen of hearts. 

The remaining five watched him leave. They were silent for a long time.

Although Song Hanzhang clearly wasn’t in the mood to say much, he patted Lin Jue’s shoulder and whispered, “If the card values are linked to the maze, you might be in more danger. Be careful.” 

Lin Jue forced a quick smile. “It’s fine. I can handle myself.” 

The nine and seven of hearts pointed in completely different directions. Lin Jue watched Song Hanzhang’s figure disappear into the night, then nodded at the other three and began to leave as well.

He had already walked some distance when Gao Yifei suddenly caught up and grabbed him. “Lin Jue, wait,” she said. “Have you seen Zhou Yuxiu?” 

Lin Jue stiffened. Then, feigning calm, he replied, “No. Wasn’t she with you?” 

Gao Yifei looked at him, dubious, then glanced back hesitantly at Liu Shan and Zhao Liangsheng. Seeing that the pair were already headed another way, she lowered her voice and told him, “After you two left, Liu Shan said something to her, and she left the shovel with him and went off by herself. I couldn’t stop her…” 

Myriad thoughts flashed through Lin Jue’s mind, but they tangled into a chaotic knot that he couldn’t begin to unravel. He wasn’t surprised to learn that Liu Shan had prompted Zhou Yuxiu to find him. After all, Liu Shan had overheard Lin Jue’s conversation with Gao Yifei, so he knew that Lin Jue possessed the antibody. 

I’d better watch out for him, Lin Jue told himself, then said politely to Gao Yifei, “I should go. Take care of yourself. Bye.” Spinning on his heel, he left without looking back.

Gao Yifei bit her lip nervously, lowered her head, and walked in her own designated direction.

 

***

 

This was Lin Jue’s first time setting foot in the foreign languages building. The glass double doors of the entrance had a large red heart on the left pane, and a number nine on the right. In the hallway beyond them, the only light was the green glow of fire-exit signs. Not a single classroom was lit: All was black and silent, as if there weren’t even zombies here. 

Such eerie silence easily stirred one’s deepest fears; it was enough to drive someone mad.

Lin Jue gripped the mopstick tightly in his hand, pushed open one of the glass doors, and entered the building, advancing through the peculiar darkness and stillness. The glowing fire-exit signs blanketed the walls and floors with their ghastly green sheen. His feather-light steps barely made a sound.

What lay ahead? Lin Jue didn’t know. He felt as though monsters could appear at any moment in this dim, ominous place to viciously tear his chest open and devour his insides—just as he’d witnessed them do before.

Wind gusted in through the open glass doors, bringing with it a sinister air. Every hair on the back of Lin Jue’s exposed neck stood on end. On high alert, he pressed his back to the wall, his gaze fixed on the entrance. The chill seeped through his clothes and flooded all his blood vessels. His heart pounded painfully in his chest, working to warm his freezing blood and stiff limbs.

The entrance was empty. Only light from the plaza spilled obliquely across it, casting the shadows of the leafless trees by the door onto the ground. Their branches trembled in the wind like countless wizened hands clawing in desperation. 

Lin Jue relaxed. Closing his eyes, he breathed a long sigh. When he opened his eyes again, though, his heart seemed to stop, and a freezing chill washed over him. 

Someone was standing in the entrance.

Lin Jue didn’t even dare breathe. His heart raced. He recognized the figure; he desperately hoped that he was mistaken, but she kept standing right there quietly. No—she was coming toward him! 

That dainty figure in a miniskirt was more terrifying than a reanimated corpse. 

Lin Jue was so hoarse that he could barely speak. “Zhou…Yuxiu?” 

Zhou Yuxiu stopped in a corner not far from him. She still wore the same miniskirt, her feet bare. Her face was bloodless, like before; it even appeared to glow slightly green from the fire-exit signs. She cracked a gentle, pretty smile. 

“Why are you here?” asked Lin Jue. He’d suppressed the terror that threatened to overtake him, regaining his composure. 

“Is it really weird that I’m here? True, I should be dead. You’d know that best. You killed me.” Zhou Yuxiu took two steps forward, her bright black eyes shimmering strangely. 

Lin Jue didn’t respond, just watched her silently. Zhou Yuxiu’s final curses and agonized screams before her demise seemed to echo in his ears. He couldn’t forget how it felt to make his escape, numb and despairing, after she’d been killed.

The person standing before him now couldn’t possibly be the deceased Zhou Yuxiu. Rather, it must be a vengeful specter risen from the dead—a mad avenger! 

“I am indeed dead, though. Don’t worry—soon enough, you’ll be like me. Everyone will die eventually. It’s only a matter of how soon,” Zhou Yuxiu said sweetly, her smile growing increasingly twisted. 

Lin Jue glanced at the long, stretched shadow behind her and asked coldly, “What exactly are you?” 

Zhou Yuxiu’s gloved right hand stroked her left, but her eyes remained fixed unblinkingly on Lin Jue. “Just a dead person. There’s nothing strange about that. The campus is swarming with dead people senselessly pursuing the flesh and blood of the living. What a marvelous game: Like clowns, we exert ourselves, struggle, cut each other down, all over a slim chance to survive. Still, in the end, we can’t escape our fate of handing our souls to the demon.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Don’t you get it? This game feeds on fear and despair. The moment you wrote down your name, your end was destined to be the same as mine. The only difference is that I get to watch you fall into hell with me and struggle in this nightmare for all eternity!” 

Zhou Yuxiu slowly pulled off her left glove, revealing her zombie bite. Bringing her hand to her lips, she pressed a soft kiss to the ghastly wound. The next second, her appearance utterly transformed.

She bared the grotesque fangs of a zombie, her eyes so turbid they were completely clouded over. Bite wounds tore open across her body, revealing the bloody white bones beneath her flesh. Foul dried blood stained her clothes, while pus oozed from the gashes. An intense putrid stench assaulted Lin Jue, forcing him back a step.

“Let’s play a fun hunting game,” Zhou Yuxiu suggested. “Five mutated zombies are hidden in this maze. They can’t see or smell, but their hearing is extremely keen. Any motion, any sound, will excite them into attacking. Let me see how long you last under the shroud of death. Don’t disappoint me, Lin Jue.” She giggled; the zombie’s mangled mouth seemed to be spitting out her sweet voice. Then her deformed hands clapped. “Come here, children! The prey has entered the cage. Let the game begin.” 

Lin Jue’s keen sense of danger made him turn and bolt. The building’s exit was right there—three yards away, two yards, one yard…

But the moment he’d rushed from the academic building, Lin Jue still felt as though he was dreaming. And in the next moment, he found himself standing in an AV classroom, surrounded by neatly arranged cubicles. Without time to think, he closed the door he’d come through, then ran to the room’s main door and opened it. A dark stairwell appeared before him.

This was the maze.

Understanding dawned on Lin Jue, and he realized what “maze” meant here. The building’s layout had thoroughly warped. Even if he jumped out a window, he wouldn’t exit the building. He’d just fall into another area, whether a stairwell, a bathroom, or a lounge. The only way to leave this building would be to—

Bang! 

Something slammed into the AV classroom’s back door. The sound of the wooden door groaning under the strain was accompanied by that of wood cracking. It took two more blows before it shattered. In the ominous moonlight, Lin Jue made out a monster half the height of a person dart inside. It clung to the wall like a gecko, its scarlet eyes instantly locked onto Lin Jue.

A tremendous pressure drove Lin Jue into charging headlong into the dark stairwell, without a thought, slamming the door behind him. The instant it shut, something rammed it forcefully. 

Lin Jue dashed downstairs at top speed. He had never run so fast; he didn’t even feel his feet touch the ground. That wooden door above could withstand, at most, two more blows. If Lin Jue hadn’t escaped into a new room by that point, then he would have been cruelly hunted down! 

Another bang sounded. Ahead, Lin Jue could see a bathroom door. As a third blow to the door echoed down the hall, Lin Jue rushed into the bathroom, opened the nearest stall door, and entered a new space.

Once he’d passed through over a dozen rooms in this manner, Lin Jue finally relaxed a little. Every door and window opened onto an unknown chamber, so now that he’d “warped” so many times, catching him would be impossible.

The only sounds in this dim classroom were his harsh breaths and his heart pounding. He sagged against the wall by the door, gasping, still shaken. Quiet surrounded him; darkness enveloped him. Bit by bit, a cold, ominous feeling seeped through his pores into his body. Only now did he have the time to think. 

This academic building wasn’t large. Still, five stories meant at least a hundred rooms. In order to avoid five monsters… 

A sudden thought occurred to Lin Jue, and the feeling that he’d overlooked something made his breath hitch. That’s not right.

If there were five monsters and a hundred rooms, then the likelihood of encountering a monster in a given room was just 5 percent. But Lin Jue had already dashed through at least ten rooms, so the probability that he’d avoid the monsters completely…

A soft plop sounded above his head, and a drop of freezing liquid fell onto his hand that gripped the mopstick. Lin Jue froze, then stiffly and despairingly raised his head.

Clinging to the ceiling on all fours like a gecko or frog was a scarlet-eyed monster. Foul fluid dripped from its split mouth. 

Plop. 

The red-eyed monster on the ceiling pounced at him with stunning speed, and Lin Jue’s mind went blank. Dead. I’m dead. The figure reflected in his pupils was like a shroud of death about to cover his eyes. His reasoning was resigned to his fate.

His body acted, however. Lin Jue ducked and thrust the mopstick upward with all his might; it almost slipped from his grasp under the tremendous pressure. A chilling shriek rang out, and blood splattered Lin Jue’s face.

In the face of death, an overwhelming desire to kill crashed over Lin Jue. He abandoned both thought and fear, leaving only pure fighting instinct. Letting out a furious roar, he channeled all his strength into his hands and pinned the monster against the wall. 

The monster, already deeply impaled by the nails on the mopstick, screeched, its mouth full of fangs, its long, thick tongue spluttering foul viscous fluid. It thrashed, its deformed claws gripping the rod tightly. It was so strong that it nearly threw Lin Jue off.

In that deadlock, a trace of reason returned to Lin Jue. He knew he couldn’t match the monster’s endurance. He had to end this quickly! 

Having come to this understanding, Lin Jue released the mopstick impaling the monster, hunched over, and somersaulted away. The monster roared and pounced at him but landed empty-handed on the spot he’d vacated. The mopstick embedded in its body had wedged it between the desks and chairs; the furnishings dragged over the floor, grinding loudly as the monster struggled forward.

The icy draft the monster’s attack had stirred seemed to scrape over Lin Jue’s back. He was less than half a yard from death. 

Snatching up a chair from beside his feet, Lin Jue smashed it into the monster with lightning speed. A thunderous crash echoed as blood splattered everywhere, and the creature let out a piercing scream. As it thrashed and roared, it shook the furniture, making a racket. The rod hindering it was on the brink of snapping. 

The monster’s foul, cold blood trickled down Lin Jue’s forehead. His eyes flashed with terrifying ruthlessness and bloodlust. Expressionless, he raised the chair and again brought it down with brutal force on the zombie—then again. Three times. Four times…

He struck until the monster was completely still, until he felt himself making impact not with hard bone but mangled flesh. Then he tossed the chair away and wiped the blood from his face.

The putrid stench was nauseating. Looking coldly at the hideous monster, Lin Jue silently retrieved the mopstick, his hands trembling. A wave of exhaustion spread from his fingertips to the soles of his feet. He sagged against the wall, then slowly sank to the floor. He knew that he should leave; the din here might have attracted more monsters. Yet his body refused to listen. 

Bang! Something rammed against the classroom door. Lin Jue’s heart jolted violently, his chest tightening so much that he almost didn’t dare breathe. That bang had sounded like Death knocking.

He gazed at the other door he might be able to escape through; it was too far away. Desks and chairs overturned during the fight littered the path, and he wouldn’t have time to bypass them. 

There was a second bang. Lin Jue gazed at the windows. Each was tightly shut. He couldn’t open one in time either. 

The third bang was accompanied by the sound of the wooden door splintering. Lin Jue saw a monster dart inside. Every inch of its skin festered with rotting flesh and bulging veins; the creature was warped and mutated to the extreme, hideous to behold.

Lin Jue held his breath, and his grip tightened on a piece of broken wood—a fragment that had broken off a piece of furniture earlier. 

The monster hung off the wall. Its pricked-up ears twitched nonstop, but its protruding red eyes weren’t focused, nor did they look toward Lin Jue for ages. 

So…it really could only hear.

Lin Jue’s racing heartbeat was rapidly depleting the air in his lungs, but the monster showed no sign of leaving, so Lin Jue reassessed his possible escape routes. The intact door and windows were too far away; he wouldn’t reach them in time. The most viable route was actually through the door the monster had broken, but…

The monster’s vacant eyes rolled around, and finally, dubiously, met Lin Jue’s own. 

Lin Jue’s heartbeat quickened even further. Did even holding his breath not fool the monster? Or was it… 

My heartbeat. Suddenly, he realized that this monster’s hearing was so sharp that it heard his heart! 

The monster crouched, poised to attack. Without time to think, Lin Jue hurled the piece of wood he held at a glass window with every ounce of might he possessed. Its impact produced a crisp clacking sound, and the monster immediately spun and charged toward the window, crashing through the pane.

Seizing the moment, Lin Jue stood, grabbed his mopstick, and dashed for the door from which the monster had entered. He passed through another classroom, then a lounge, and then a bathroom. Finally, he felt that he’d shaken the monster off. He stopped to lean against a wall, panting heavily. 

There were four more left.

Lin Jue didn’t know how to leave this maze. Maybe he had to kill “Zhou Yuxiu” again. As exhaustion filled him, he set a hand over his eyes. When he was alone, his negative emotions surged, stronger than ever. He must find a way to eliminate these monsters, then find Zhou Yuxiu; otherwise, this maze would be his grave. 

Calm down, he told himself. The monsters weren’t without weaknesses. He’d already proven that he could use noise to trick these beasts that possessed only auditory senses. He needed to consider his next move carefully, taking into account everything in the building—for example, the PA system in every classroom.

 

***

 

The nails at the tip of the mopstick dripped blood. Echoing in Lin Jue’s ears, the PA system broadcasted an English listening-comprehension exercise at max volume. The voices of a man and woman having a conversation—exaggerated to the point of falseness—reverberated in the foul-smelling classroom.

Lin Jue pulled a chair over and slid into it. The monster’s corpse wasn’t far away; he eyed it coldly. The last one. That was the last one. All that remained was “Zhou Yuxiu.” 

Deep weariness seeped slowly from the blood vessels beneath his skin. How much longer would this apparently endless darkness last? How much longer would this unrelenting slaughter continue? 

Lin Jue reached up and wiped blood from his face. He didn’t need to see his reflection to know he was in a sorry state, like a demon that had crawled out of hell. The one silver lining was that he hadn’t yet needed to use the antibody in his pocket.

Before launching his plan of attack, Lin Jue had mentally prepared himself to open a hundred doors in order to reach the building’s broadcast room. He’d had surprisingly good luck, though; he’d randomly stumbled upon the room after opening fewer than ten doors. 

It was a good thing that he’d kept his phone with him. The moment he discovered a monster, he could press the play button on some music, then throw the phone to distract the creature. As long as there was a source of continuous sound, Lin Jue was certain it would drown out his relatively quiet heartbeat. 

He was lucky to have found the broadcast room so quickly, and he’d promptly turned on the entire building’s PA system. The noisy broadcast severely disrupted the monsters’ hearing, allowing Lin Jue to kill the blind, anosmic creatures. The process still hadn’t been easy; the monsters’ strength was honestly more than considerable.

Lin Jue rubbed his sore arms, feeling a little strength return to his body. Then he gripped the mopstick and gently turned the door handle. 

Beyond the door was a spacious rooftop. Above it, the crimson moon gently cast its chilling, ominous light. The ethereal moonlight illuminated the empty rooftop, along with the familiar—yet strange—figure that stood there. Zhou Yuxiu, who once more appeared human, held a gun in each hand. Her smile was icy as she stared at the newcomer.

The muzzles of her guns pointed squarely at Lin Jue. They were like venomous snakes flicking their tongues, poised to strike and bite at any moment. The malice that emanated from the gunwoman through the barrels of her weapons felt like icy venom; she made no effort to conceal her hatred.

Lin Jue froze. However fast he was, he couldn’t outrun a bullet.

“Look! If I pull the trigger, you’ll die. It’s that easy,” Zhou Yuxiu told him with a creepy smile. When Lin Jue didn’t respond, she muttered to herself, “What’s the point, though? He’ll die sooner or later. Such a mundane death can’t douse my anger and hatred.” She began to grow increasingly agitated. “Why didn’t you save me? Lin Jue, Song Hanzhang, why didn’t you save me? You could’ve stopped the virus, but you watched as I became a monster. Only if misfortune befell you, and you were abandoned—killed—would you feel greater despair than me!” She stood with her back to the moon, her entire face shrouded in shadow, save for eyes that refused to close, blazing with hatred. 

Then Zhou Yuxiu cackled, and her surging hatred transformed into a resentful accusation. “Did you know that I was actually conscious in that final moment? The can hitting the shelf, the zombies swarming toward me… I heard everything, I saw everything. I couldn’t move anymore, though. I screamed a thousand times—a million times—in my head that I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to be eaten. But I could only watch as those demons ripped my body apart, tore out my insides, and fought to swallow every bit of my flesh. I was eaten alive. It was so painful, so horrifying—yet all I could do was watch you, the culprits, escape unscathed!” 

Zhou Yuxiu’s eyes widened and widened, the octave of her voice rising until she was finally screaming. “Why?! Why can murderers like you go on living, while I had to become such a monster? Look at me. Look at me!” 

Her left hand—still holding a gun—tore open her thin blouse, revealing the hollow shell within. From her collarbone to her belly, her body was like that of a ripped rag doll. Her open chest cavity, now empty, contained only her white, broken ribs and scraps of her innards. Her devastated body stood in stark contrast with her perfectly intact face, making its silent mutilation even more jarring. 

Zhou Yuxiu began to giggle, but her laughter soon turned into wildly streaming tears. 

Do I feel sympathy? Guilt? Regret? Lin Jue asked himself. He didn’t have an answer. Nonetheless, he owed Zhou Yuxiu an apology. 

“Sorry,” he said quietly, gazing calmly at her hollow torso. 

“If you’re really sorry…” Zhou Yuxiu tossed the gun in her left hand to Lin Jue. “Let’s play a game. Ever heard of Russian Roulette? That revolver has six chambers but only one bullet. You can choose to aim it at me. But you’ll lose an organ each time you fire a blank. You’ll feel the pain, but you won’t die immediately. Likewise, I’ll aim a revolver loaded with only one bullet at you. Each blank I fire will mean that you survive another round. Slowly make up for the crime you committed, or kill me again. Let fate decide for you. Maybe, as you slowly lose yourself, you’ll get a little taste of the despair I felt back then.” She dug out a third gun. “Of course, if you make any suspicious moves, I won’t feel bad using this fully loaded gun to end your filthy little life. This one hasn’t got a safety catch. 

“Let’s gamble, Lin Jue,” Zhou Yuxiu concluded, tilting her head. She flashed a smile that was both innocent and cruel. “Let me see how good your luck is.” 


Chapter 7:
The Deadly Joker

 

LIN JUE PULLED OPEN the rooftop’s heavy metal door. The straight staircase descending before him vanished into the darkness; he couldn’t be sure where it led. The wind that blew from behind him, carrying a faint smell of blood and gunpowder, rushed into the fire exit. Moonlight cast his solitary shadow onto the ground.

“How long do you think you can last, Lin Jue? In this game that uses lives as stakes, there are all too many hidden betrayals. One day, when you face an inevitable choice, you’ll betray Song Hanzhang too. No—he’d abandon you before that. That’s the kind of person he is.” 

Lin Jue glanced back. A few drops of half-dried blood still stained the ground, as if to mark an undead creature’s place of death. 

Minutes earlier…

“Let’s gamble, Lin Jue. Let me see how good your luck is.” 

The moment Zhou Yuxiu spoke, Lin Jue launched his attack. With a sweep of his mopstick, he instantly knocked the fully loaded gun from Zhou Yuxiu’s left hand. The stunned Zhou Yuxiu reflexively used the revolver in her right to fire two shots in rapid succession. Lin Jue could never have dodged both shots. He just gambled on his luck—and he won. Both shots were blanks. 

By the time Zhou Yuxiu fired her third shot, Lin Jue had dropped his mopstick and picked up the fully loaded gun he’d knocked away. Although he’d never used a gun before, he knew how to aim it at his enemy. 

Zhou Yuxiu had glared at him, seething; her angry, cloudy eyes almost brimmed over with blood.

“You’re still lying to me! Even your apology was a lie!” she screamed through gritted teeth. 

Her zombification was spreading from her open chest outward. Even the arm she held the gun with was now just rotten flesh and bones. Zhou Yuxiu’s once-lovely face began to crumble, revealing the alveolar bone and jawbone that had first been exposed when zombies chewed half of her face off.

She was more vicious than a vengeful spirit, more terrifying than a malevolent wraith.

“No—I’m being genuine. Just like you were when you lent Song Hanzhang the shovel. It was all genuine. But…” Lin Jue paused. The cold wind rushed into his throat, making his voice terribly hoarse. “But that guilt was for Zhou Yuxiu—and she’s dead. The person standing in front of me is nothing but a senseless demon full of hatred and vengeance. Sorry, but I can’t die here. I made a promise to survive.” 

Two gunshots rang out. The first bullet hit Zhou Yuxiu’s chest, passing through her broken body, the recoil from the shot making Lin Jue stagger. The second bullet hit Zhou Yuxiu’s jawbone and shattered half her chin. Lin Jue stood steady as she slammed heavily against the rooftop railing and rested there as motionless as a corpse. 

Remaining in his shooting stance, Lin Jue fixed his gaze on Zhou Yuxiu. Her half-intact head gushed blood nonstop, yet her eyes were wide open; they stared at him unblinkingly. She opened her mouth with difficulty and gurgled in mirth; coming from her half-broken jaw, the laugh was terrifying. Her loose lower jawbone almost detached from the fragile muscles securing it. 

“You murderer,” she told Lin Jue.

His hand twitched.

“Do you think you’re still a good person?” she asked. “That the circumstances have just forced you to act in self-defense? Don’t lie to yourself. You’ve adapted to this game better than anyone. You’re a born killer—a natural murderer. After me, you’ll kill more people. I understand now. I only lost to you because, compared to you, I’m actually a good person.” Her shattered jawbone made her speech sound more like the wails and curses of a midnight specter. Her eyes brimmed with madness and derision. “How long do you think you can last, Lin Jue? In this game that uses lives as stakes, there are all too many hidden betrayals. One day, when you face an inevitable choice, you’ll betray Song Hanzhang too. No—he’d abandon you before that. That’s the kind of person he is—”

A gunshot rang out. The bullet went straight through Zhou Yuxiu’s forehead, abruptly cutting off her words. The impact pushed her backward, until finally, slowly, she toppled over the rooftop railing. 

Seeing Zhou Yuxiu’s figure fall was like watching a slow-motion scene in a movie. Lin Jue could make out the mocking smile on her mangled face so clearly that it stung his eyes. 

Still in his shooting stance, Lin Jue slowly lowered the gun. The breeze of this bloody night brushed past his cheeks, filling his nostrils with its metallic scent. After a pause, he picked up the two revolvers meant for the roulette game from the ground. Each had one bullet, just as Zhou Yuxiu had said.

He fell silent, then chuckled, mocking himself. Compared to him, Zhou Yuxiu was a good person. Yes, he knew now. He felt sympathy and guilt—but not regret.

He loaded the two bullets into the revolver that had spent three rounds and slung the mopstick over his back. Then he reached out to pull open the rooftop’s metal door. The handle felt like a block of ice in his hand. 

Killing people and killing zombies weren’t that different. Both people and zombies died. He had done nothing wrong. 

Nothing.

***

Heavy footsteps echoed in the narrow stairwell, reverberating down a seemingly endless number of floors. 

Suddenly, Lin Jue stopped. He’d descended at least ten flights of stairs, but when he looked down, the staircase still appeared to stretch on infinitely. Where did it lead? 

The fire-exit sign on the wall emitted green light, casting an eerie hue over the entire stairwell. Underfoot, Lin Jue could feel air rushing upward. He didn’t know where it came from, but it chilled his ankles until they were stiff and cold. 

What exactly was down there?

Lin Jue leaned over the handrail and looked below him. Again, he saw flights and flights of stairs that spiraled into darkness. 

If I keep heading down them like this, I just might walk all the way to hell, Lin Jue thought. No—actually, this place is already hell. Worse, in fact.

His feet began to move again, as he hesitated no longer. The flights of stairs repeated endlessly, and his footfalls echoed in the stairwell, tapping a strange rhythm. 

Finally, the end of the interminable staircase was nigh. Wherever Lin Jue was, he certainly wasn’t aboveground anymore. At some point, moonlight had ceased to shine through the stairwell’s tall windows. The gloomy chill typical of basements enveloped him, rushing into his body through every pore and even the crevices of his fingernails, like parasites wriggling beneath his skin.

An ordinary, unremarkable wooden door appeared before Lin Jue. A placard on it read 6/13. Beneath, glinting like metal, was some fine print. 

Fortunate traveler about to leave the maze, please place your card on your designated seat. The undead is reluctant to see you leave. Without sacrifice, it will find no peace. So remember to feed the poisoned apple to the extra companion. Set forth carrying either misfortune or luck—the choice is yours.

Lin Jue held the gun in one hand. His other gripped the door handle and gently turned it. All of a sudden, without warning, his eyelid twitched. 

In the next second, a blast of cold wind rushed out the door, and sharp pain shot through Lin Jue’s forehead. He stood motionless. Something cold had thrust deep into his brain, and now warm liquid welled out slowly. The thick stench of blood filled his nostrils. He tasted the liquid trickling into his mouth, salty and astringent, like rust water.

Inside the dim, candlelit room was a familiar figure. In Lin Jue’s dazed state, he heard the figure say, “Sorry.” 

That was just what he’d said to Zhou Yuxiu. 

“Sorry.”

 

***

 

His fear of death didn’t last for long. In the next moment, Lin Jue found himself still standing in front of the 6/13 door, the handle cold against his hand. Yet his back was already soaked with cold sweat.

Had that been a hallucination? The sharp object embedded in his brain had felt so real, the figure beyond the door so familiar. His own sudden, unexpected death pushed his nerves to the edge. 

What was actually behind this door? Was what he’d just experienced an illusion, or was it a premonition? 

Zhou Yuxiu’s last words still seemed to echo in his ears. He hesitated for a few seconds. Then he scoffed, pressed himself against the wall, and turned the door handle from the side.

No knives flew at him, no candle illuminated the room, and there was certainly no one standing there. 

Only then did Lin Jue step through the doorway, aiming his gun into the pitch-black room. It was quiet, utterly quiet. The dust—the air, even—seemed to have stopped moving. There was but the overwhelming stench of blood rushing ceaselessly into Lin Jue’s nostrils. 

With a soft poof, the first firelight flickered to life in the dark room. Then, as if following some command, candles lit up one after another to form a complete circle. Inside the chamber was a massive round table with thirteen seats arranged around it. 

The first thing that caught Lin Jue’s eye was his own corpse. It sat motionless in an armchair, head tilted upward. Embedded in the dead center of his forehead was a scalpel; it glinted metallically under the light. The corpse’s open eyes stared at the ceiling, its face frozen in the astonishment and disbelief of its final moment. 

Lin Jue touched his own forehead. It was unmarred, without the slightest wound. His violently thumping heart took slight comfort in that, but another voice inside him mocked him: Would it really be impossible for that to happen?

He stepped into the gory room. Inside, six corpses sat around the thirteen-seat round table. Each possessed a familiar face, and each had died tragically. 

Song Hanzhang’s head had been placed on his own knees. He held it fondly, with both hands, as if reminiscing. Lu Ren’s Tang sword had been plunged through the crown of his head down his spine, as though he’d nailed himself to the chair. The smile on his face was still just as oddly broad, and his eyes looked sidelong at Lin Jue, who’d just entered, as if flaunting his glorious death. Most of Gao Yifei’s head had been bitten off; everything above her jaw was gone, and brain matter and blood splattered her hands. Liu Shan had been impaled through the chest by Lin Jue’s mopstick; pinned to his chair, he stared ahead. And Zhao Liangsheng had lost all four limbs, as well as his eyes. His neck was snapped and his head twisted at grotesque angle; he was reduced to a mutilated, limbless husk from some kind of torture.

Walking around the table, Lin Jue reached out to touch Song Hanzhang’s head that he cradled on his lap. He appeared to be at peace, as though in a deep slumber. When Lin Jue’s fingers reached his face, though, they passed through empty air. Lin Jue blinked, then silently withdrew his hand. It was just an illusion. 

“You’re still alive, right, Upperclassman Song?” Lin Jue whispered to Song Hanzhang’s head. Obviously, he received no response.

He glanced from the corner of his eye at his own corpse, pierced by a scalpel. Then his eyes fell on the rectangular card slot on the table. Carefully tucking the gun away, he dug out the nine of hearts and lightly slid the card—warmed by his body heat—into the slot. 

Lin Jue’s surroundings yellowed like old film. When he closed and reopened his eyes, he stood in another dimly lit room. This one was inarguably much cleaner than the previous room full of blood and bodies. Inside was a small round table with six chairs. In one sat Gao Yifei, looking around nervously. As soon as she spotted Lin Jue, she shot to her feet.

“Lin Jue!” she exclaimed joyously. “Are you—are you okay?!”

“It’s you?” Lin Jue couldn’t help eyeing her. Aside from her somewhat messy hair, she appeared to be her usual self. He, on the other hand, was covered in bloodstains he hadn’t washed off, which looked pretty scary at first glance. 

“Did you see that room just now? The one with…with all the bodies?” Gao Yifei asked, clearly deeply shaken. 

Lin Jue nodded.

The two shared details of what they’d seen. 

Although both had beheld a room containing their six acquaintances’ corpses, what had killed their companions differed. The mazes they’d gone through before that were also completely different. Gao Yifei’s “three of hearts” maze had only required her to deal with a few ordinary zombies. Naturally, Lin Jue didn’t mention Zhou Yuxiu—he only brought up the extremely fast zombies whose only sense was hearing. He explained that, since he belonged to the broadcasting club, he was familiar with their equipment. As soon as he’d found the broadcast room inside the foreign-languages building, he’d turned on the PA, then hunted down the monsters one by one.

“It seems like the number on a card had a lot to do with the maze’s difficulty,” Gao Yifei hypothesized.

Lin Jue thought back on everyone’s cards. If Gao Yifei was right, then the card that led to the most difficult maze was Lu Ren’s queen, followed by Zhao Liangsheng’s ten. Next was Lin Jue’s own nine, Song Hanzhang’s seven, and Gao Yifei’s three. The easiest would be Liu Shan’s ace. But the order they’d finished in to arrive here didn’t line up with that. Lin Jue appeared second, while Liu Shan—whose maze was the easiest—hadn’t shown up yet.

Just as Lin Jue fell deep into thought, Gao Yifei exclaimed, “Song Hanzhang?!” 

Lin Jue spun around immediately and met Song Hanzhang’s eyes. The upperclassman gave him a small nod, sheathing his dagger.

“Are you all right?” Lin Jue asked dubiously.

“I should be asking you that,” Song Hanzhang replied. He eyed the blood on Lin Jue’s face and body with a look that could be described as critical.

“It’s not my blood.” Lin Jue gave a dry snort. “Oh, did you see—”

“That other room just now?” Song Hanzhang interrupted, as though he knew what Lin Jue was going to say.

Lin Jue scrutinized his expression. Seeing nothing unusual in it, he nodded.

“You stabbed me, and Lu Ren cut off your head. Is anything wrong?” Song Hanzhang asked, glancing at him. Coolly, he added, “It’s just a form of psychological suggestion. We exposed our fears the moment we opened the door. But that doesn’t mean those deaths will necessarily come to pass.” 

Lin Jue nodded stiffly; he was suddenly tongue-tied. Still, the subtle weight on his mind had lessened. Why was he fretting over nothing? All that room had contained were tricks meant to mess with the mind. Yet he’d been shaken so easily… 

Out of the corner of his eye, he glanced at Song Hanzhang. The upperclassman was talking to Gao Yifei at the round table; he looked as composed and confident as before. In truth, Lin Jue had never seen Song Hanzhang panic. Compared to Lin Jue himself…

“Ah!” Liu Shan suddenly appeared. 

He looked flustered as he glanced around the room; when he spotted the other three, he even took a small step back. His shovel hit the ground with a clang. 

“Oh, thank goodness you’re all right too. You’re so late, I thought…” Heaving a long sigh, Gao Yifei sat back down in her chair. 

“You thought what, hmm?” asked a teasing voice. Suddenly, Lu Ren was hanging off Liu Shan. He grinned at Gao Yifei, the hand that held his sword looped around Liu Shan’s neck in a chummy embrace. 

Gao Yifei’s face flashed white, and Liu Shan blanched even further; so much blood drained from his face that he appeared ashen. 

“We meet again,” Lu Ren drawled. “Fewer casualties than I thought, huh? Still, it doesn’t seem like everyone’s a fan of the game’s hell level.” His arm was still draped around Liu Shan, and the sword in his hand swung as he spoke. 

It looked as if he’d accidentally stab Liu Shan at any moment. Each time the blade swayed, still-wet blood dripped off it. A few drops splattered onto Liu Shan’s pants. The blade’s every movement made Liu Shan’s pupils contract further with fear. 

“You’re shaking, little mouse,” Lu Ren whispered into Liu Shan’s ear, but his gaze was fixed on Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang. His eyes reflected the dim light, resembling those of a snake.

Liu Shan’s legs shook. It was Lin Jue’s first time seeing a human body tremble so violently. 

“I don’t like mice at all. Short-lived, fragile little things,” Lu Ren rambled. “But how they try every way of sneaking into the cat’s territory to steal food is kind of cute. It makes me eager to see what they’d do to stay alive.” 

Snickering, he pushed Liu Shan aside, and he stumbled, falling to the ground. Then, not even bothering to grab his shovel, Liu Shan scrambled away, cowering behind the round table. Lu Ren burst into laughter, as if he’d seen something side-splittingly funny. His smile was sunny and untroubled, but in this gloomy room, it looked strangely horrifying to everyone else. 

“Oh, don’t worry. I don’t just kill at random. Really,” Lu Ren earnestly intoned, sheathing his sword. He pulled out a chair and plopped down next to Song Hanzhang, who didn’t spare him a look or bother to comment on his behavior. Lu Ren didn’t appear to mind. Grinning, he eyed Gao Yifei—who sat opposite him—and then Lin Jue.

“Looks like you had one hell of a fight, tough guy,” he told Lin Jue, leaning past Song Hanzhang. 

Lin Jue, drenched in zombie blood, watched him warily and didn’t say a word.

During their standoff, the last person finally arrived. When Zhao Liangshang saw the mostly occupied round table, he blinked. 

“Wow. Not a single one of us is missing,” Lu Ren remarked. With an odd smirk, he muttered to himself, “I wonder how long that luck will last, though.” 

Lin Jue suddenly remembered the fine print on the 6/13 door.

Fortunate traveler about to leave the maze, please place your card on your designated seat. The undead is reluctant to see you leave. Without sacrifice, it will find no peace. So remember to feed the poisoned apple to the extra companion. Set forth carrying either misfortune or luck—the choice is yours.

Did “the extra companion” refer to the Judas or to any victim? Lin Jue’s heart sank in dread.

A polite knock sounded at the door. Only then did Lin Jue notice that this room had a door. All six of its occupants focused their gazes on that inconspicuous entryway, and it opened with a click. The dim yellow candlelight illuminated the hand that pushed the door ajar, and a girl with pigtails appeared. She lifted the hem of her puffy dress and curtsied elegantly to the group.

“Good evening,” she said. 

Her! 

“I have good news and bad news for you.” 

All smiles, the girl approached the round table, clutching a wooden box. Everyone recognized her—she’d been the one handing out the eggs outside the cafeteria. Her uniquely sweet voice was like boiling sugar syrup, too thick to stir.

“The good news is that you’re all very lucky to have made it here alive. Soon, most of you will be able to leave this maze. The bad news is that not everyone will be allowed to leave.” The girl’s gaze sparkled with playfulness and mockery as it swept over every grave face. “You’ll only need to leave one person behind, though. The other five may leave safely. How does that sound? Pretty good, right?” 

It sounded terrible. 

The relatively peaceful atmosphere dissolved. No one spoke, but something seemed to be brewing in the stagnant air. A storm was about to break. Lin Jue unconsciously pressed his hand against the gun in his pocket. Its five bullets would be more than enough for self-defense, but… He stole a glimpse at Song Hanzhang beside him. The upperclassman rested his chin on his hands, mired in thought. He’d shown none of the guardedness or alarm the others had. 

Feeling eyes on him, Lin Jue snapped his head up—Lu Ren was smirking at him. Then he winked like he and Lin Jue were best friends.

Lin Jue’s hair stood on end, as if a cockroach had crawled over his foot. He shifted uncomfortably and glanced at Song Hanzhang without thinking. Song Hanzhang shot Lu Ren a glare, then nodded at Lin Jue.

Wait… What did that mean? Lin Jue was completely lost.

“So how will we choose which of us is on the chopping block? Don’t tell me we’re having a battle royale. I’m confident that I’d win, for sure, but a game without suspense is really no fun at all,” Lu Ren drawled. “Since you came to us and offered terms like this, I expect something interesting. Don’t disappoint me.” 

Giggling, the girl set the wooden box on the table and opened it. A deck of cards lay inside. 

“Of course it’d be too cruel to vote on who will be the poor devil. I have a fairer method. A game we’ll call ‘Catch the Devil.’

“Here’s a deck of cards. It has four suits that run from ace to king—thirteen cards each—plus one joker. Fifty-three cards total. You’ll all sit in the same order you arrived in this room. I’ll deal the cards. Everyone will start with eight or nine, and one person’s hand will inevitably contain the joker. If cards of the same number appear, those will count as a pair. You’ll pull them out and set them aside. Then, going counterclockwise, you’ll draw a card from the player before you. If the card you draw pairs with one in your hand, you’ll discard the pair. Whoever gets rid of all their cards can leave the game. But the person holding the joker won’t be able to get rid of all their cards. So whoever’s left holding the joker in the end will stay here forever.” The girl’s smile looked gentle but sinister beneath the flickering candlelight. “That’s fair, isn’t it?” 

So…they had to rely on sheer luck? No—maybe this was also psychological warfare. Once the joker, a mark of death, was in your hand, how would you pass it on? Your expression, words, minute gestures, and even the order you arranged your cards and how you tended to draw them would all matter. Was this game really fair…? Lin Jue was doubtful.

Song Hanzhang responded first to the girl. “I have no objections.”

One after another, the others likewise expressed agreement. This method might be easier to accept than outright picking someone to die; besides, no one felt that they’d be the unlucky loser.

“Any questions?” the girl asked sweetly.

“I have one,” Lu Ren said, raising his hand like a good student. Then he asked seriously, “Will the game end if I kill you?” 

The girl shook her head, grinning. “Even if you kill me, there are countless other ‘mes.’ My corpses could pile up in this room, and the next ‘me’ would still knock on the door. So killing me is pointless.” 

“Interesting.” Lu Ren looked fascinated. “What exactly are you?” 

“The past, present, and future you—or something,” the girl said dismissively. “All right. We’ve digressed, but if you have no other questions, I’ll deal.” 

“Wait,” Song Hanzhang interjected. “Can we have three minutes? I need to talk to Lin Jue.”

“Boys have secrets too, huh? Fine, go ahead.” The girl waved nonchalantly. “The rest of you can chat too, if you want. Talking isn’t forbidden during the card game either. And I’m not that dedicated a supervisor anyway.” 

Lin Jue looked at Song Hanzhang, puzzled, before the upperclassman tugged him to a corner. 

“Have you played a game like this before?” Song Hanzhang asked.

Lin Jue shook his head. The only similar game he knew was stud poker, and even at that, he always lost miserably to his dormmates.

Closing his eyes, Song Hanzhang let out a small sigh. “Well, in any event, stay calm—no matter what cards you draw. And, after every draw, remember to shuffle your hand. Based on the order we arrived in, I should be the player after you. If your luck is too terrible…kill Gao Yifei.” 

Lin Jue’s head snapped up, shock on his face. Song Hanzhang’s expression, though shrouded in the shadows, appeared calm and unperturbed; it chilled Lin Jue.

“She’ll be the player just before you and the one closest to you,” Song Hanzhang continued. “If you take her by surprise, you can definitely do it in one strike. You won’t have to worry about Liu Shan and Zhao Liangsheng. They won’t fight three people for the sake of someone who’s dead.” 

Lin Jue forcibly suppressed the urge to glance back at Gao Yifei. “I can’t do that,” he said. Then, as if admonishing himself, he said, “I couldn’t!” 

Killing Zhou Yuxiu had been one thing; that was an irrevocable tragedy. But killing someone genuinely innocent…

Back in the library, Lin Jue had indeed told Song Hanzhang that if they needed to kill, he would do it. Now that that might be required of him, though, he was hesitating—shrinking back. The thought of aiming his gun at the innocent beside him filled him with pain and guilt. To survive, would he have to abandon the most basic of morals? What would be the point of living on in such shame? 

Song Hanzhang gave him a long look. “What do you think you’re about to do right now? Nonchalantly play a game of cards and abandon the loser here. We’re all killing, Lin Jue. The only difference is whether it’s active or passive. The five who walk out alive will have killed the person left behind. Will you feel better about yourself just because the method was different?”

Lin Jue was staggered; his mind went blank. 

This card game was indeed just a different method of killing. It would boil down to the majority killing the minority. Using “fairness” and “personal responsibility” to sugarcoat the question of whether you’d win or lose made the whole game seem sanctimonious. Everyone would openly try to hand off the joker to ensure their own survival. How would that be different from killing?

This game was so despicable—and the scary thing was that they’d actually accepted it.

Song Hanzhang patted Lin Jue’s shoulder, jolting him out of his shock.

“Never mind. I shouldn’t have shared that with you. My bad,” Song Hanzhang said. Then he looked past Lin Jue and locked eyes with Lu Ren, who caressed his own neck, smiling back meaningfully. 

A mere temporary alliance. 

Song Hanzhang gave Lin Jue a dismissive pat. “Go back to your seat. Be careful.” 

Do nothing, and rely on luck? Or wait for Song Hanzhang to solve everything and just reap the benefits? No—how is victory like this any different from killing? Lin Jue thought derisively. How laughable. He would clearly be killing! And if someone needed to get their hands dirty, he’d promised Song Hanzhang that he would do it.

Lin Jue grabbed Song Hanzhang’s wrist. When the upperclassman gave him a questioning look, Lin Jue lowered his head and whispered urgently, “I’ll do it. I can handle it. If it really comes to that…” 

“Don’t force yourself. I already have a plan B,” Song Hanzhang replied softly, then cautioned him, “Hide your gun. It’s showing.” 

Lin Jue jolted, but Song Hanzhang had already tucked the gun further into Lin Jue’s pants pocket without batting an eye. Then the upperclassman returned to his seat. With his fists clenched, Lin Jue did the same.

The other four had already arranged themselves according to when they’d arrived, leaving two empty chairs between Gao Yifei and Liu Shan. They now sat in the following order: Gao Yifei with the three of hearts, Lin Jue with the nine of hearts, Song Hanzhang with the seven of hearts, Liu Shan with the ace of hearts, Lu Ren with the queen of hearts, and Zhao Liangsheng with the ten of hearts. 

Everyone would draw cards from the player before them. 

In Lin Jue’s case, that player was Gao Yifei. He secretly sized her up. She fidgeted with her hands, taking her pinky ring on and off. When she noticed Lin Jue looking at her, she forced a friendly smile. 

Lin Jue felt his heart grow heavy. The vile murderous intent within him tangled with his desire to survive, making the choice even more agonizing. He subconsciously hoped that he wouldn’t draw the joker, as if that would somehow let him escape the reality of having to kill.

The girl shuffled with practiced ease. Smiling, she declared, “Without further ado, I’ll deal the cards.” 

Let the game begin. 


Chapter 8:
Encirclement

 

THE FOUR OF CLUBS, three, eight, and nine of hearts, two of diamonds, a pair of sevens, and a pair of kings. Lin Jue had only five cards left in his hand with those two pairs removed.

After the initial deal, almost everyone could discard a pair or two. The candlelight on the round table wasn’t bright, and in its faint glow, all the players’ expressions were hazy and eerie. They were scheming to extricate themselves from this deathtrap.

Even in such close proximity, Lin Jue couldn’t see Gao Yifei’s cards nor Song Hanzhang’s. And when Gao Yifei turned to take a card from Zhao Liangsheng, putting her five cards in Lin Jue’s line of sight, they all looked blank to him.

Who had the joker?

Everyone contemplated their own hand. Song Hanzhang looked unmoved; Lu Ren smiled nonchalantly; Liu Shan trembled, pale. But Lin Jue couldn’t figure out who held the joker.

Zhao Liangsheng, the player after Lu Ren, was probably the unluckiest. Every time Lu Ren presented his cards for Zhao Liangsheng to pick from, Zhao Liangsheng looked ill. The same was true of the player before Lu Ren, Liu Shan. Each card Lu Ren reached for was like his hand tightening about Liu Shan’s neck, strangling him to death. 

Receiving a three of clubs, Lin Jue discarded another pair. He inwardly sighed in relief. Now he only had a five of hearts he’d drawn from Gao Yifei, as well as the nine, eight, and four he’d held originally. Song Hanzhang had taken his two of diamonds. 

The stack of discarded pairs on the round table grew taller, while the number of cards in every hand dwindled. Liu Shan, as lucky as Lin Jue, had only one card left in his hand. And the player after him, Lu Ren, was about to take that unavoidable card. 

“I must say, your luck’s really quite good, little mouse,” Lu Ren said expressionlessly. He reached his fingers toward Liu Shan—who was drenched in cold sweat—and gently claimed his last card.

Liu Shan immediately shot to his feet, his abrupt movement knocking his chair over. 

Glancing at the card he’d taken, Lu Ren chuckled softly. “What a good card. I’m warning you all now, the joker’s in my hand. Watch yourselves.” 

Liu Shan scrambled away from the card table to curl up silently in a corner. 

The egg girl snorted and laughed. “I knew this would get more exciting as we neared the end.” 

Lu Ren shuffled the three cards in his hand, then laid them side by side on the table. He pointed at Zhao Liangsheng. “Go ahead. I recommend the middle one.” 

Zhao Liangsheng stared at him for a long time, pallid, then decisively snatched up the left card. The moment he flipped it over, all the blood drained from his face. 

“You should try trusting me once in a while.” Lu Ren clicked his tongue and grinned. He collected his remaining cards and shot a smug look at Song Hanzhang. 

Zhao Liangsheng shuffled the few cards in his hand several times. He didn’t have the courage to look at them, so he just presented the thin stack to Gao Yifei. “Pick.” 

With a frightened glance at Zhao Liangsheng, Gao Yifei took the second card from the top. She obviously hadn’t picked the joker, because she then pulled a pair from her hand and discarded it.

Another round passed. Only very few cards were left in the players’ hands. This time Gao Yifei wasn’t as lucky: when she drew a card from Zhao Liangsheng, almost simultaneously, he visibly relaxed, while Gao Yifei looked to be on the verge of tears.

For a moment, Lin Jue’s heart stopped. If he drew the joker at this stage of the game, near the end… He couldn’t help stealing a glance at Song Hanzhang, who was quietly watching Gao Yifei with contemplation.

His icy voice flashed through Lin Jue’s mind: “Kill Gao Yifei.” 

Lin Jue shuddered and straightened his back. Why had he suddenly remembered that? Why was that the first solution he thought of? This deep-seated evil within him horrified him.

“Your turn,” Gao Yifei said, a quaver in her voice. 

Lin Jue turned back to her. Perhaps he didn’t hide his thoughts in time, because his glance made Gao Yifei flinch away to press against the back of her chair, the hand that held her cards shaking nonstop. She stared at Lin Jue pleadingly, the rims of her eyes red, but she nonetheless held out her three cards to him. 

No one wanted to die. No one.

Lin Jue took the middle card. The second he saw the joker, he suddenly realized that he wasn’t surprised but disappointed. Evidently his luck was only mediocre. So this was what the joker looked like: a jester in black, his hideous smile broad and contorted.

For a moment, Lin Jue felt a pang of regret, but he instinctively refused to delve into the reason for it or for his sense of guilt. Calmly, he took his time to shuffle the three cards in his hand, then raised them for Song Hanzhang.

Song Hanzhang’s hand glided past each card, but his eyes were trained on Lin Jue. Lin Jue had never been someone who could hide his thoughts; his emotions were written on his face. They were especially blatant in his clear eyes. 

Song Hanzhang’s finger stopped on the middle card. 

Lin Jue blinked hard and finally met the upperclassman’s gaze. “Not that one,” his eyes said clearly. No—but if he doesn’t take it, I’ll…

The conflicting thoughts fought and churned in those orbs until they hollowed into a void of confusion and helplessness. 

Song Hanzhang said nothing, but he watched Lin Jue’s eyes for a long time. In the end, he released a soft sigh as if he’d come to a decision. His long, slender finger gently tugged on the middle card, and the joker left Lin Jue’s hand, along with the gloom of death that had hovered above his head. 

Lin Jue’s throat made an incoherent sound. “Song—”

“Did you think that you’d still have a chance to get rid of this if it stayed in your hand?” Song Hanzhang asked, interrupting him. “People like you—who wear their heart on their sleeve—really aren’t good liars.” He didn’t look at Lin Jue as he spoke, just regarded his own hand silently. His voice was even, as if he were simply commenting on something unimportant. 

Lin Jue was racked by regret. He should’ve listened to Song Hanzhang. The moment he’d chosen the joker, he should just have drawn his gun and ended the game. Since Liu Shan had finished and left the table, the next player after Song Hanzhang was Lu Ren. If Song Hanzhang wanted to hand off the joker, it would inevitably be to Lu Ren. And no one could predict what Lu Ren might do. If that meant that Song Hanzhang ended up dead…

In one of Lin Jue’s pockets, the gun weighed heavily; in the other, the virus antibody did likewise. Lin Jue already owed Song Hanzhang far too much. Time and again, the upperclassman had effortlessly shielded him from potentially fatal outcomes. If Lu Ren made any unexpected moves, Lin Jue would definitely take aim at him right away. Wasn’t that the agreement he’d made with Song Hanzhang? When it came to killing, Lin Jue would be the one to do it!

Song Hanzhang shuffled his hand, then placed the three cards one by one in front of Lu Ren. 

Lu Ren, who had been yawning, finally perked up. “Self-sacrifice?” he said, flashing a lazy smile. “That’s not like you.” 

“Just pick. I recommend the middle one,” Song Hanzhang replied, repeating the exact words Lu Ren had said before.

“You’re really not cute. But this is how a person deals with mind games.” One eyebrow raised, Lu Ren extended a finger and slid the three cards around until not even Song Hanzhang himself remembered their original order. Then he set his hand on the middle card and smiled. “I’m actually good at taking advice…” Flipping the card around, he added regretfully, “but my luck isn’t so great.” 

Lin Jue finally released the breath he’d been holding. He shot an excited look at Song Hanzhang, who was collecting his remaining two cards impassively. Just when Lin Jue began to think that Song Hanzhang hadn’t noticed him, the upperclassman turned toward him and mouthed, “Be careful.”

Careful? Of what?

“All right. Everyone’s luck sucks, so it’s your turn again.” Lu Ren relaxed against his chair and smirked at Zhao Liangsheng. “I still recommend the middle one.”

Zhao Liangsheng’s face was hard, all his muscles stiff with nerves. His eyes bored into the cards on the table as if he were trying to see through their backs. Finally, deciding to imitate Lu Ren’s method, he began to scramble the order of the three cards. 

Lu Ren watched with amusement as Zhao Liangsheng clumsily swapped the cards around. “Oh no,” he said, tilting his head. “I can’t remember which one the joker was.” 

Zhao Liangsheng’s hand paused. Then, after hesitating for a moment, he slowly reached for the card on the right.

Instantly, Lu Ren—who’d been lounging in his chair—lurched forward. In the dim room, his gleaming blade flashed past everyone’s eyes like a brilliant meteor. 

Thud. 

Something heavy dropped to the floor, rolled, and then thumped into a wall. The next second, blood sprayed from severed arteries, raining down everywhere. A metallic smell saturated the musty air, a nightmare they couldn’t wake from.

Lin Jue reacted first. He drew his revolver and stepped in front of Song Hanzhang, aiming at Lu Ren. “Stop right there. Don’t move,” he barked. 

Preparing to sheathe his blade, Lu Ren slowly turned his head. “Nice gun,” he said, smirking. “But rookies usually have bad aim. And if you want to take me out, you’ll only have one shot.” 

Lin Jue had never been so focused in his life. The pair stood there in a deadlock.

Finally, Song Hanzhang broke the silence with a soft sigh. “The game’s over. There’s no need for unnecessary casualties. Lin Jue, put the gun down.” He put a comforting hand over the hand holding the gun. Lin Jue hesitated for a moment, then slowly lowered the weapon, although his eyes never left Lu Ren.

Lu Ren shrugged and sheathed his own weapon. He flipped his three cards over, picked out the joker, and set it properly on Zhao Liangsheng’s seat. Then, amused, he asked Gao Yifei—who was cowering and locked to her chair with fear—“Want to keep playing, miss?”
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Blood had splashed over half her face. She wept as she shook her head, too frightened to meet Lu Ren’s eyes.

“Women.” Clicking his tongue in disappointment, Lu Ren turned to examine Zhao Liangsheng’s corpse with fascination. It was still standing, and blood still flowed from its headless neck, though no longer forcefully enough to spray the entire room. The blood instead trickled down the body as if overflowing from a pot.

“Hey, since someone died, can we leave?” Lu Ren asked the pigtailed girl, who sat nearby.

She snorted in satisfaction but retorted, “I’m not ‘Hey.’ You can call me Lilith.” 

Then she looked down to fire off a text on her phone. Everyone received the message at the same time. 

Lin Jue took out his phone and checked it: Player Lin Jue: Game-end conditions met. Exiting maze. P.S. Come again! ^^ From: Lucky Egg Collector Lilith

 

***

 

A chill and the feeling of empty space jolted Lin Jue to his senses. He stood in front of a building—the school of foreign languages. Although the red heart and number nine had disappeared from the two glass doors, Lin Jue stood exactly where he had just a few hours earlier, as if time had reversed.

He pulled out his phone: 4:30 a.m.

Had that much time really passed? Lin Jue frowned. Impossible. No more than two hours could’ve gone by between when he entered the maze and when he escaped. So did this mean they’d gone through time dilation? 

If Lin Jue was back outside this building, Song Hanzhang must also be in a building near the South Plaza. Before, they’d gone in opposite directions, so Lin Jue guessed that the upperclassman would be around the academic building for the school of medicine.

Thank god he probably didn’t head to the labs, he reflected. 

Lin Jue took the mopstick off his back and stuffed the gun into his pocket again. Then he sped toward the med school’s academic building.

Only five survivors remained. The best-case scenario would be that Zhao Liangsheng had been the Judas, which would mean the only enemies left now were zombies. But if the Judas was still alive… 

The card game minutes earlier was still vivid in Lin Jue’s mind.

On the tabletop, a genteel game of strategy had taken place, but below it had been merciless slaughter. Beneath the calm waves had churned treacherous currents. The air in the dim room had been suffocatingly stagnant. Lu Ren had slashed the fragile rope that bound together their false peace, laying bare before everyone the raw, bloody truth: See? You don’t need rules or “fair play.” You just need to kill.

Why had Lu Ren and Song Hanzhang remained so calm during that game? The former had smiled lazily, while the latter watched with composure—because they both understood the game’s true nature. Winning and losing were meaningless; only surviving mattered. 

If you cut someone else’s head off, you could live.

Lin Jue suddenly realized that he might be even more afraid of his own kind than of zombies. In a brutal world unrestricted by rules, how cruel could someone become in order to stay alive? 

He rubbed the transparent vial containing the antibody and let out a low chuckle. Slipping it into his shirt’s chest pocket, he zipped up his jacket.

He crossed the empty South Plaza, disposing of the handful of zombies that wandered there. When he first tested their strength, he was surprised. These zombies were stronger and faster than before but still not as powerful as he’d feared. Was it just his imagination? Regardless, they were growing more decayed. 

Maybe the fact that the survivors hadn’t actually been in this area for the past few hours meant that they hadn’t triggered the zombies’ rapid evolution.

That would be a silver lining.

From afar, Lin Jue spotted Song Hanzhang: He stood in a flower bed in front of the school of medicine’s academic building, gazing into the distance. He seemed unaware of Lin Jue’s approach. 

It wasn’t until Lin Jue reached his side that the upperclassman asked quietly, “Have the zombies evolved?” 

“Some. But the situation’s better than expected,” replied Lin Jue.

“Is that so…?” Song Hanzhang glanced at the time, then leaped down from the flower bed. “It’s 4:35 already. Dawn will break around six. Don’t drop your guard.” 

“Where to now?” 

Song Hanzhang stared for some time at the crimson crescent moon sinking in the west. Finally, he said, “The sports field.” 

Lin Jue nodded; he had no objection. “Let’s go, then. I wonder how the others are doing… Maybe we’ll run into them in a bit.” 

Song Hanzhang turned sharply, his eyes boring into Lin Jue. 

Lin Jue was bewildered. “Wh-what?” 

“Sometimes, I really can’t figure out what’s in your head,” Song Hanzhang said, frowning. “After this long, do you still not have the most basic sense of danger? The Judas is almost certainly alive and among us. Ideally, we won’t run into anyone for the rest of the remaining time!” 

With that, he turned and strode off.

Lin Jue froze, his mind going blank for several seconds. Then he hurried after Song Hanzhang. “Sorry, I…” 

He’d only just opened his mouth when Song Hanzhang put out an arm to cut him off. Lin Jue shot him a questioning look, and Song Hanzhang gestured for him to be quiet. 

“Listen,” he said.

Footsteps. Many, many footsteps. 

In the empty black night, the pattering of shoes was particularly clear. In fact, it was so distinct that one could easily distinguish what type of footwear had produced each: high heels, leather boots, canvas shoes, athletic sneakers… It was a cacophony of various soles tapping against the ground.

The wind carried over faint moans and growls and even a hint of a rotting smell, like an omen that those producing the sounds and scent would soon descend upon the pair. 

Dozens and dozens of zombies—perhaps even more—were converging on the school of medicine. The dark night and shrubbery concealed their forms as they surged forth like a polluted tide, flooding down the concrete paths toward the building’s front steps. 

“Are we surrounded?” asked Lin Jue, face pale.

“Obviously.” 

“Should we break through?” Lin Jue gripped his mopstick, sounding nervous.

Song Hanzhang pressed his lips into a thin line and shook his head. “Impossible. Follow me. This way!” 

They wheeled around and dashed into the building. Lin Jue followed on Song Hanzhang’s heels, but he had questions: Why run inside when they were surrounded? What if the zombies trapped them in the building? What was Song Hanzhang thinking? 

Suddenly, Song Hanzhang’s words resurfaced in his mind: “The Judas is almost certainly alive and among us.” He shuddered.

From Lin Jue’s perspective, Song Hanzhang’s profile looked exceptionally cold. The hallway’s light reflected off his glasses, obscuring his eyes. He’d always been afraid of Song Hanzhang, Lin Jue realized. While his mind had imprinted on the upperclassman, making him trust Song Hanzhang more than anyone, Song Hanzhang’s calm, deeply hidden cruelty reminded him of Lu Ren. Both men were indifferent to human life, sharing some unspoken understanding. They seemed like the same type of person.

Even so…Lin Jue still trusted him.

When the handful of zombies inside the building blocked their path forward, Lin Jue rushed ahead, shielding Song Hanzhang. He thrust his mopstick straight into a zombie’s eye socket, the nails tearing through its fragile brain. Another zombie pounced, and Lin Jue kicked it downstairs.

“Run!” he cried.

Instead, Song Hanzhang drove his six-inch dagger straight into a zombie’s open mouth and twisted it brutally. Pinned to the wall, the zombie writhed and then stilled. 

Lin Jue grabbed Song Hanzhang’s arm. “Have you lost your mind?!” he hissed. “What if it bit you?”

“I did the calculations. Those fangs couldn’t have touched my hand,” Song Hanzhang replied, letting Lin Jue drag him upstairs. “Turn right. Go out here and run back down. There’s a sky bridge to the arts building.” 

Skywalks connected the four buildings that surrounded the South Plaza, although they were usually locked. Charging into a lab, Song Hanzhang yanked two stools out, then swung one against the glass door that barred entry to the skywalk. As it smashed, a shard of glass scratched his face, yet he didn’t flinch away. Although startled by his recklessness, Lin Jue quickly picked up the other stool to help.

The deafening crash of breaking glass would summon almost all the nearby zombies. By the time they’d crossed the skywalk and shattered the doors on the other side, Lin Jue could see that their previous location was now swarming with zombies. That horde of undead began to surge across the skywalk toward them.

“This way.” Song Hanzhang led Lin Jue downstairs so they could flee the arts building: Being trapped inside, with no ropes to rappel down, was far too dangerous. 

A familiar voice stopped them. “Don’t go that way! There’s only zombies downstairs. Don’t go!” 

Gao Yifei came rushing down the steps to them, Liu Shan close behind. 

“You guys!” she said frantically. She was in a sorry state; half of her face was still smeared with Zhao Liangsheng’s blood from the card game. “It’s all zombies down there. What do we do? We’re trapped. The entire building’s surrounded—we can’t get out! Here they come!” 

Lin Jue glanced back. Two zombies were staggering up the stairs, their badly rotted bodies more horrifying than before. Swinging his mopstick instinctively, he knocked them both down. Up the stairs, Liu Shan screamed, startled by something; he was about to bolt.

Gao Yifei yanked him back. “Don’t run off! It’s too dangerous!” 

The four kept searching for a way out of the dim building. Finally, Song Hanzhang suggested crossing the skywalk to the school of foreign languages. That was the building Lin Jue’s nine of hearts card had pointed toward. 

They smashed through the glass skywalk door. The building across the skywalk stood silent, mired in darkness and seemingly empty.

Wind blowing through the skywalk sliced across Lin Jue’s face like a blade. He glanced back at the other three. Song Hanzhang brought up the rear, while Gao Yifei and Liu Shan walked between them. That reassured Lin Jue slightly. Even if something fishy was going on with those two, he didn’t need to worry. And once they escaped the zombies that encircled them, they’d split up and go their separate ways, for safety’s sake.

A muted thud sounded behind Lin Jue. Then something crashed to the ground. Lin Jue whirled around to see Song Hanzhang lying prone, unconscious. Liu Shan, his face pale, stood over him holding Zhou Yuxiu’s shovel.

“What are you doing?!” Lin Jue shouted. 

The cry snapped Liu Shan out of it. He fumbled a small knife from his pocket and pressed it against Song Hanzhang’s neck. 

“Lin Jue, listen to me! You’ve been tricked. Song Hanzhang is the Judas!” Gao Yifei declared, pale but resolute as she locked eyes with Lin Jue.

“That’s not possible!” Lin Jue cut her off, instantly wary. “Besides, there’s no way to prove who the Judas is. But you two—I already thought both of you seemed suspicious! Liu Shan, you drew the easiest card, the ace of hearts, but you still took so long to arrive. And how come Zhou Yuxiu’s shovel is in your hands, when she only had a fruit knife—”

“You saw Zhou Yuxiu?!” Gao Yifei asked, shocked.

Realizing that he’d slipped up, Lin Jue fell into guilty silence.

“How come you lied and said you guys didn’t see her? You saw her, didn’t you? And learned everything?! What’d you do to her? Did you… Did you kill her?!” Gao Yifei took a small step back, her hand covering her mouth in disbelief. Eventually, tears began to spill down her cheeks. “It’s my fault… I shouldn’t have told her about the antibody… It’s all my fault… Zhou Yuxiu is dead. Liu Shan, she’s dead…” 

Liu Shan kept the knife pressed to Song Hanzhang’s neck. “I told you they’re awful!” he said, his voice cracking.

Lin Jue turned his head away. “I can explain,” he said quietly. “Just let Song Hanzhang go first.” 

“No! He’s the Judas. We have to kill him!” Gao Yifei’s eyes burned with a ferocity Lin Jue had never seen before. “Wake up, Lin Jue! Why do you think he’s kept you with him? He’s lying to you! Can you honestly say that he’s never pushed you to do something against your will? Did he not have any role in Zhou Yuxiu’s death? During the card game, when you two were talking in the corner, he gave me a look… It was terrifying. He really wanted me dead!” 

“I don’t believe you.” Taking a deep breath, Lin Jue repeated emphatically, “I don’t believe you! I’m more suspicious of you two than of Song Hanzhang!” 

“I can prove it,” Gao Yifei declared, her lips quivering.

As Lin Jue watched her skeptically, she unslung her small backpack with trembling hands and placed an intact lucky egg before him. 

Watch out. They’re getting stronger.

“I got this egg from the girl outside the cafeteria. I have an egg, but what about Song Hanzhang?” Her eyes blazed as she met Lin Jue’s gaze. “Have you ever seen his egg?” 

He hadn’t.

“You haven’t seen mine either,” Lin Jue retorted. “It’s normal not to carry it with you.” But it took a while before he found his voice again and kept trying weakly to defend Song Hanzhang. “Besides… Besides, where’s Liu Shan’s egg?” 

“Why are you still wasting your breath on him, Gao Yifei?!” Liu Shan snarled, pressing his knife hard enough into Song Hanzhang’s neck to almost draw blood. He scrambled to his feet and added, “We’ve got nothing to do with the Judas. I just want the antibody!” 

“You’re…” Lin Jue studied Liu Shan’s deathly pale face and the desperate will to live that flickered in his eyes. His demeanor reminded Lin Jue of Zhou Yuxiu’s. 

So Liu Shan was also infected.

“Liu Shan and I went to the same high school. We know each other. He couldn’t be the mysterious fourteenth player who got added to the game, and neither could I!” Gao Yifei clutched Lin Jue’s arm, sobbing uncontrollably. “He’s been bitten. Please save him. I can’t bear to watch another innocent person die. I’ve had enough. I’ve really had enough…” 

Conflicting thoughts tangled in Lin Jue’s mind. Song Hanzhang was the last person he wanted to doubt. All this time, he’d been the recipient of Song Hanzhang’s guidance and help; without that, he would’ve died in the dorm a long time ago. But…

Who is the Judas? 

“Let’s split up.” 

“Sorry, but I’d rather take the drug’s instructions at face value than believe in something as elusive as a miracle.” 

“Sorry.”

“Kill Gao Yifei.” 

Now Song Hanzhang lay unconscious on the ground, while Gao Yifei and Liu Shan stood in front of him. 

But something’s still off. 

It didn’t prove anything that Gao Yifei and Liu Shan knew each other outside the game. Song Hanzhang and Lu Ren had known each other too. But one of those four had to be the Judas. 

Or could the Judas have been Zhao Liangsheng or Zhou Yuxiu? 

No. He couldn’t afford wishful thinking. Assuming that the Judas was among those four, how could they have known another player outside the game? 

There were two possibilities. One was that the Judas had been the fourteenth player from the start. That wouldn’t explain the current situation, though. The other was that, as Song Hanzhang had first hypothesized, the Judas was an NPC who replaced a dead player mid-game. If the Judas inherited parts of the deceased player’s memories or even their lucky egg… 

Then Gao Yifei’s proof meant nothing! She’d been misleading him from the start. The Judas wasn’t a fourteenth player but an NPC that replaced a player who’d died! 

“How long ago were you bitten?” Lin Jue asked Liu Shan.

His sudden calm unnerved the other two. Liu Shan, who’d been approaching him, paused. Then he spat, “None of your business. Give me the antibody!” 

“Liu Shan!” Gao Yifei grabbed him, then began quietly pleading with Lin Jue. “I’m sorry. He’s too worked up. He really can’t wait any longer, though, so let’s deal with everything else after he’s cured!” 

Lin Jue stepped backward, raising his mopstick defensively. “Sorry, but I can’t give you the antibody,” he said, his voice solemn. “As I said before, I trust Song Hanzhang more than either of you.” 

“Stop being so stubborn!” Gao Yifei cried in frustration.

“That egg doesn’t prove anything,” Lin Jue continued. “No one knows who the Judas is or how they appeared. Maybe they have got an egg. Or maybe Lu Ren is the Judas. Why do you keep targeting Song Hanzhang?” 

Liu Shan glared at Lin Jue, his pallid skin uncanny under the moonlight. 

As they faced off, shuffling footsteps approached, followed by the appearance of a zombie in the skywalk door. It shambled toward Song Hanzhang. Lin Jue’s heart lurched; he tightened his grip on his mopstick. As he went to lunge forward, Gao Yifei yanked him back. 

Liu Shan pressed the fruit knife to Lin Jue’s chest. “The antibody! Give it to me!” he snarled, rummaging frantically through Lin Jue’s pockets. He found nothing in Lin Jue’s jacket, but he pulled the gun out from Lin Jue’s pants pocket. With the weapon now in hand, he tossed his fruit knife away to aim the gun at Lin Jue, screeching in panic. “Where’s the antibody? Where’d you hide it?!” 

The zombie pounced on Song Hanzhang, sinking its teeth into his calf.

Time seemed to slow. Lin Jue watched vacantly as the zombie clamped onto Song Hanzhang. Then his gaze snapped back to Liu Shan, holding the gun and trembling. 

With a furious swing, Lin Jue sent Gao Yifei flying into the skywalk railing. His hands shaking, Liu Shan fired but missed, and the recoil threw him off. Lin Jue kicked him in the belly, snatched the gun, and charged the zombie. He fired twice into its head, blowing it clean off. But it was too late. 

It was too late.


Chapter 9:
The Countdown

 

LIN JUE GAZED DESPAIRINGLY at Song Hanzhang on the ground until he remembered that he still had the vial that contained the antibody. As long as the antibody’s still in there, it’ll be okay.

The immediate priority was to deal with Liu Shan and Gao Yifei, who stood between Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang. He fixed them with a cautious glare. “Don’t move, or I’ll shoot.” 

“The antibody. Give me the antibody…” Liu Shan muttered, seemingly dazed, and he took a step forward.

“Stop right there!” Lin Jue sneered. “Quit dreaming. You might’ve had a chance before, but I’ll never give it to you now!” 

“Why do you trust Song Hanzhang so much?” Gao Yifei gazed at Lin Jue, heartbroken, as she slowly rose to her feet. “You’ve only known him for one night! What’s so great about that selfish, cold-blooded guy? How come you trust him, huh?!” 

“Shut up!” Lin Jue barked. “Or I’ll kill you first!”

Gao Yifei stared at him, wide-eyed. She seemed confused. How had Lin Jue, who’d seemed so hesitant and conflicted mere moments earlier, gotten so terrifying all of a sudden?

Liu Shan’s face was colorless, and his confused, vacant eyes reminded Lin Jue of Zhou Yuxiu’s just before she mutated. His time was running out. 

Lin Jue wondered what to do. He couldn’t get past Gao Yifei and Liu Shan to reach Song Hanzhang and give him the antibody—not unless he pulled off another miracle shot like he had on the rooftop and somehow hit them both with perfect precision. 

He didn’t dare gamble on having that kind of luck twice.

As the confrontation dragged on, he suddenly met Song Han­zhang’s eyes. He was awake. 

Lin Jue showed no sign of having noticed that Song Hanzhang had come to; he kept his gun trained on the other pair. To draw their attention, he even asked, “When were you bitten?” 

Liu Shan paused for a moment, then spat, “None of your damn business! Give me the antibody! Where’d you hide it?!” 

Song Hanzhang soundlessly rolled the zombie corpse off his own body to one side. After checking his wound, he rose to his feet without a sound. His bitten leg looked unsteady, but he was still mobile. Liu Shan and Gao Yifei hadn’t even realized that he was awake; they continued their exchange with Lin Jue.

“You already checked my pants pocket, and there was nothing there,” Lin Jue pointed out. He brushed his right shoulder with his left hand, feigning a wound. “That’s because I already used the antibody.” 

“Don’t lie,” Gao Yifei shot back instantly. “You’re moving both your hands freely. You couldn’t have been bitten. If the antibody isn’t in your pants or jacket… It must be in the pocket of your shirt! The shirt under your jacket!” 

Liu Shan’s sinister stare grew predatory as it fixed on Lin Jue’s chest. It was as though Liu Shan was trying to see through the jacket to the antibody concealed in Lin Jue’s shirt. He flashed a twisted grin, but just when he was about to speak, the edge of a sharp dagger pressed into his Adam’s apple. Though his eyes snapped wide open, and his lips trembled, he couldn’t utter a word.

“Watch out for Liu Shan,” came Song Hanzhang’s icy voice. “He has some kind of teleportation ability. That was how he ambushed me earlier. And we still don’t know what Gao Yifei got at the plaza. Stay on guard.” 

Lin Jue narrowed his eyes. So that was it.

The tables had turned in this four-way standoff. Now Song Hanzhang’s blade was at Liu Shan’s throat, Lin Jue’s gun was aimed at Gao Yifei, and the antibody was still in Lin Jue’s hands. Clearly, Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang had won. 

Liu Shan grew paler, and his body even began to shake. Still, his eyes remained locked on Lin Jue. “The an-antibody…” 

Lin Jue put a hand over the vial. “I told you—stop dreaming. I’m not giving it to you.” 

Song Hanzhang still needed it.

“You’d rather save the Judas than a regular person?” Gao Yifei asked sorrowfully, her head bowed.

“Hm?” Song Hanzhang gave her a cold look. “In the few minutes I was out, I not only got bitten by a zombie, but I also became the Judas?” 

“Don’t try to argue!” Gao Yifei suddenly shrieked, glaring resentfully at him. “Do you think you can manipulate everyone however you want? I’m not a gullible fool like Lin Jue!” 

“I don’t care. I have no interest in explaining myself—especially not to anyone with ulterior motives.” 

Gao Yifei snorted. “Sure. Keep trash-talking us. But there’s only one dose of the antibody. Now that you’ve been bitten too, are you going to pass it up? I bet all you can think about right now is how to kill Liu Shan and me!” 

“Whether I’ve been bitten or not is irrelevant,” Song Hanzhang replied. He was even relaxed enough to glance at his watch. “It’s five o’clock now. We escaped the maze at 4:30, and that card game took at least twenty minutes. That means Liu Shan is beyond saving. The instructions for the antibody clearly state that it’s only effective if it’s injected within forty-five minutes of a bite. It’s too late.”

“No! Impossible!” Liu Shan croaked. Completely ignoring the dagger at his throat, he reached toward Lin Jue. His stiff, pale fingers wriggled in the air, as if grasping at his last hope. Fangs already poked past his bluish lips, and his body emitted a faint stench of decay, signaling the death of a living human. No—perhaps this was worse than death. 

Lin Jue realized that he was unexpectedly calm. Watching Zhou Yuxiu turn, he’d felt anguished, but now his heart was like still water. 

They’d once been fellow humans and even shared the same plight. They should’ve become friends. But some people simply didn’t deserve trust. In fact, they deserved to die. 

Suddenly, Gao Yifei ducked and lunged at Lin Jue’s discarded mopstick. Grabbing her left wrist with her right to activate her sigil, she then picked the weapon off the ground and charged at Lin Jue. 

He fired instinctively; only after did he notice a faint blue aura shimmering around the girl. The bullet made a sound as though it had ricocheted off a metal surface. Gao Yifei, unharmed, flashed a malicious smile and swung the mopstick hard against Lin Jue’s hand. The gun flew from his grip. 

Gao Yifei swept the rod through the air again, catching Lin Jue off guard. Lin Jue was sent crashing to the ground and tumbled several times. In his sudden motion, the antibody slipped from his shirt pocket, past his collar, and onto the floor. Lin Jue grabbed for it, but Gao Yifei was faster; she hurled the mopstick at the vial. It clipped the antibody, and the vial rolled through the gaps in the railing. The antibody disappeared off the edge of the bridge, along with all their hope. 

“No!” Liu Shan wailed in utter despair, his eyes bloodshot as he watched the vial vanish. 

Lin Jue’s heart sank to the pit of his stomach.

“Not letting anyone get it is better than letting you give it to him!” Gao Yifei laughed. “Isn’t this perfect? Liu Shan’s going to die, but now you and Song Hanzhang will keep him company!” 

Her right hand still gripped her left wrist, which bore a ring of black sigils, and the blue sheen still enveloped her, glowing dazzlingly bright in the darkness. 

“What ability is that?” Song Hanzhang’s cool voice came. “A telekinetic barrier? Invulnerability?”

Lin Jue glanced back at him. In marked contrast to Liu Shan—who knelt on the ground, spiraling in despair—Song Hanzhang appeared unnervingly calm, as if he didn’t care that he was on death’s door.

“Guess!” Gao Yifei giggled, backing slowly into the hallway’s shadows until they half shrouded her. “But don’t bother testing it. You just did: Bullets can’t penetrate it.” 

“An ability like that would have a time limit, though, wouldn’t it?” Song Hanzhang pointed out impassively. 

“Well, it lasts long enough for me to get through a horde of zombies,” Gao Yifei shot back. She stared at Song Hanzhang coldly, no longer concealing her malice. “Worry about yourself instead. And Liu Shan, if you’re still lucid, take this chance to try and bite them a few times. Maybe you can drag one more person down with you. It’d be better to have company on the way to the netherworld than to walk there alone.” 

Bang! Another bullet ricocheted off her barrier. Lin Jue stood in his shooting stance, his eyes blazing murderously. Gao Yifei smiled faintly, then turned and sprinted down the hallway. The blue sheen around her illuminated the darkness for a brief moment, then quickly vanished from sight. 

Lin Jue slowly lowered his gun, staring at Liu Shan impassively. He trembled, not from fear, but from the rage and desire to kill that seethed within him.

“D-don’t kill me!” Liu Shan’s voice came out as a raspy hiss, as if forced through a torn throat. He scrambled backward on the ground, his face twisted with terror and anguish.

Lin Jue just watched him wordlessly. 

The immense weight of the silence and the suffocating approach of death were unraveling Liu Shan’s mind. His grotesquely mutated face contorted in the moonlight as he flailed his knife in the air, like he was warding off some monster.

Lin Jue picked up the mopstick and approached him step by step. Suddenly, Liu Shan screamed and slammed his right hand onto his left wrist.

“Watch out!” Song Hanzhang shouted. 

At that, Lin Jue spun on his heel and swung the mopstick with all his might, striking Liu Shan before he finished teleporting. Liu Shan, slammed into the railing, shook nonstop as he began begging for mercy.

“You want to kill me?” Lin Jue asked quietly, pointing the mopstick at Liu Shan. The blood-soaked nails at its tip glinted menacingly in the moonlight.

Incoherent pleas spilled from Liu Shan’s mouth as he hung halfway over the railing. “No! I won’t bother you again! Let me go. Please, I beg you. Let me go!” 

“No.” Lin Jue’s refusal was calm—gentle, even. “I’m going to be very busy for a while. Too busy to deal with trash like you. But if I leave you alone, you’ll sneak up out of nowhere and bite me. I really can’t have that happen.” He lifted his head slowly; beneath the moonlight, his face appeared utterly emotionless. Terrifyingly calm. “I’m having regrets. Serious regrets,” he sighed. “If only I’d killed you guys sooner.” 

The nails hovered just in front of Liu Shan’s face. Raw terror and an unwillingness to die filled Liu Shan’s bulging eyes, distorting his changing features. 

“This move has taken out plenty of zombies. Now you’ll be added to the tally,” Lin Jue said flatly. 

A dull thunk echoed. The nails plunged into Liu Shan’s rapidly blinking eye, driving his body almost over the railing. Liu Shan’s upper body arched backward, his feet dangling off the skywalk floor, and his black-clawed hands flailed in the air. As Lin Jue twisted his wrist, the nails destroyed Liu Shan’s brain instantly, and Liu Shan tumbled over the edge. 

There was a heavy thud, followed by the low growls and shuffling footsteps of zombies. Fading screams mingled with the crescendo of tearing flesh. 

Lin Jue watched the lawn below with cool detachment as the zombie horde there feasted. He still felt sickened, yet he couldn’t recapture the way he’d felt in the library earlier. 

He couldn’t go back anymore.

 

***

 

Lin Jue stood with his back to Song Hanzhang for a long time. He felt as though turning around would require even more courage than killing someone. He didn’t dare imagine Song Hanzhang’s expression. Now that he’d discovered that he’d been bitten by a zombie, what must he be feeling?

“I’m sorry,” Lin Jue said. Only then did he realize he was weeping; his voice was choked with tears. The virus antibody was so important. Far too important. Yet he’d been so careless.

If only he’d killed Gao Yifei during that card game. Lin Jue couldn’t stop himself from imagining that alternate reality. If he’d just drawn his gun then and there to shoot her and Liu Shan, he would’ve nipped this tragedy in the bud.

Why had he hesitated? Why?!

“It’s not your fault. I was careless.” Song Hanzhang’s calm, unflustered voice startled Lin Jue into turning around. 

“You were…?” he began cautiously.

“This isn’t the place to talk. Let’s get out of here for now.” Song Hanzhang bandaged his wound roughly, then began to limp forward. 

Lin Jue immediately rushed up to support him.

“Aren’t you scared?” Song Hanzhang asked, his breath white puffs in the cold night air, the dim light illuminating his pale face. “I’ll turn into a zombie soon.”

“You won’t die or turn into a zombie!” Lin Jue hissed as he gripped his mopstick tightly. “We still have time. There has to be a way!”

Song Hanzhang fell silent for quite a while. They walked until they reached an open-air walkway that was part of the foreign-languages building. From there, they could see the skywalk, the lawn below, the man-made river, and the dense swarm of zombies feasting on their hard-won banquet.

“This isn’t something willpower can affect,” Song Hanzhang finally responded. “Miracles don’t just happen. Since we’ve stuck together most of the night, I’m telling you to leave. Now. Go to the sports field. We stayed in the southeast this whole time, so the zombies here evolved significantly. Conditions around the sports field will be much better. If anyone can make it to dawn, it’s you.” 

Leaning against the railing, Song Hanzhang gazed distantly at the feeding frenzy. Beneath the turbulent waves in his eyes lay tranquil stillness.

Lin Jue stared at his back. Those words sounded so final; they made every nerve in his body thrum with unease. No—he couldn’t allow this to happen. He couldn’t watch Song Hanzhang die. Absolutely not!

Covering his face with his hands, he growled, “If you don’t even try, how could a miracle ever happen? If I don’t do anything, I’ll definitely regret it. I know I will. Didn’t we promise to survive together? Don’t you dare think about dying on your own! As long as you’ve got a small chance, we have to try! Even if it’s tiny!”

“Even if it costs your life?” Song Hanzhang turned to face him. His dark eyes, stark against his pale skin, were intense yet silent. They swirled with emotions Lin Jue couldn’t identify—or perhaps the ripples were just illusions created by the moonlight shimmering in them.

“Yes—even if it means I might die,” Lin Jue said emphatically, standing straighter.

Song Hanzhang nodded. “Come here.”

Confused, Lin Jue stepped forward. 

Song Hanzhang pointed toward the lawn where the zombies had gathered. “Look down there.”

“What for?” The sight of the zombies devouring flesh was nauseating. Even from a distance, the stench of blood seemed to pierce the air and assault Lin Jue’s senses. Though it was actually more discomfiting to remember that he’d caused this scene.

“The antibody’s still there. It’s just in a less-than-ideal spot.”

“What?!” Overjoyed, Lin Jue squinted. Sure enough, the vial lay stationary on the grass. It was surrounded by a ring of ravenous zombies that formed an impenetrable wall.

“It’s still there,” Song Hanzhang repeated. “But retrieving it will be a tall order. Before, we could’ve waited for the zombies to leave. Now, there’s a fresh corpse down there. They won’t scatter anytime soon. It’d be too dangerous for you to make a direct assault—although, if my leg weren’t injured, I might’ve tried that myself. Since I’m already infected, another bite won’t matter.”

Lin Jue didn’t know what to say. He’d lost the antibody; he was the reason the zombies had gathered there. Yet it was Song Hanzhang who’d been bitten.

“I’ll go,” he declared firmly, looking up to meet Song Hanzhang’s eyes. “You must have a plan in mind. Tell me the strategy with the best chance of success, and I’ll put it into action. I’ll bring the antibody back—I swear.”

Song Hanzhang held his gaze for ages, then finally looked away. “You don’t need to do this for me. We were never more than temporary allies using each other.”

“That’s not true!” Lin Jue said anxiously. “If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead already and—”

“If you’re going to do it out of guilt, then there’s even less need for you to worry,” Song Hanzhang cut him off impatiently. “I only helped you when I could stay absolutely safe, and I was only trying to benefit myself. You don’t owe me anything. The antibody was yours to begin with; I got bitten because I was careless. That’s on me, not you.”

Lin Jue stared at him with stubborn resolve. “Just tell me. Let me help you.”

Song Hanzhang’s lips parted a little, as if he were about to say something mocking, but Lin Jue’s unwavering gaze forced the words back down his throat. He couldn’t say them—not to those eyes—and so was at a loss for words. Lin Jue somehow defied his expectations every single time.

“It’s 5:03 now,” Song Hanzhang finally said. “The game will end at dawn. But we don’t know whether ‘dawn’ means at exactly six in the morning or literally at sunrise. Assuming the worst, sunrise is around 6:15 on this date and at this latitude. I was infected at 4:55, so I won’t last until then.”

“So what’s your plan?” Lin Jue asked.

Song Hanzhang was silent for a moment. He replied slowly, “We’ll make the most of the delayed virulence.”

“What?” Lin Jue didn’t understand.

“Since the virus can be counteracted for forty-five minutes following infection, we’ll need to administer the antibody before 5:40. So, accounting for prep time, you’ll go snatch the antibody around 5:30. That way, even if you get infected during the attempt, the forty-five-minute time window should carry you to dawn. Of course, that’d be the worst-case scenario. You’d ideally escape unharmed.”

“Will the virus be cured at dawn?” Lin Jue wondered.

“I don’t know.” Song Hanzhang gave him a long look. “So, this will be extremely unfair to you. I might be cured, but you could lose your life.”

Lin Jue thought for a moment. “You said yourself that tonight feels like a game. Surely that means stuff like serious injuries and negative status effects like poisoning will be nullified when it ends?”

“Maybe,” Song Hanzhang acknowledged. “But I can’t guarantee anything like that, because I genuinely don’t know. Besides, I don’t want to influence your decision. Still, I must tell you that—from your perspective—walking away right now would be in your best interest.”

“I know.” Lin Jue leaned against the railing, wiping dried blood from his face with the back of his hand. “But too much already happened tonight that I really regret.”

If only he could go back to the start of this game, he would’ve grilled Zhou Yuxiu the moment he got the antibody at Clocktower Plaza—then he would just have given it to her. Without the antibody, a number of events that happened after that wouldn’t have unfolded. They might even have had an easier time surviving.

No—if starting over were possible, he wouldn’t have taken the lucky egg at all. But how could he possibly rewind time…? Lin Jue smiled bitterly. All they could do now was keep struggling through this mess until dawn.

“You won’t regret it?” Song Hanzhang asked seriously.

“I don’t know,” Lin Jue said, his voice soft. He gazed up at the night sky, feeling lost. “But if I walked away now, I know I would regret it.”

No, Song Hanzhang thought. You wouldn’t even get the chance.

His dagger’s icy sheath pressed into his skin. As he looked down at the grand banquet taking place on the lawn, a cold glint flashed across his eyes. Trying to use the forty-five-minute delay was far too risky—not the safest option for him by any stretch—but it was the only way they both might survive.

The most effective bait to lure zombies elsewhere was always fresh human flesh. If Lin Jue were dead, Song Hanzhang could use his corpse to tempt the zombies away, then reach the antibody easily. That strategy would be safe, efficient, reliable, and easy to execute. All he’d need to do was to stab Lin Jue in the back, and half the plan would be accomplished.

Yet he’d given it up—abandoned the method likeliest to succeed and gambled on an unknown possibility.

“Sorry, but I’d rather take the drug’s instructions at face value than believe in something as elusive as a miracle.” 

He’d done so even having said those words.

Another memory came to mind; a critique from long ago.

“You know, the biggest difference between us is probably that I’m inherently beyond help. I’ve always been a happily deranged lunatic. Beneath your overcorrected personality, though, you’re still a normal person. You can be moved, influenced, pleased by validation. Not me. That’s how I am—I’ll never care what others think. But you? You can still be saved.”

Song Hanzhang almost wanted to laugh for some reason.

He gazed at Lin Jue, who was hunched over the railing, his eyes fixed unblinkingly on the tiny vial that lay among the zombies.

Making a choice that defied reason, gambling on an unpredictable outcome—all that could only be due to…

 

***

 

“Start at 5:25. Exit through the east gate of the foreign-languages building. Hit the streetlight by the lawn, just like you did back at the dorm. That should hopefully lure about half the zombies away, though it might also attract the ones nearby. Play it by ear based on the situation.”

There was a resounding bang of wood against metal, but the zombies hesitated; they were still drawn by the smell of gore, reluctant to leave their feast. They’d already devoured Liu Shan’s corpse down to bloody bones, though, so the eternally insatiable creatures began to drift toward Lin Jue in twos and threes.

It was the coldest hour of the night. Standing beneath a streetlight, Lin Jue watched resolutely as the tide of living dead surged toward him. Under the dim light, they shuffled forward with bowed heads, growling like beasts and dragging their rotting bodies closer.

This was an immense mental pressure. Instinct urged him to flee under the spell of fear, yet reason compelled him to stand his ground.

Lin Jue glanced up at the walkway where Song Hanzhang stood, watching like a spectator. His composure was infectious, and Lin Jue found his mood leveling out. Still, he couldn’t understand how Song Hanzhang was able to remain so calm when his life was on the line.

No—maybe he wasn’t completely indifferent. At least, when Lin Jue had fervently insisted on taking this risk, he’d glimpsed an emotion in Song Hanzhang’s cool, dark eyes that was reminiscent of a fractured glacier slowly sliding into the sea.

To Lin Jue, Song Hanzhang made a gesture that indicated that things were going smoothly, then likewise left the open-air hallway and descended the stairs.

He’d been infected more than a half hour ago, and his body was observably weaker and colder. If Lin Jue failed, he would face irreversible zombification.

“Next, lead the zombies to the foreign-languages building’s west entrance, but stop there. Leave that building and run north toward the admin building, go through it, and keep on running until you reach the man-made river near Lake Bi. Don’t stop. If you time it correctly, you should get there around 5:30.”

The zombies weren’t fast. Lin Jue shook them off quickly and dashed into the admin building, easily eliminating the few sluggish zombies that lingered there.

Eventually, the cold wind stung his cheeks as he stood by the man-made river, looking at the pebbled riverbank. He glanced back at the relentless zombies closing in, took a deep breath, and jumped into the water.

“A frontal assault would never succeed, so we’ll have to resort to more cunning tactics. The wind is blowing from the northwest tonight, and it’s been stronger since midnight. Between that and the heavy smell of blood on the lawn, infiltrating via the water will hopefully be enough to temporarily mask your scent from the zombies. Dive into the man-made river beside the admin building, swim underwater to the section nearest the antibody, and surface. That should let you sneak within a hundred feet of the vial without alerting the zombies. But that’ll likely be as close as you’re able to get. Afterward, everything will depend on your combat ability. Time will be tight. If you don’t retrieve the antibody by 5:40, this operation will fail.”

Icy water closed over Lin Jue’s head, and he swam like a fish through the river. The chill seeped into his limbs. He’d never realized that water could be so piercingly cold this time of year; it nearly numbed his nerves.

In the past half hour, Song Hanzhang had crouched on the ground, using chalk to sketch a detailed map of the South Plaza’s buildings and waterways. He’d meticulously analyzed every possible infiltration route, as well as each potential hazard—from the wind’s direction and the water’s current to the zombies’ evolutionary state—demanding precision in every detail. He’d even dragged his injured leg along in order to help Lin Jue capture a zombie for experimentation, so that they could test how quickly the zombies had evolved over the past ten hours. Fortunately, the zombies in the South Plaza were less aggressive than those around the library five hours earlier.

Soundlessly, Lin Jue broke the water’s surface. Nearby was the lawn where the zombies had converged, and where the antidote lay hidden in the grass. In the building earlier, when Lin Jue had seen the vial from above, it had just barely been visible. From the water, though, its position was impossible to pinpoint.

The ravenous undead lingered around the remnants of their feast, unwilling to leave. Their numbers remained devastatingly high.

Lin Jue crouched low to slip from the water like a nocturnal animal. The cold wind stole what little warmth his skin had retained; he could feel his hands shaking. His body also shuddered but from fear and adrenaline. He couldn’t retreat. He couldn’t fail. His companion’s life rested on his shoulders.

Yes—his companion. Even if Song Hanzhang didn’t feel the same, Lin Jue stubbornly defined their bond as one close enough for them to trust each other with their lives. He would bring back the antibody! He wouldn’t lose!

He pushed himself to the absolute limit. Zombies turned and growled, surging toward him in waves; Lin Jue charged forward, mopstick in hand, swinging wildly to fend them off as they pounced. Time was tight; with every second, he raced against death. He didn’t have time to kill the zombies—he could only do his utmost to force them back.

The antibody. Where’s the antibody?

The putrid, perpetual stench of blood surrounded him. He didn’t want to stay here for a second more, but he couldn’t retreat. He was close. Too close. Yet not even his worst nightmares had held such gore and violence. The zombies’ bulging, clouded eyes and their hideous fangs loomed before him. Rotting, grotesque faces pressed in, each of the creatures desperate to tear him open and devour his innards. 

The crushing weight of that primal, repulsive desire pushed Lin Jue to unleash all his latent potential. He thrust his mopstick into one lunging zombie, kicked another away, then ducked low and rolled beneath the grasp of a third. More and more zombies closed in, but Lin Jue kept searching for the antibody. It should be there, beside a shrub.

There it is!

Ecstatic, Lin Jue ran toward it, only to be tackled by a zombie. Pain ripped through his shoulder, as if a chunk of flesh had been torn clean off. His mopstick couldn’t reach the zombie biting his back. The moment he hit the ground, he saw the horde close in, about to swallow him whole.

“Take this,” Song Hanzhang had said before he left, handing him the dagger he’d received in the plaza.

“But…I won’t need it, will I? Keep it to protect yourself,” Lin Jue had objected, scratching his head under his disheveled hair.

“If you fail, I’ll be as good as dead anyway. You take it. It’s far more effective than a mopstick at close range, and it’s sharper than an ordinary blade.”

Gritting his teeth against the agony, Lin Jue yanked the dagger from where he’d tucked it at his waist and drove its blade backward through his own shoulder. The fury-fueled attack pierced straight through the zombie’s skull. Lin Jue wrenched the dagger free, flung the creature down, and stomped on its chest. The still-twitching zombie swiped at him with its rotting arms. Murderous intent blazing in his eyes, Lin Jue rammed the nail-tipped mopstick into the wound the dagger had left. The zombie wailed and went still at last.

More zombies swarmed. Ignoring his pain, Lin Jue grabbed the antibody, clamped it between his teeth, and fought his way out. Blood streamed from his left shoulder, driving the zombies into a frenzy. The horde howled as they charged toward him, reaching for him with countless clawed hands and snarling mouths.

But the riverbank was within sight.

In this final, desperate sprint, Lin Jue fought like a man possessed. His mopstick swept left and right, toppling the zombies in his path, his feet never stopping as he raced toward the water.

The zombies were like starving wolves, wild with hunger on a winter night. Lin Jue lost count of how many claws slashed his skin and of how many times he collapsed and nearly couldn’t get back up. Still, he pushed forward, trampling zombie after zombie underfoot with sheer, desperate strength. His ferocity—his utter disregard for his wound and the reckless abandon with which he fought—somehow carved a bloody path through the gaps in the horde that encircled him.

The moment Lin Jue hit the water, he realized he was completely spent. His body floated limply, managing no more than a feeble twitch. Only his jaw, clenched around the vial, refused to yield. He’d exhausted every other muscle.

“The virus can be counteracted for forty-five minutes following infection. But after that time limit passes…”

Lin Jue’s eyes snapped open underwater. Song Hanzhang was still waiting for the antibody!

Somehow mustering the vestiges of his strength, he began swimming—his arms wouldn’t move anymore, so he could only kick forward. Moving closer and closer to the rendezvous point, he saw Song Hanzhang by the riverbank.

Beneath the faint moonlight, that upright figure stood quiet and motionless, like a tree, a landmark, a lighthouse. Lin Jue couldn’t have described how he felt the moment he saw Song Hanzhang, but all that he’d done was suddenly worth it.

Dragging his frozen, exhausted legs, he staggered onto the pebbled embankment. With trembling hands, he took the antibody from his mouth and presented it to Song Hanzhang. His relieved smile was weak, but his eyes were bright.

“Mission accomplished, Upperclassman Song,” he said, his voice quivering. He shivered as the late-night wind chased all his body heat away.

“Were you bitten?” Song Hanzhang didn’t seem surprised.

“Yeah.”

A jacket—the same one he’d given Song Hanzhang—settled over Lin Jue’s shoulders, and a set of warm hands took the vial he held. After double-checking the time and their surroundings, Song Hanzhang rolled up his sleeve, but then paused.

Seeing him hesitate, Lin Jue asked anxiously, “What’s wrong?” He was swaying now, unable to stand straight.

“This is your last chance. Are you really sure you want to give me the antibody?” Song Hanzhang stared into Lin Jue’s eyes, as if searching for his true motive.

Although he was in pain and felt weak enough to collapse at any moment, Lin Jue somehow still found the energy to joke. “You’re so noisy, Upperclassman Song.”

Song Hanzhang sighed. He removed the antibody’s safety cap; his trembling fingers fumbled twice before succeeding. Then he aimed the needle at a vein in his arm and injected the antibody. Since the vial had soaked in the icy river, its contents were unusually cold as they entered his body, almost like freezing water.

Putting pressure on the injection site, Song Hanzhang said, “Let me see your wound.”

Lin Jue’s zombie bite hadn’t bled heavily, largely due to the lack of major blood vessels on his left shoulder and the fact that the wound had soaked in cold water. The punctured skin was peeling back, its edges white.

Song Hanzhang pressed the wound. “Does it hurt?”

“Not really,” replied Lin Jue. “I barely feel it.”

Frowning, Song Hanzhang extended a finger. “Grip this tightly in your left hand.”

Lin Jue did so, puzzled, and looked at the upperclassman questioningly. Since he’d just crawled out of the river, his hand still felt frozen. Song Hanzhang wasn’t much warmer; still, he was warmer. Unfortunately, he withdrew his hand before Lin Jue had held it for long.

“Your grip’s steady—you don’t have any major nerve damage. Now try lifting your arms.”

His right arm worked fine, but his left failed halfway up.

“Looks like you injured your trapezius. There are no major blood vessels there; between that and the cold water, it didn’t bleed much. You have some scratches from the zombies’ claws too, but no serious ones.” Massaging Lin Jue’s shoulder joint, Song Hanzhang continued, “No dislocation, luckily. Otherwise, I would’ve had to set the bone, and I only have a theoretical knowledge of how to do that. Let me dress your shoulder for now.”

He bound Lin Jue’s left shoulder tightly with cloth strips he’d already ripped, then added, “If necessary, we can go to the med school’s labs. There are basic medical supplies there that could help you feel better.”

“No, it’s fine,” Lin Jue replied through clenched teeth. “We don’t have much time, and a small wound like this isn’t worth the risk. Let’s just find a safe spot and wait it out.”

Song Hanzhang gave him a long look. “All right, then. Can you still walk?”

Lin Jue nodded. His legs shook in the cold wind, but they at least weren’t completely drained of strength. Pulling Lin Jue’s right arm over his shoulder, Song Hanzhang guided him east toward the student center. A grand theater, a large greenhouse, and a third building were being constructed nearby.

“I originally planned to head for the sports field, but I thought better of it. Neither of us can walk that far in our current condition. The construction site isn’t far from the student center where the zombies have evolved; still, it’s at least cordoned off by lakes Bi and Yue. We should be safer there,” Song Hanzhang explained as they walked. 

Lin Jue struggled to stay conscious. He had no thoughts on their next action; he only yearned to collapse and pass out so hard that when he woke, the nightmare would have ended. But he couldn’t—he couldn’t leave Song Hanzhang alone in this hell. He’d rather endure the pain and stay conscious just so they could see dawn with one another.

They needed to survive together, even in this long, cruel night during which betrayal, corruption, and loss had stripped the masks from the strong, the gentle, and the kind, revealing the darkest parts of human nature.

Including Lin Jue’s own.

Confronting the cold ruthlessness within himself—realizing that he’d grown accustomed to killing in this death game—had been like gouging out his own heart. Nothing was crueller than seeing one’s true self. He could’ve lived an ordinary life as an honest, kind, approachable person, never knowing that another part of him slumbered in his soul’s shadowy depths. But now that part had awakened.

He’d hesitated, struggled, suffered. And, in the end, he’d accepted himself.

Everyone was a tamed beast. Removed from the dark jungle of survival of the fittest, they forgot their fangs and claws, submitting meekly to morality and law—until they were thrust back into the fray.

On their way to the construction site, the pair encountered a handful of zombies. Song Hanzhang used the mopstick to dispose of them efficiently. However many times Lin Jue saw Song Hanzhang fight, it always surprised him. The upperclassman didn’t look like the type who’d be good at it, but in retrospect, his attacks were always killing blows; his precision far outshone Lin Jue’s.

Passing through the half-built theater and greenhouse, they reached a nearly completed building still wrapped in scaffolding.

 

***

 

“It’s almost six. We just need to hold out for twenty more minutes, and it’ll be over,” Song Hanzhang said. “This building’s right beside Lake Yue, so if we have to, we’ll jump in.”

Lin Jue gave him weak smile. “Hopefully I won’t have to swim for a third time tonight,” he said, his voice labored.

“It’s hard to say,” Song Hanzhang replied quietly from where he sat, watching the zombies that lurked below.

They were sitting on the third-floor scaffolding. Diving into the water from this height wouldn’t cause fractures or other serious injuries; it would be manageable enough for Lin Jue.

From their vantage point, they could see the sky mirrored in Lake Yue. It felt as though they sat amid a sea of stars. When they looked up, they saw the crimson moon nearing the horizon; in the east, the sky was lightening. An early-morning breeze blew softly. In the world’s silent darkness, the pair sat side by side, admiring the final moments of the night.

It should’ve been beautiful—and it was. As the bloody night neared its end, Lin Jue suddenly wanted to say so much to Song Hanzhang. He thought that he should start with thanks. The words died in his throat, however. Everything would sound too shallow if uttered. He just wanted to sit there quietly with Song Hanzhang, watching the sunrise he’d longed the most for in his entire life, and end this nightmare.

But fate had other plans.

“Look down,” Song Hanzhang said. His voice, as cold as the night wind, jolted Lin Jue from his daze.

His damp clothes, along with weakness from his viral infection, made him shiver. Exhaustion gnawed at his will. Still, he forced his eyes open and glanced down. The horde of zombies circling the building had thinned drastically. Lin Jue rubbed his eyes, wondering if he was hallucinating.

“Are there…fewer of them?” A sense of foreboding made him doubt his own judgment.

“Yes,” Song Hanzhang confirmed. “Because they learned to climb!”

His icy tone caused Lin Jue to start; a chill shot up his spine. He looked closer. The shadowy figures crawling up the scaffolding, concealed by the darkness, were indeed zombies! Like a horde of terrifying nocturnal predators, they advanced slowly, in small packs.

Terror and a sense of absurdity crashed over Lin Jue. He instinctively glanced at Song Hanzhang, who gripped the mopstick, eyeing the ravenous predators with cold eyes.

The sound of the weapon piercing flesh was followed by the thud of something heavy falling. Song Hanzhang withdrew the mopstick and aimed at another climbing zombie.

If this scene were imaginary, it would’ve been hilarious. Sitting beside Song Hanzhang, though, Lin Jue felt no urge to laugh. Zombie after zombie scaled the scaffolding only for Song Hanzhang to strike them down. Each impact shook the entire scaffold.

The horde and Song Hanzhang’s retaliation against them were ceaseless. Still, now wasn’t the time to drop their guard. Dawn’s first light was glimmering in the east; hope was within reach.

“Watch out!” Lin Jue shouted.

Song Hanzhang looked up immediately, then swung the mopstick to knock a leaping zombie away from the scaffold. More zombies dropped from above. Grabbing Lin Jue, Song Hanzhang shoved him off the scaffold. “Hold your breath!”

The sensation of falling was akin to death itself. Lin Jue’s body lost its sense of weight, plummeting as if plunging into an infinite abyss. In the faint easterly light, he saw Song Hanzhang kick a zombie away from his neck, then dive after him.

Then Lin Jue’s body slammed into the lake. He failed to hold his breath long; one cough and half the air fled his lungs. The sensation of choking on lake water made him gulp large mouthfuls of the icy liquid uncontrollably, and the force of having plunged from such a height dragged him deeper. His limbs refused to obey him, losing mobility.

Lin Jue tried to open his eyes. He could see light above the water’s surface, but his body seemed to be sinking toward a freezing hell. So near yet so far. His exhausted body was nearing death, and his consciousness was blurring from infection and oxygen deprivation.

At the last second, however, an arm seized him and pulled him upward.

The moment he broke through the surface, Lin Jue coughed violently, expelling water from his lungs. He clung to Song Hanzhang’s shoulder, gasping harshly for air. The light from the east felt like incredible magic dispelling the darkness and gloom that had shrouded them for ages. Fear, betrayal, and cruelty had been buried in that cold, heartless night. And the sunlight was bright and warm. 

Tears welled in Lin Jue’s eyes. He felt that he’d been saved.

Song Hanzhang had lost his glasses. He gazed at the east, water droplets falling from his eyelashes and trickling down his face. For the first time, his usual hardness seemed to soften.

“Look,” he said. “It’s dawn.”

 

***

 

Survivors: 3

“Tsk—just as I thought. You weren’t included in the survivor count.”

The tall, upright youth slung his blade casually over his shoulder and looked down at the corpse he’d cleanly cut in half.

Gao Yifei’s beautiful head rolled away from her body, its expression frozen in the final instant of terror and disbelief. Having narrowly escaped from Song Hanzhang and Lin Jue, she had never imagined that she’d die so randomly here.

Just moments before, Lu Ren had been sauntering past. He’d greeted her cheerfully as they crossed paths. Before Gao Yifei could even begin to sweet-talk him, however, he’d beheaded her with a single swing.

She wasn’t human, so even decapitated, her head could still think and speak. Once the initial shock subsided, the severed head couldn’t help but ask, “Why did you kill me?”

“Huh? You can still talk?” Lu Ren nudged the lovely head with his foot, clearly curious. “That’s seriously freaky.”

“Why did you decide to kill me? I didn’t do anything!” The head of the Judas badgered him, unwilling to accept its fate.
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“Hm? Why should I have waited for you to do something first?” Lu Ren asked, puzzled. Then he had a light-bulb moment and brightened. “Oh—I know!” He burst into a delighted laugh. “If a mosquito flies past my face, I can’t help swatting at it, even if it didn’t do anything. So…why’d you fly in front of me? Appearing in my line of sight was your fatal mistake, Miss Judas.”

With that, he drove his incredibly sharp Tang sword into her eye socket, piercing her brain.

With the Judas’s death, lines of crimson text appeared on the ground.

The Judas Rule: The Judas will appear once player death has occurred in-game. One randomly selected deceased player will be resurrected as the Judas. The Judas will borrow their body and inherit a portion of their memories and abilities. The Judas will not count toward the total number of survivors.

“So that’s how it is. Fun game. This blade’s nice too. I really like it.” Grinning with malice and amusement, Lu Ren lifted his gaze toward the clock tower. It was quarter after six.

Light from the east broke through the darkness, and he squinted.

“Ah. It’s dawn.”


Chapter 10:
The End

 

LIN JUE had a very long nightmare.

In that dream, he’d been walking out of a bloody mire, stepping on bones and corpses with each step. Buried beneath the gore were familiar heads…familiar faces. Their despairing eyes, brimming with resentment, gazed up at an endlessly overcast sky.

He was drenched in putrid blood—some his, some not—that writhed on his skin like maggots. These uncanny larvae even gnawed through his flesh to burrow underneath, squirming and multiplying between his muscles and epidermis. He couldn’t relieve the itch beneath his skin with any amount of scratching. It was a bone-deep sensation that crawled from his surface flesh all the way into his core.

He jolted awake, gasping for breath.

Sunlight slipped deftly through the gap in the curtains, casting a long, narrow ray onto the dormitory’s tiled floor. The room was quiet, save for the steady snoring from the upper bunk. It was a familiar scene, a familiar smell, a familiar sound…

Lin Jue sat up, dazed. It felt like he’d had a very long, terrifying dream. Suddenly, his eyes widened. He yanked his blanket off and leaped out of bed. 

In the bed opposite, his roommate Jiang Wei was sleeping soundly. Jiang Wei always stayed up late gaming on Friday nights; he’d probably only gone to bed as it got light out. He’d be dead asleep right now.

His roommate’s snoozing face, peaceful and unharmed, pulled Lin Jue back to reality from his nightmare. There were no zombies, and there was no Judas. Everyone was still alive.

He checked his phone: It was only seven-thirty. There was nothing out of the ordinary about his call logs and messages either. Everything seemed perfectly normal.

Yet the dream’s despair and darkness felt so real. The pain of being bitten, the freezing lake water, the weakness in his body—every sensation was etched so deeply into his memory that the tranquil present felt like the dream instead.

He unconsciously reached for his shoulder: It was unmarred, completely unwounded. He finally relaxed.

But if that really had just been a dream… Did someone named Song Hanzhang really exist? A fourth-year clinical medicine student living in Lin Jue’s dorm? No—he had probably just been a character from the dream.

When he reached that conclusion, Lin Jue’s strong sense of loss left him shaken. The comrade with whom he’d faced life and death in that nightmare had vanished alongside the nightmare itself. Lin Jue had returned to a peaceful campus that lacked zombies but also lacked Song Hanzhang.

It was Saturday—the weekend—yet that nightmare had roused him bright and early. Now wide awake, Lin Jue dressed and decided to treat himself to the school breakfast he so rarely ate.

As soon as he stepped outside the dorm, a gust of cold wind hit him, making him shiver. The weather really was getting colder.

He passed a group of students, laughing and playfully jostling each other, as they went to hang out off-campus. A girl in a miniskirt walked by, her outfit instantly reminding Lin Jue of Zhou Yuxiu.

It was just a dream, Lin Jue told himself, rubbing his temples, and he strode away from the dorm.

As he strolled through the residence area on this Saturday morning, its quiet yet vibrant atmosphere finally grounded him in reality. Although it was only a single night’s nightmare he was shaking off, he felt like he’d returned from another lifetime.

Taking a deep breath, he sauntered toward the cafeteria. He hummed an off-key melody, his steps light and cheerful; he was looking forward to the cafeteria’s delicious scallion-oil noodles and fried eggs.

He came to a halt when he saw two familiar figures. One had his back turned, and he was talking to a third person Lin Jue couldn’t see. The other stood idly nearby, his hands tucked in his pockets, watching the first two.

Lin Jue’s eyes widened. “Song…”

“Oh, here comes another one.” Lu Ren turned his head and glanced at Lin Jue with a smirk, hands still in his pockets.

Song Hanzhang turned around, revealing the third person he’d been blocking from view: Lilith. Her hair was fastened in pigtails, and she held a box of pretty colored eggs and a notebook. 

Seeing Lin Jue’s flustered, panicked face, she giggled. “Happy new day.”


Extra:
Volume 1 Survival Guide

 

Note: This extra isn’t connected to the main story. It’s purely a hypothetical scenario: Specifically, “What if you transmigrated into The Lucky Egg Game vol. 1?” In this scenario, all the characters from The Lucky Egg Game are NPCs, and some are romanceable.

 

THE PRESENT PROTAGONIST—you—isn’t Lin Jue. You’re an unlucky player who, tempted by greed, accepted an egg from Lilith and sealed your doom. So, how will you survive this dangerous game?

If your starting level is below 10, your only option will be to latch onto a story character. Don’t bother trying anything else. Three paths to survival will be available to your random background character:

1. Become a psycho alongside Lu Ren.

2. Get tamed by Upperclassman Song.

3.  Train Lin Jue.

Before you choose, check your character attributes. These include: Psycho, Calm, Genius, Violent, Tenacious, Quick Witted, and so on. If you possess the Psycho attribute, Lu Ren’s path will be easier to complete. If you have the Calm or Genius attribute, following Song Hanzhang’s path isn’t a bad choice.

If you’re an ordinary person, let’s review Lin Jue’s path. That’s the easiest.

After all, on Song Hanzhang’s path, ordinary players risk accidentally learning too much and getting eliminated, and Lu Ren’s path requires you to save constantly, since he might randomly decapitate you at any moment. Lin Jue’s path is by far the safest option. As for other characters, it’s recommended that you try their paths in New Game+. After you’ve cleared the game once, you can freely choose your attributes. (Note: The term “New Game+” comes from Japanese. It indicates which playthrough you’re on.)

You’ll begin Lin Jue’s path by encountering him in the dormitory. Don’t hesitate: Befriend him before Song Hanzhang does, then weigh your options. If you want to sit back and enjoy watching the bromance between Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang unfold, don’t take Lin Jue away immediately. Instead, stay in the dorm to search for weapons. But if you feel that Song Hanzhang’s too dangerous, and you’re likely to “know too much,” grab Lin Jue quickly and flee the dormitory.

Don’t forget that, since Lin Jue has the Imprinting attribute, he starts with a heartwarming thirty favorability toward your character.

Next, discuss what’s happening that night with Lin Jue. Offer sensible advice and some encouragement. His favorability toward you will easily rise to forty. A romantic interest that easy to charm is truly rare these days.

At that point, you can take Lin Jue out for a walk. Don’t skip the initial encounter with Zhou Yuxiu; it’ll help you progress the romance later.

Lead Zhou Yuxiu and Lin Jue to Clocktower Plaza. Help Lin Jue keep the antibody secret, and you’ll hit fifty favorability. At that point, you’ll be rewarded with a dozen HP-restoring potions.

Then comes a choice: Stay at the plaza and move ahead with Song Hanzhang’s group or take Lin Jue to South Commercial Street. Obviously, for convenient leveling up en route, you should take Lin Jue and slip away. Leave Zhou Yuxiu with the others—this is a BL game, after all.

Still, to accommodate a scripted event, you’ll end up at South Commercial Street alongside Song Hanzhang’s group. That triggers the encounter with Lu Ren and the “Judas” plotline. After that scene, pull Lin Jue away from the others and head to the library.

Ding ding ding! The zombified Zhou Yuxiu appears. Expose her, and she attacks you, causing Lin Jue to unlock his dark side. Later, he’ll sink into deep regret. When that happens, you just need to comfort him, and he’ll reach sixty favorability.

Next, you follow the main storyline to the card-draw event. Remember to save before you choose your card. If you happen to pull the king of hearts, it’s basically game over. Players below level twenty are discouraged from challenging the ten of hearts or any higher-difficulty card.

When you enter the card-game room, comfort the panicking Lin Jue. During the game, be careful not to sit next to Lu Ren. If you do have the bad luck to end up beside him, quickly discard your hand and leave the table. But please don’t kill another player—Lin Jue’s favorability will drop. On the other hand, successfully finishing the card game will raise his favorability to at least 80 points.

Next, there’s a scripted event: Lin Jue falls for Gao Yifei and Liu Shan’s deception and gets bitten by a zombie, while the antibody is knocked off the skywalk. A two-on-two death match begins. During that fight, let Lin Jue be the main attacker. Remember to heal him (use the potions awarded from Clocktower Plaza). If you’re patient, you can stall until Gao Yifei’s invulnerability skill wears off, then defeat both enemies easily.

After that comes Lin Jue’s “zombification” event. He’ll urge you to leave, and you need to stubbornly refuse to give up on him, then tell him how to retrieve the antibody from the zombie horde. (Use Gao Yifei and Liu Shan’s corpses to lure the zombies away.)

Recover the antibody and inject it into Lin Jue. He’ll notice your zombie bite; tell him it’s fine, because the sun is rising.

With that…you’ll achieve 120 points of favorability!

At that point, dawn has broken. What are you waiting for? Hurry and start a New Game+ with your chosen attributes and embark on romance routes with other characters!

 

***

 

[Favorability Progression for Romancing Song Hanzhang]

Cannon Fodder: 0–50

Traveling Companion: 51–100

Comrade: 101–200

Friend: 201–500

Close Friend: 501–1,200

Pet: 1,201–3,000

Love: 3,001–5,000

Cohabitation: 5,001–9,999

Kiss: 10,000–99,999

H: 100,000

 

***

 

Appendix

[Excerpt from the guide How to Win Over That Frigid Guy.]

Dorm Area:

“Use the chair. Smash her head!”

a. Smash hard. (+10 favorability, unlocks “Lin Jue’s First Descent into Darkness” CG)

b. So scary! Flee! (−999 favorability)

c. Ask Song Hanzhang for help (−200 favorability)

“If you don’t want to die, follow me—though I can’t guarantee you anything.”

a. Trust and follow him even though I’m terrified (+10 favorability)

b. This guy is terrifying. I should just run away after all (−999 favorability)

“Do you remember what was written on your colored egg?”

a. “Yes. Dawn is hope.” (+5 favorability)

b. “No…” (−10 favorability)

“Climb up there. After I lure it away, drop down and attack.”

a. Climb up and prepare to ambush zombies (+5 favorability)

b. I don’t know how to climb trees! (−100 favorability)

c. Climb up but don’t help when zombies come (−99,999 favorability)

South Commercial Street Area:

“Let’s split up.”

a. Go with him. (+20 favorability)

b. Stay here. (−100 favorability, unlocks “Song Hanzhang’s Retreating Back” CG, cuts off Song Hanzhang’s route, Lu Ren route and Total Party Elimination route remain available.)

Library:

Zhou Yuxiu event:

a. Kill her. (+50 favorability)

b. Pity her. (−100 favorability)

c. Flee. (−10,000 favorability)

Card Game Event:

“Kill Gao Yifei.”

a. “No, that’s too cruel!” (−100 favorability)

b. “No… Well, I…I’ll consider it if there’s no other way.” (0 favorability)

c. “Okayyy~❤” (−99,999 favorability, unlocks “Song Hanzhang’s Glower” CG)

Sky Bridge:

Song Hanzhang is the Judas!

a. “Nonsense!” (+30 favorability)

b. “R-really? He does seem kind of suspicious.” (−999 favor­ability)

Song Hanzhang is bitten, and the antibody is lost:

a. I’ll retrieve it, however dangerous it is! (+200 favorability, concludes Song Hanzhang’s path, unlocks “Drenched at Dawn” CG after subsequent scripted event)

b. Leave alone (triggers death ending, unlocks bonus “Evil Upperclassman Song” CG)

Summary: The path to romancing Song Hanzhang is perilous, but don’t lose hope, players! As long as you persevere, victory awaits!

 

***

 

[Favorability Progression in Romancing Lu Ren]

Boring Cannon Fodder: 0–50

Slightly Less Boring Cannon Fodder: 51–100

Interesting Cannon Fodder: 101–200

Interesting Human: 201–300

Sexually Interesting Human (Includes Kiss): 301–1,000

Oops, I Might Care a Little: 1,001–5,000 (During this phase, you may occasionally be maliciously toyed with and/or attacked. Please monitor your HP closely and heal as required.)

I Knew It, I Do Care: 5,001–50,000 (Watch out—be careful not to get killed during his “enlightenment” route!)

Fine, It Is What It Is, I Guess: 50,001–99,999

This Must Be Love ♥: 100,000

 

***

 

[Excerpt from the guide How to Win Over That Psycho]

At the beginning of the game, run downstairs immediately. After encountering Song Hanzhang on the ground floor, disengage from him as quickly as possible. Don’t worry about his favorability nose-diving; he isn’t your romantic interest on this run anyway. Still, exercise caution. Otherwise, he might deliberately sabotage you in an upcoming section, since cooperation remains possible later. (If you’re interested in Song Hanzhang, please refer to the guide excerpt How to Win Over That Frigid Guy.)

Ignore Zhou Yuxiu. Rush to Clocktower Plaza as fast as you can. Find Lu Ren, who hasn’t left yet, within five minutes. If you miss that window, head to North Commercial Street. Then, after twenty minutes, you’ll find him on South Commercial Street.

All right—you’ve met Lu Ren and obtained a CG of him slaughtering zombies. He’s a handsome young man holding a Tang sword under the crimson moon, smiling, yet engulfed in a murderous aura. Your heart’s pounding, isn’t it?

“Hmm? I seem to have found a lost bunny.” (No need to guess—this is Lu Ren’s very first line when he sees you acting alone.)

You can respond:

a. Who are you?

b. Are you a player too?

c. Your sword looks nice.

Obviously, choose C. A and B won’t trigger the “team up” condition, which will cut off Lu Ren’s route. 

Lu Ren replies, “Oh, I like it too!”

Isn’t his voice incredibly sexy? Is your heart racing even faster now? All right—let’s move on quickly.

Next Lu Ren asks, “Want to play a game with me?”

You can respond:

a. What game?

b. Sure!

c. Nah.

Choose B. Lu Ren challenges you to a zombie-killing match on South Commercial Street. You’re guaranteed to lose this. Remember to save beforehand, because there’s a good chance you’ll get a game over halfway through slaughtering zombies. Afterward, a scripted event triggers at the grocery store where you encounter a bitten NPC.

Lu Ren strolls in the store entrance, then asks you with great amusement, “Oh my. What should we do?”

Your choices:

a. “Poor thing. I happen to have an antibody.” (Death flag raised! Triggers a fight with Lu Ren, which you’ll definitely lose. Unlocks “Decapitation” CG. Please load your save and try again, young hero.)

b. “Just kill them.”

c. Immediately kill them yourself.

Either B or C is acceptable. C grants slightly more favorability points.

When the results of the zombie-killing match come out, they indicate that you lost. Lu Ren is delighted and extends an invitation. “Want to grab a late-night snack? I’m kind of hungry.”

You can respond:

a. Sure! I can grill lamb skewers.

b. Sure! I can fry sausages.

c. I’m not hungry.

Choose A.

While you eat, Song Hanzhang arrives with the other surviving players. He starts talking to Lu Ren, and you learn about the Judas.

Lu Ren will ask you, “Want to come play with me? I want to farm the boss.”

Follow him without question.

You and Lu Ren explore the school of medicine labs for a bit. There are multiple opportunities to increase his favorability, such as by sharing water from the same bottle to kiss indirectly and by helping him to clear zombie hordes. There will also be lots of wonderful teasing CGs, despite the awful setting. Be careful not to steal Lu Ren’s kills; that will lower his favorability. 

Then the card-game event will trigger. During that event, the joker-drawing segment is crucial for boosting Lu Ren’s favorability, so pay close attention! Also, killing off a cannon-fodder character at the end will grant you 500 favorability points, so don’t miss out! If you kill Song Hanzhang, though, your favorability will reset to zero, so be really careful. Don’t kill Gao Yifei either, or the later plotlines get messy.

After escaping the card-game event, Lu Ren heads to the plaza alone. Go there to intercept him. He’ll look at the survivor count and ask you, “Who do you think the Judas is?”

You can respond:

a. You. (Lu Ren: “Oh. Maybe.” Death flag, unlocks “Decapitation” CG.)

b. Song Hanzhang.

c. Maybe it’s me.

d. I don’t know, but the Judas is among us.

Choose C. Lu Ren will chuckle. This unlocks the “Lu Ren’s Smile” CG.

He asks you, “Then, Mr. Judas, who’s following me around everywhere… What’re your intentions?”

You can respond:

a. I want to kill you. The moment blood sprays from someone’s body, it feels orgasmic. (Death flag. Lu Ren immediately gives you such an orgasm…)

b. Who knows. Maybe I’ve always liked psychos.

c. That’s just coincidence.

Choose B. Lu Ren will grin at you and say, “I really like you too, bunny. You’re an herbivore, but you’ve got a carnivore’s fangs. How cute.”

The next plot event is Gao Yifei reaching the plaza. She catches you and Lu Ren kissing. With a flash of Lu Ren’s sword, her head hits the ground—but the number of survivors remains the same.

Ding ding ding! That concludes Lu Ren’s route! 

In the subsequent “Daily Campus Life” scenes, you can invite Lu Ren to eat together, play Dota, share kisses, have H, etc.—far more rewarding than the Song Hanzhang route! Those who start with that route instead can only go to the library or labs with Song Hanzhang after it concludes. Beware, though: On Lu Ren’s route, you might end up as one of his two or three unlucky “daily victims.” Then again, that’s part of the challenge! Romancing a psycho always demands resilience, especially since Lu Ren loves inviting you to enjoy all sorts of strange kinks. While those come with plenty of bonus CGs, they also have a high mortality rate.

Recommendation: Grind to above level thirty during your first playthrough, and always keep your inventory stocked with potions. Good luck, brave young man!
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Chapter 1:
The Nightmare Continues

 

“HAPPY NEW DAY.”

Lilith’s cloying voice jolted Lin Jue back to his senses. He felt as if a bucket of ice water had been dumped over his head in the dead of winter, chilling him from his brain all the way down to the tail of his spine. Dumbfounded, he stood rooted to the spot, mired in terror.

It wasn’t a dream. Nothing last night had been a dream! The putrid smell and horrifying growls of the zombies, the heart-wrenching dying screams of the players—none of it!

Or he still hadn’t woken from this nightmare.

“Oh dear. Looks like we scared him silly.” Lu Ren rubbed his lower lip, smirking.

He seemed gleeful, and Song Hanzhang shot him a sidelong glance.

“U-Upperclassman Song, what’s going on?” Lin Jue stammered, his voice trembling as a bad feeling crept over him.

“Obviously, the game isn’t over yet,” Song Hanzhang replied evenly, then turned back to Lilith. “If I take your notebook right now and cross my name out, will the game end for me?”

“You can try it,” Lilith chirped, offering him the notebook.

Song Hanzhang’s eyes swept over its list of names. Ten had already been crossed out; only the three names of those present remained. Interspersed among the messy scribbles over the other names, they looked particularly solitary and isolated. 

“Thank you, but no,” he said.

Lilith sighed regretfully. “What a shame. You just missed a chance to escape death.” The malicious glee in her smile made her rueful words hard to believe.

Lin Jue stared at the list, his mind racing through the previous night’s horrific scenes. Eventually, his thoughts settled on Zhou Yuxiu’s desperate, bewildered face. That tragedy weighed heaviest on his conscience.

“What exactly was going on with Zhou Yuxiu in that maze?” he asked, forcing the words past his stiff lips.

Lilith tilted her head and flashed him a cruel, mocking smile. “Who? Zhou Yuxiu? I’ve already forgotten her.”

“How’s that possible? I saw her with my own eyes—”

“What does it mean to be alive?” Lilith cut him off. “If no one remembers you, if nothing records your existence, what proof is there that you ever appeared in this world? Live. Living is your proof that you exist. The dead don’t deserve such an honor.” Her smile brimmed with an emotion Lin Jue didn’t understand. It might have been pity, mockery, or perhaps just hollow indifference. “The dead are meant to be forgotten.”

Patting Lin Jue’s shoulder comfortingly, Song Hanzhang asked, “Will we get new eggs?” 

“I don’t really care about the eggs, but could I have my sword back? I’m pretty fond of it,” Lu Ren said.

“The best lucky egg is experience,” Lilith replied cheerfully, glancing at the carton cradled in her arms. Each egg inside was neatly wrapped in cellophane that hid the words written on them. There were exactly ten. “Besides, you three have items you can carry over from the last round as rewards. Of course, there will be new items too.”

“But we won’t get new clues from the eggs anymore?” Lin Jue said, frowning.

“Experience is the best clue,” Lilith insisted with a wink.

Lin Jue shivered.

“Well, that’s it for questions and answers at the moment. I’ll hand these lucky eggs out over the next few days. The game will resume on the third day—Monday night. Have fun!” Lilith said breezily, then skipped past the trio toward the residence gate.

The sun was blindingly bright and warm, but as Lin Jue stood beneath it, an icy chill penetrated his bones even more deeply.

The nightmare wasn’t over.

Any relief at having survived had vanished, replaced by a numb sorrow. If this death game went on endlessly, he’d eventually die. Everyone would. So, what was the point of clinging to life? They were walking a lightless path, destined to be swallowed by darkness.

Lin Jue stood blankly in the square in front of the cafeteria, as hollow as if his soul had disappeared.

“You’re looking pretty rattled,” Lu Ren murmured wickedly in his ear.

The tickle of his whisper made Lin Jue flinch backward, and he eyed Lu Ren warily.

“That’s a nice look in your eyes,” Lu Ren added, smirking.

After shooting him a sharp look, Song Hanzhang turned to Lin Jue. “Hungry?”

Lin Jue shook his head. His hunger had evaporated before he knew it; his stomach felt as if it were stuffed with cotton and had no space to fit anything else.

“At least have some congee,” Song Hanzhang urged. “Later, we can make some plans. We’ve still got three days, and we’re already going to have a significant advantage over the next batch of players.”

“I’ll have scallion-oil noodles, stir-fried rice cakes, and two meat buns!” Lu Ren chirped, raising his hand eagerly.

Ignoring him, Song Hanzhang led Lin Jue into the cafeteria. Lu Ren shrugged, unbothered by the snub, and followed them inside.

The crowded cafeteria and noisy atmosphere made Lin Jue feel much better. He’d never appreciated such mundane clamor before, but it was only now—amid people—that he felt alive again, rather than like a walking corpse in the cold, empty night.

Lu Ren had been trailing behind them, but the moment they entered the cafeteria, he sprinted ahead to the food counter. 

“Auntie Liu, you look radiant today! Did you just get your hair done? It suits you! It’s way more stylish than my mom’s. Oh—and I’ll take extra veggies with my fried rice cakes, plus two meat buns!”

The beaming cafeteria lady piled his tray with generous portions. Lin Jue, who stood next to him in line outside the counter window, was thunderstruck.

“Your turn,” Song Hanzhang, who’d already bought his breakfast, told the dumbfounded Lin Jue.

“U-Upperclassman Song…” Lin Jue stammered, inwardly screaming, Lu Ren’s insane! He truly couldn’t reconcile that evil, blood-soaked young man last night with this sunny, cheerful one. Lu Ren had to be possessed!

Song Hanzhang shot a look at the tray-carrying Lu Ren, who flashed what could’ve been called a friendly smile at them.

It made Lin Jue’s hair stand on end.

He considered it even more unbelievable that Lu Ren and Song Hanzhang were sitting at the same table for breakfast. Well, Lu Ren had invited himself. Still, considering how the pair had been at odds the previous night, Lin Jue couldn’t comprehend them sharing a meal. 

For his own part, he didn’t know how to act around Lu Ren at all. He hesitated for a while, but eventually placed his tray beside Song Hanzhang’s, watching the other man warily.

Lu Ren completely ignored his existence. He was busy wolfing down rice cakes so ferociously that nothing in the world could have disrupted his feast. Although he ate with relish, his bestial manner killed the appetite of everyone else at the table. At least all the morning’s consecutive shocks had already made Lin Jue forget his own hunger.

Song Hanzhang paid the sight no heed. He calmly sipped his congee without a sound, moving with all the rhythm and refinement of a calibrated machine.

Scarfing his last meat bun down in his crude, savage manner, Lu Ren finally heaved a long, satisfied sigh. “Full and happy. This is the life.” He patted his stomach with satisfaction.

“You sound like you were starved your whole life,” Song Hanzhang remarked, eyeing his own half-finished bowl of pork and century egg congee.

Lu Ren grinned. “You clearly starved more often. When you were grounded, for instance.”

Song Hanzhang didn’t even raise his head; he merely ate another spoonful of the savory porridge. But Lin Jue’s heart seemed to stop for a moment.

Lu Ren shrugged and changed the subject. “Thank god my family doesn’t buy into your family’s nonsense. When you called this morning, I thought I was still dreaming. Last night was thrilling, sure, but hardly scientific.”

“It was completely unscientific,” Song Hanzhang stressed.

“Okay, okay. But even if it defies science, it happened.” Lu Ren leaned back on his chair and grinned at Song Hanzhang.

“You would know perfectly well,” Song Hanzhang replied, setting down his spoon and meeting Lu Ren’s gaze squarely.

The pair locked eyes for a full thirty seconds before both looked away simultaneously.

“Fine. But at least let me hear your reasoning,” Lu Ren said, still grinning. “Aren’t you an expert at persuasion?”

Witness to their exchange, Lin Jue was utterly baffled. Had these two reached some agreement behind his back? He knew they were old acquaintances, but Song Hanzhang’s tone suggested that their relationship was strained—so how could they pick each other’s cues up so seamlessly?

This exclusion made Lin Jue uncomfortable, and he lowered his head, eating his breakfast. He’d have to wait until Lu Ren left to ask Song Hanzhang his questions.

“First of all,” Song Hanzhang began, “I admit that your strength ensures that you’ll thrive in this world—at least for now. But I doubt that can last. Last night before dawn, for example, the situation had deteriorated to the point that even you considered it a hassle. An individual person’s power has limits. You may be able to handle things on your own for a while, but they’ll overwhelm you eventually.

“Secondly, analyzing situations and making judgments accordingly isn’t your strong suit. More intel will always increase our odds of survival.” As Song Hanzhang spoke, his phone vibrated. When he checked it, his expression darkened. “Most importantly, we no longer have a choice.” He tossed his phone to Lu Ren. “I had someone check. None of last night’s deceased appear on our university’s student roster. Not a single one.”

Lu Ren glanced at the message Song Hanzhang had received, then handed the phone back. Song Hanzhang passed it to Lin Jue, who accepted it politely with both hands.

I checked the roster. No one you mentioned is enrolled at our school, said the screen.

A gloomy chill crept up from the soles of Lin Jue’s feet. As he handed the phone back to Song Hanzhang, Lilith’s words drifted through his mind.

“What does it mean to be alive? If no one remembers you, if nothing records your existence, what proof is there that you ever appeared in this world? Live. Living is your proof that you exist. The dead don’t deserve such an honor.”

“Wowee. That’s seriously sick,” Lu Ren mused, his tone dramatic. “So, once you die, you’re erased from this world completely? This sure is a massive operation.”

Song Hanzhang paused, then abruptly stood. “Sorry. I just remembered something that I need to verify. Goodbye.”

Lin Jue stood up too. “I’ll also—”

“Finish your breakfast first,” Song Hanzhang told him. “Then come find me in the dorm. I’m Room 217.”

“Okay,” Lin Jue replied automatically, sitting back down.

Only at that point did he realize that something was off. 

Lu Ren was grinning at him from across the table. “Hey, bunny! How’s brekkie?”

Lin Jue’s mind went blank aside from a sole internal voice that screamed, Help, Upperclassman Song! There’s a psycho here! Lu Ren had finished his breakfast, but for whatever reason, he was refusing to leave. 

After he forced down his last bite of fried noodles, Lin Jue told him politely, “I’m going to head out.”

“I thought you’d have questions for me,” Lu Ren said, sounding disappointed. “Guess not.”

In fact, Lin Jue had quite a few questions: What exactly was the relationship between Lu Ren and Song Hanzhang? Their not-quite-enemies-or-friends, guarded-yet-oddly-trusting dynamic made Lin Jue feel shut out. And what had Lu Ren meant by “starved” and “grounded” earlier? On top of that, what was Lu Ren planning to do? Would he join them?

However, Lin Jue suppressed his curiosity. He’d feel extremely rude if he nosily violated someone else’s privacy, especially Song Hanzhang’s. Besides, Lu Ren might not even tell him the truth. He’d rather ask Song Hanzhang himself.

“Nope. I don’t have anything to ask you.” With that, he picked up his tray and headed toward the return station.

Lu Ren sauntered along behind him, an enigmatic smile on his face. “You seem to trust Song Hanzhang an awful lot.”

“That’s none of your business!” Lin Jue snapped.

“Angry? Someone wears his heart on his sleeve.” Lu Ren clicked his tongue. “No wonder he kept you till the end.”

Lin Jue drew in a deep breath, biting his tongue, and strode away.

Then Lu Ren asked, “Are you trying to save him?” His question stopped Lin Jue in his tracks. “Are you trying to figure out how to get both of you out of this game alive?” Lu Ren pressed, and so Lin Jue turned around. “If only one person can leave alive, it won’t be you. He’s a born—”

Lin Jue swung his fist. 

Laughing in delight, Lu Ren blocked the punch easily, grabbing his hand. “Are you actually pissed off? Is knowing him for one night enough to make you die for him?”

His overly cheerful smile sent a chill down Lin Jue’s spine. 

“Shut up!” Lin Jue growled through clenched teeth, his pupils contracting. “You have no right to talk about him like that. Someone like you…”

The headless corpse on the commercial street, the blood-drenched Tang sword, Zhao Liangsheng’s decapitation during that card game… Those images haunted Lin Jue like a curse, reminding him that this man was a bloodthirsty, cruel aberration.

Lu Ren blinked, then released his grip on Lin Jue and sauntered toward the cafeteria’s side door. “Turns out it’s true that cornered rabbits bite,” he remarked. “See you later!”

Their spat had drawn the attention of the other students eating breakfast, who stared openly. Those gazes made Lin Jue uncomfortable, and he hightailed it out of the cafeteria.

 

***

 

After leaving the cafeteria, Lin Jue headed for his residence. From afar, he spotted Song Hanzhang standing beneath the large camphor tree outside the dorm. He was stroking the tree’s rough bark, his brow deeply furrowed.

“Upperclassman Song?” Lin Jue called as he approached, wondering why he was here instead of inside his dorm room.

Startled, Song Hanzhang jerked his hand back. Then he asked Lin Jue, “Finished breakfast?”

“Yeah.”

“Go pack the things you’ll need, then. We’re moving to the university guesthouse,” Song Hanzhang said, rubbing his temple wearily. “It’s not a long walk from here, and I can borrow a staff access card from my advisor. Accommodations there are cheap and quiet; no one will bother us.”

“We’re going to stay together?” Lin Jue asked, surprised.

“We’ll have a lot to do over the next three days. We don’t have much time,” Song Hanzhang replied. He seemed more downtrodden than he had in the cafeteria earlier, and Lin Jue could tell that he was anxious about something. Lin Jue didn’t know how to react, though; he could only nod.

A three-day period was neither short nor long, and after that, they’d jump into a new round of the death game. Lin Jue loathed that environment; it could drive a person to madness. Still, he had no choice but to face it.

“Let’s go,” Song Hanzhang said.

 

***

 

Returning to his dorm room, Lin Jue gave his roommates a heads-up and then began moving his belongings to the university guesthouse near the dorm. As soon as he stepped inside their room in the guesthouse, he found Song Hanzhang typing away on his laptop.

Song Hanzhang tossed him a USB drive. “Go to the print shop and make two hundred copies of this,” he instructed. “Post them on every floor of the dorms.”

“What is it?” Lin Jue asked curiously.

“An ad offering a high price for lucky eggs,” Song Hanzhang replied. He leaned back in his chair, removed his glasses, and massaged the bridge of his nose.

Lin Jue’s eyes lit up. “So that we can identify new players in advance, and find out the clue written on their egg? That’s a great idea. We’ll kill two birds with one stone!”

“That’s my hope.” Song Hanzhang didn’t appear happy in the least. “It’ll be an experiment, in any case. If it succeeds, great. If not, we’ll learn something regardless.”

Lin Jue keenly sensed Song Hanzhang’s low spirits. He’d never seemed so lost and uncertain before—not even in front of Lilith. What was going on? “Upperclassman Song—”

Song Hanzhang cut him off. “Go. We can talk later tonight.”

Lin Jue was forced to quell his questions. He obediently went to put up the ads, resolving inwardly to find a chance to get answers later that evening.

Before closing the door behind him, Lin Jue glanced back into the room. Song Hanzhang stood by the windowsill, immersed in sunlight, yet looking alone and helpless.

 

***

 

By the time Lin Jue had taken care of the ads and returned to the guesthouse room, it was nearly dark. To cover all their bases, he’d even posted the flyers in the academic buildings. In his two years of university, he’d never taken a part-time job; considering that his first gig had ended up being this massive, it was too bad it was unpaid.

When he opened the door, Song Hanzhang was sitting by the window, flipping through a book—page by page but rapidly.

“I’m done, Upperclassman Song,” Lin Jue said. “Want to grab dinner?”

“No. I’m not hungry yet,” Song Hanzhang replied without looking up.

Lin Jue’s phone rang. It was a call from home, and he picked up immediately. His mother asked him whether he had enough allowance for his living expenses; Lin Jue cheerfully assured her he had enough, complained a bit about the school food as usual, and then expressed his determination to study hard. As he hung up, he couldn’t help feeling a pang of sadness. 

If he died, would the entire world forget him, too, like those who’d perished in the previous round? Would his parents remember him? Would his friends? Or would their memories of him be erased, as if he’d never existed at all?

“Huh. I couldn’t tell my family anything about what’s happening. You’re keeping it from yours, too, right?” Lin Jue asked.

Song Hanzhang turned a page. “I don’t have any worries on that front,” he said evenly. “I live alone.”

“Alone? What about your parents?” As soon as the question slipped out, Lin Jue sensed that something was wrong.

“They’re dead,” Song Hanzhang replied impassively.

Lin Jue, taken aback, was briefly speechless. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s nothing to apologize over.” Closing the book, Song Hanzhang added cryptically, “It’s a good thing—for them and for me.”

Lin Jue was stunned; his eyes widened. He opened his mouth but didn’t know what to say.

“Our gear won’t arrive until tomorrow,” Song Hanzhang said, changing the subject. “That’ll leave us roughly forty-eight hours to prepare. Looking at our current data, I don’t think the next round’s duration or scope will likely be much different than before. And if all goes as expected, it’ll end the same way. That said, the likelihood that we’ll replay the zombie scenario is low. That setup would be too advantageous for us. The game will want things to be balanced for the rookies and survivors—it won’t allow us such a significant edge.”

His long, slender fingers traced the book’s cover as he continued, “If I’m not mistaken, the next round’s main dangers will fall into two categories: external threats like zombies and internal ones like the Judas.”

“The second round will have another Judas?” Lin Jue was incredulous.

“Yes.” Song Hanzhang handed him a slip of paper tucked inside the book. 

The handwriting it bore was a wild scrawl; it reminded Lin Jue of a doctor’s prescription. It didn’t look like Song Hanzhang’s penmanship at all. Lin Jue struggled to decipher it for some time, and in the end, he gave up.

Song Hanzhang read it out loud for him. “The Judas Rule: The Judas will appear once player death has occurred in-game. One randomly selected deceased player will be resurrected as the Judas. The Judas will borrow their body and inherit a portion of their memories and abilities. The Judas will not count toward the total number of survivors.”

“So, what’s this exactly?” Lin Jue inquired. 

“Something that appeared after Lu Ren killed Gao Yifei. A clue about the Judas, essentially,” Song Hanzhang explained flatly. “We can’t be sure whether the Judas will be resurrected, but killing them once per round at least seems to grant us one piece of information about them. That’s extremely helpful for us. It’s a good thing.” Despite his words, he didn’t look delighted in any way. “The more rounds we survive, the more information we’ll accumulate to analyze. But…”

But if facing the Judas would gradually get easier, that indirectly indicated that the future game scenarios would be increasingly harrowing, so much so that the game had to compensate with intel to balance things out. Song Hanzhang didn’t voice that, but Lin Jue—who was watching his face closely—innately sensed the unspoken words.

“So what will the next round’s theme be?” Lin Jue asked quietly.

Song Hanzhang shook his head. “Probably only the game’s creator knows for sure. Judging from the last round, though, we’ll probably face aggressive, dangerous foes like vengeful ghosts, ferocious beasts, or demons.”

Lin Jue smiled wryly. “Please, no. Zombies were scary enough. If it’s ghosts or demons… Spare me. I don’t know the first thing about exorcism.”

“Zombies were certainly easier to deal with than those would be,” Song Hanzhang acknowledged. “Their weaknesses were clear, and they were relatively constrained to reality. I actually expected more people to survive.”

“You’re overestimating normal people’s intelligence and their ability to fight. Even someone with potential couldn’t start to adapt initially without a certain mental fortitude,” Lin Jue said with a sigh. He stole a glance at Song Hanzhang. “If I hadn’t met you, I’d probably be dead already.”

Song Hanzhang fell silent, gazing out the window. Quite a while later, he murmured, “It’s getting dark.”

“Hm?” Puzzled, Lin Jue likewise looked toward the dimming sky.

“You should go get dinner. Bring me back something, if it’s not too much trouble. I don’t feel like going out right now.” Song Hanzhang took the meal card from his wallet and handed it to Lin Jue.

“Huh? Oh… Then I’ll be off, I guess.”

 

***

 

In the middle of the night, inside the deathly still guesthouse room, Lin Jue jolted awake, his eyes flying open. He had to take several sharp gasps before he recovered from the nightmare that lingered in his brain. Beads of cold sweat clung to the skin on his neck and down his back.

He’d been running and running and running in his nightmare. Behind him loomed an enemy he couldn’t see or hear, yet they were omniscient and omnipresent, driving him into endless flight. On the brink of collapsing from exhaustion, he’d still dashed forward with all his might.

The bone-deep fatigue etched into his mind was impossible to shake, even now that he’d woken up. What was that immense shadow that had chased him relentlessly? That profound, ominous dread…

Cool moonlight filtered through gaps in the curtains, enveloping the small room in a half-shadowed glow. Lin Jue stared blankly at the ceiling, motionless for a long time.

Suddenly, inexplicably, he felt as though he was being watched. He couldn’t have described the feeling, but he was certain that some peculiar gaze was fixed on this room—on him! His heart, which had calmed after his nightmare, began to race again. Slowly, he sat up in bed. He immediately spotted Song Hanzhang standing by the window, his back turned.

“Upperclassman Song?” Lin Jue thought that he was still dreaming. Why was Song Hanzhang standing by the window in the middle of the night instead of sleeping? What kind of habit was that?

“Mm,” Song Hanzhang responded softly, barely audible.

A strange silence permeated the room. Lin Jue opened his mouth, wanting to ask what he was doing, but said nothing in the end.

Song Hanzhang silently turned his head. Moonlight fell gently across his face. Shrouded in darkness, his profile was flawless and cold, like a stone statue’s—yet his figure appeared strangely fragile, bathed in that soft glow. He held himself with his usual composure, but for some reason, Lin Jue could sense his vulnerability and confusion. Song Hanzhang was like a string pulled taut, ready to snap at any moment.

“Did something happen?” Lin Jue asked, unable to hide his concern.

“No, nothing,” Song Hanzhang replied coolly. “I just suddenly thought of The Truman Show.”

Lin Jue had seen that movie, but he only vaguely remembered it. He recalled that the protagonist lived unknowingly inside a massive TV studio. His entire life was a scripted reality show on which everyone was an actor: his parents, his wife, his friends. Beyond the studio, billions of viewers watched his every move, endlessly entertained.

“Living amid such dishonesty and lies, constantly watched. How pitiful,” Song Hanzhang murmured. 

His hand resting on the windowsill, he gazed outside again. Beyond the window, the trees’ shadows flickered and swayed as though unknown specters hid within them, mocking the oblivious humans.

“I hate having my life controlled by others.” His cool voice contained open disgust.

What? Lin Jue didn’t understand why Song Hanzhang had made this complaint all of a sudden, but the deep loathing in his tone was genuine. What was he resisting? Being watched? Or…

Lin Jue remembered his words in the library the previous night. “Sorry. I just don’t like being manipulated.”

Then Lu Ren’s voice invaded his mind. “When you were grounded, for instance.”

Given Song Hanzhang’s detachment as he spoke of his dead parents, Lin Jue couldn’t help but imagine all kinds of tragic backstories. 

Song Hanzhang’s voice cut through his unfettered speculations: “Stop overthinking.”

Sheepish, Lin Jue realized that Song Hanzhang had seen through him. Even without glasses, the upperclassman’s eyes were sharp. “At this point, it’s useless to dwell on things,” Song Hanzhang declared. “You just need to focus on surviving.” With that, he pulled the curtains together, shuttering out the moonlight. “Sleep. Everything will be better in the morning.”

Lin Jue cast a regretful glance at the window. It was rare that Song Hanzhang revealed such normal, human emotions; Lin Jue had felt a little honored. However, Song Hanzhang had drawn the curtains both literally and figuratively on their conversation.

As Lin Jue silently lay back down, he savored the emotions Song Hanzhang’s words had revealed. The Truman Show, was it? He mused, I’ll rewatch that later.

 

***

 

On Monday evening, at 7:50 p.m., Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang stood in the nearly deserted Clocktower Plaza. Their motionless forms under it stuck out among the other students passing in a hurry.

Lin Jue tugged at his backpack strap, his fingers brushing his wrapped machete. He and Song Hanzhang had prepped in advance this time. Still, they were anxious and uneasy about the impending death game.

And Lin Jue wasn’t just terrified. There was also an indescribable, restless anticipation planted deep within his soul. He took a deep breath; it was probably a product of his nerves.

“We came directly to the clock tower this time, so we’ll be able to claim our items as soon as the game starts. That should make things way easier, right?” he said optimistically. 

Watching the students coming and going in the plaza stirred a complex mix of emotions within him. They all lived on the same campus, yet those other students were completely oblivious to what was about to happen. Lin Jue wasn’t sure whether he should envy or pity them… Given the choice, though, he would’ve preferred to also keep living an ordinary life in ignorance.

“Not necessarily,” Song Hanzhang replied, cutting through Lin Jue’s daydream. “I doubt it’ll be that easy. For all we know, when the game starts, we might find ourselves back in the dorm, empty-handed.”

“Maybe,” Lin Jue sighed. “In any case, this game just doesn’t want us to have it easy. Things didn’t go smoothly with those lucky eggs. It’s been three days, and we didn’t bring in any of the ones we were looking for—just your regular crafts. Did Lilith deliberately leave handing them out until the last day? Or did she go off campus to distribute them?”

Song Hanzhang didn’t respond. He was staring intently at the clock tower.

Lin Jue fell silent himself, stealing a glance at Song Hanzhang, who now sat on a flower bed. The distant streetlamp illuminated his figure, but it also gave him a long, dark shadow.

Lin Jue could sense an explicable but profound confusion and fear radiating from Song Hanzhang. The upperclassman was like a solitary prophet burdened with a foreboding omen. Unable to tell anyone the future—the truth—he could only remain silent.

For his part, Lin Jue had felt confused, suspicious, and tormented. Yet in the end, all that remained was self-loathing over his own powerlessness, and heartache for Song Hanzhang, who was bearing secrets alone. If only he were stronger, would Song Hanzhang trust him a little more?

“Upperclassman Song, I know this sounds unreasonable, but…I feel like you’re hiding something really important from me,” Lin Jue said, finally voicing the suspicion that had haunted him for three days.

“Don’t ask,” Song Hanzhang replied.

That took Lin Jue by surprise. If Song Hanzhang didn’t want to talk, he usually deflected with the most logical excuse or casually dismissed Lin Jue’s concerns. This time, though, he simply shut him down.

“Is it something you can’t tell me?” Lin Jue pressed.

Song Hanzhang was silent for a moment, then answered, “It’s just a guess. I haven’t confirmed anything, and I can handle it alone.” Peering at his open palm, he slowly curled his fingers into a loose fist.

“Is it really scary?” Lin Jue ventured.

“Yeah.”

After a brief hesitation, Lin Jue responded firmly, “If you confirm that guess, you need to tell me. However scary it is, I want to share the burden. Don’t try to carry everything by yourself.”

“All right.” Song Hanzhang seemed to smile but so fleetingly that Lin Jue wondered whether he’d imagined it.

Seconds and minutes ticked by as the clock’s hands crept toward the hour when the nightmare would begin. Finally, the hands overlapped, and the tower’s deep, resonant chimes sounded.

Dong! Dong!

A strange white mist wisped out of nowhere and began to swirl at their feet, thickening by the moment. Lin Jue immediately removed the cloth wrapped around his blade and gripped the weapon’s hilt tightly.

“Something’s wrong,” he said.

When Song Hanzhang didn’t reply, Lin Jue whirled around, only to find himself completely alone. What happened? He scanned his surroundings, shocked. All he could make out through the dense fog was the scattered glow of streetlamps. The plaza’s flower beds and clock tower had vanished; the area was deserted save for the wind rustling through the branches. An empty drink container by Lin Jue’s foot rolled to one side of the road.

Although the fog limited visibility, Lin Jue still recognized this place as North Commercial Street. Across the road was a row of stores. He was on a long strip of green space, near the IT building and all-purpose building.

What was going on? Why had he been transported here? Where was Song Hanzhang?

Lin Jue’s phone vibrated. When he picked up, Lilith’s familiar, sickly-sweet voice came through. “Good evening, Survivor. Welcome back to the Devil’s Hunting Ground. Tonight’s theme is ‘insects.’ A wide variety of species awaits you. Hope you have a good time!”

Lin Jue was no longer as nervous as he was the first time he’d received the call. He seized the chance to demand, “Where’s Song Hanzhang?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t know,” Lilith giggled. “Maybe you’ll find him in the plaza—if he’s still alive.” Her creepy laughter skittered over Lin Jue’s skin like countless spiders. Before he could press further, she hung up.

Shoving the phone into his backpack, Lin Jue tightened his grip on his knife. Song Hanzhang had given him two restricted weapons he’d scrounged up. One was the machete he held, ideal for a beginner facing various dangers; the other was a dagger with a fuller. Both were sharp.

Without Song Hanzhang beside him, Lin Jue had no choice but to get by on his own wits. He was currently on North Commercial Street, not far from Clocktower Plaza. If he walked straight ahead, then turned northwest, he’d cross the man-made river, pass academic buildings A to G, and reach the plaza—assuming everything went smoothly.

As for the theme Lilith had mentioned, what kind of “insects” would these be…?

Lin Jue tried to picture the foes he might encounter, and his mind filled with terrifying insectoids and alien abominations that he’d seen in sci-fi movies. It depressed him: If they’d be facing those kinds of enemies, there was no point in continuing the game.

Stay calm. He needed to remain levelheaded. He now had experience, weapons, and direction—he was far better off than the clueless rookies. This game had just started, and if even he couldn’t reach the plaza, the newcomers were doomed.

Having steadied his nerves, Lin Jue advanced cautiously. The fog severely obstructed his vision, and he strained his ears as he walked: At a time like this, he could only rely on his hearing. Without special training, though, he couldn’t pick up the subtle differences between sounds.

A faint rustling came from the bushes, and Lin Jue stepped back warily. From the shadows lunged a giant moth. It was the largest moth Lin Jue had ever seen—as big as a kitchen sink. The peculiar, eyelike markings on its wings glowed unnervingly under the streetlight.

Lin Jue’s pupils contracted, and a second later, his training over the previous few days kicked in. He swung his machete upward in a single fluid motion and struck the moth, managing to shear off half its wing. The insect teetered out of control and crashed to the ground.

The moth’s plump belly spasmed, its brightly colored fuzz trembling in the breeze. As it struggled on the ground, flapping its damaged wings in an attempt to take flight once more, its coiled proboscis twitched. The eyelike patterns on its wings, scaled to its massive size, looked especially sinister.

Lin Jue darted forward and stabbed the insect’s body. In an exceedingly disgusting display, thick yellow-green fluid sprayed out. But before Lin Jue could relax, more fluttering sounds came from the shadows. Swarming from the bushes were a terrifying number of moths of all sizes!

He didn’t hesitate. He spun around and bolted, the horrifying hum of wings following behind him. He didn’t need to look back to envision what a nightmarish scene he would see: A teeming flock of moths flapping their scaled wings, filling the air with shimmering, toxic powder.

The commercial street ahead was bright with lights. Making a split-second decision, Lin Jue dashed into an unlit shop and yanked its glass door closed behind him. The moths slammed against the glass with loud thuds immediately after him, and the door shuddered, nearly shattering.

Even when they ceased their battering, several giant moths clung to the glass, showing their soft, plump bellies. It was an unsettling sight.

As he coldly observed the mutated creatures from inside, Lin Jue began calculating how long it would take for the lights elsewhere to lure them away. He’d hidden in a dark store specifically to allow for that.

These moths were like mysterious alien organisms, their enormous bodies strange and warped under the dim yellow light outside. More than fear, Lin Jue felt sheer disgust. He rubbed his arm; it was covered in goose bumps. Being trapped in this cramped, dark space by these grotesque moths felt awful.

A soft cracking sound came from behind Lin Jue, and his nerves jumped. In the pitch-black silence, he seemed to spot something dark and massive scuttling rapidly across the floor. It skittered over a fallen plastic bag and wove around the stacked shelves, whispering in insect clicks and chirps as it watched him.

Lin Jue suddenly realized what he’d overlooked: Dark places were exactly where insects thrived.


Chapter 2:
The Assembly at Clocktower Plaza

 

THE MOTHS CLINGING to the translucent glass door blocked nearly all the outside light. Lin Jue gulped and silently stepped away from the entrance. As he did, an ominous rustling came from the shop’s dark corners; it sounded like the thin, long limbs of insects scraping against something. The unknown enemy that lurked in the darkness was immensely intimidating, and now Lin Jue was trapped between a rock and a hard place, unable to advance or retreat.

He strained his eyes in the dim light, trying to make out the creature in the corner. As his vision gradually adjusted to the darkness, the details of the creature hiding behind the counter became clearer. Lin Jue could only see half of its dark-brown exoskeleton, and its antennae twitched as if they had a mind of their own.

A cockroach.

Peering menacingly at Lin Jue, the cockroach slowly revealed its gargantuan body—around the size of a soccer ball. Lin Jue’s fingers spasmed, every hair on his body standing on end. His revulsion was instinctive. Gross! 

The twisted, oppressive feeling Lin Jue felt multiplied immeasurably; intense nausea churned his stomach, making his insides clench. He considered it a testament to his exceptional willpower that he hadn’t screamed aloud.

The giant cockroach prowled along the ground like a ravenous beast sizing up plump, delectable prey. Abruptly, it launched itself forward, and the membranous wings on its back flared open. It could fly!

Lin Jue swung his blade without thinking. Unlike the moth’s soft body, though, the roach’s exoskeleton was tough, and the machete lodged deep within it. Horrified, Lin Jue frantically shook the hilt to extract his weapon. The massive cockroach flailed its antennae and thin legs, their tiny bristles scraping across Lin Jue’s skin and raising goose bumps all over his body.

At last, Lin Jue wrenched the machete free. Out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed more shadowy shapes wriggling behind the counter. Without a second thought, he bolted for the glass door and rammed it open.

The hard-shelled cockroach had been difficult to deal with; he’d rather fight the soft, easy-to-handle moths.

Cold air hit his face as he burst outside. Startled, the moths clinging to the glass door swarmed in a flurry toward Lin Jue. 

He focused like never before. With one swing, he cleaved the first giant moth’s fuzzy belly in half. With a second swing, he severed the next moth’s wings. Ducking to dodge the falling insect, he swung a third time and sent another moth earthbound, then stomped on it. The moth’s body, oozing with viscous fluids, felt unnervingly soft underfoot—like he’d stepped on a balloon full of slime and burst it.

Having carved a path through the swarm, Lin Jue dashed forward.

A scream suddenly sounded in the distance. 

“Don’t come near me!” cried a shrill, panicked female voice. “Aaah! Go away—go away! Don’t kill me! No!”

Lin Jue frowned, slowing down. Was that a new player?

From around the corner darted a figure—a girl in a short skirt, running in panic. Surrounded by thick fog, she didn’t notice Lin Jue standing nearby. As she sprinted along, she tripped, tumbling hard to the ground: The sound alone made Lin Jue wince. Bawling in terror, the girl struggled to get up but couldn’t.
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Lin Jue sighed inwardly. His reason told him to ignore a rookie who couldn’t even stay calm, but he didn’t have the heart to abandon a helpless girl in such danger. He should at least get her to the plaza; after that, he’d leave it up to Song Hanzhang.

With that thought in mind, Lin Jue strode over to the girl. “Are you all right?”

She gazed up at him. Her smudged eyeliner made her look a little frightening. It seemed she wanted to ask for help, but the moment she saw the machete stained with unknown fluids, her eyes widened in fear; she could only whimper wordlessly.

“Can you walk? It’s not safe here. We need to get to Clocktower Plaza as soon as we can.” Lin Jue extended his hand to her.

From within the fog came rhythmic, unhurried footsteps, followed by a familiar voice. “Well, good evening, bunny.”

Lu Ren emerged, wearing a bright, unnerving smile. From his expression alone, anyone would’ve guessed that he was on a leisurely stroll somewhere. Even more strangely, he carried a steel bar he’d picked up at some point. Two sink-sized cockroaches were skewered on it, but he didn’t display any disgust toward their presence.

Not knowing how to respond, Lin Jue nodded in acknowledgment. The girl on the ground, however, covered her mouth and began to sob again, horror in her eyes.

“It’s my first time seeing roaches this big,” Lu Ren chirped, thrusting the bar toward the girl’s face. The skewered cockroaches weren’t completely dead, and their long antennae twitched against her cheek.

“Aaaaaugh!” The girl scrambled backward in panic, sobbing so hard she seemed in danger of passing out. This probably seemed like the most horrifying, realistic nightmare she’d ever had.

“Stop messing with her.” Lin Jue stepped in front of the rookie, frowning. “Is scaring girls that fun to you?”

Lu Ren pouted, looking troubled. “It is, though,” he insisted. “Humans evolved for millions of years to reach the top of the food chain, yet the sight of tiny dead cockroaches makes them scream and cry. Our evolution must’ve gone majorly haywire. And to keep inferior genes from being passed on and producing more defective humans, it’s best to send them back to be reworked—sooner rather than later.”

Lin Jue glanced at the girl, who had cried herself into a daze, and sighed inwardly again. A rookie who was in this state already wouldn’t survive even if they reached the plaza. Things would only get more terrifying.

Lu Ren side-stepped Lin Jue and looked down at the girl. “I’ll give you one last chance. Tell me the clue written on your lucky egg.”

The girl’s mouth opened several times, but only trembling whimpers came from her throat.

Lu Ren had run out of patience. He yawned lazily. “Wrong outfit: minus ten points. Smudged makeup: minus ten points. High heels, minus ten. Too loud, minus ten. Chickenshit, minus ten. No ability to fight, minus ten thousand points. All right—you can die now.”

He raised the steel bar, but Lin Jue’s machete slid forward to block him.

“Oh, are you going to stop me?” Lu Ren narrowed his eyes. He wore a dangerous smile.

“There’s no need to kill her,” Lin Jue said, a solemn furrow to his brow.

Lu Ren cocked his head. “But she can’t even stand. She’s just crawling on the ground, barking like a terrified dog. Pitiful. Why not die as a human?”

Lin Jue didn’t say anything, only stared Lu Ren dead in the eye. Lu Ren stared back, his merry smile terrifyingly murderous.

“I wonder what kind of face Song Hanzhang would pull if I killed you,” Lu Ren mused, his black eyes gleaming with an odd light. “I know him; he wouldn’t turn against me, because it’d be pointless. He’d just consider his next steps carefully. He’s always looking forward without looking back—that’s what makes him so adorable.”

Lin Jue scowled.

With a toothy grin, Lu Ren tossed the bar to Lin Jue. Confused, Lin Jue caught it. Lu Ren, now unarmed, circled around Lin Jue. He crouched in front of the girl; her weeping had weakened into hiccupping sobs, her expression muddled and fearful.

“Now that I take a closer look at you, you’re actually kind of cute,” Lu Ren told her sweetly. 

Though his tone was teasing, his good looks made the girl’s heart race and her cheeks redden. She stared at him blankly, tears still streaking her face.

“You’ve just got bad luck, that’s all. Be more careful next time, and don’t accept strange gifts, okay?” Lu Ren traced a finger down her cheek as if they were lovers.

His sudden tenderness baffled Lin Jue. The girl seemed equally confused but not as scared as before.

“Remember that in your next life, too, okay?” Lu Ren chided pleasantly.

In the next second, the hand that had just wiped her tears clamped around her throat. A crisp crack echoed through the air. Then there was silence.

Lin Jue hadn’t had a chance to stop him. Or rather, before he’d even realized what was happening, Lu Ren had released her.

Lu Ren stood. He spread his hands and beamed at Lin Jue, showing no trace of remorse over having killed someone. “Now you’ve got two weapons, and I’ve got none. Want to spar? You might even win.”

Rage churned like a tide in Lin Jue’s chest. He drew in a deep breath trying to suppress his anger. It’s not worth it, he told himself repeatedly. There’s no point turning hostile right now.

Lin Jue dropped Lu Ren’s steel bar. The metal clanged against the concrete, the sound unusually resonant in the foggy night. He didn’t dare look at the girl’s dying expression, nor did he want to stay any longer. He turned and walked away.

He’d wasted too much time already. Song Hanzhang had probably already reached Clocktower Plaza; he needed to get there immediately.

He headed toward the plaza, Lu Ren at his heels. Their overlapping footsteps echoed endlessly in the mist. Lin Jue’s back prickled, but his gut told him not to look behind him.

“Are you mad?” Lu Ren asked.

Lin Jue didn’t respond.

“Hang on,” Lu Ren told him, then stepped into a grocery store nearby.

Lin Jue hesitated for a moment, then decided not to leave. He’d inevitably meet Lu Ren again at Clocktower Plaza, and he didn’t want to offend him over something so trivial. Besides, it was far safer to travel with Lu Ren than alone—assuming Lu Ren acted normally.

He heard shelves falling inside the grocery store; those crashes were followed by brief scuffling noises that only lasted a few seconds. Then Lu Ren emerged holding two cans of insecticide.

He tossed one to Lin Jue. “I don’t know whether this’ll work, but it might help against a swarm of bugs.”

“Why didn’t you grab more?” asked Lin Jue.

“It’s the thought that counts,” Lu Ren replied with a cheeky wink. 

Lin Jue was utterly disgusted. God knows what’s gotten into this guy.

“People who rely too much on items are weak,” Lu Ren drawled, swaggering ahead. “I’m not into guys who aren’t determined.”

The road ahead seemed to stretch endlessly through the thick, heavy fog…but soon enough, they’d reach the plaza.

 

***

 

Once they crossed the man-made river around academic buildings A to G, Clocktower Plaza came into view. Lin Jue mustered his strength and dashed straight into the plaza. Instantly, the dense fog vanished, leaving Lin Jue’s vision completely clear.

Right away, he spotted Song Hanzhang standing under the clock tower, talking to another man. As that man gestured toward the electronic billboards, Song Hanzhang stood there with crossed arms, his expression cool and detached.

Two girls who were already waiting in the plaza eyed Lin Jue and Lu Ren. The slightly shorter of the two wore a fluffy white coat and a red hat, her delicate and gentle features pressed into a nervous expression. The other girl was strikingly beautiful, with a sharp, commanding presence. The sight of her would momentarily stun anyone. Dressed in a crop top and low-rise jeans, she stood tall in flat knee-high boots, a belt accentuating her slender waist. She held a long, thin pipe and appeared unexpectedly calm.

“Upperclassman Song!” Lin Jue hurried over.

Song Hanzhang nodded at him. “Go draw your reward first.”

Lin Jue made a noise of acknowledgment and glanced up at the electronic billboards. The left one read: Survivors: 11. Remaining Safe Time in Plaza: 45 min. The one on the right wasn’t blank as it had been during the previous round. Now it showed ominous red text.

The Judas Rule: The Judas will appear once player death has occurred in-game. One randomly selected deceased player will be resurrected as the Judas. The Judas will borrow their body and inherit a portion of their memories and abilities. The Judas will not count toward the total number of survivors.

That was the information Lu Ren had obtained after killing the Judas—Gao Yifei—in the last game. Lin Jue hadn’t expected it to appear in this round. Did this mean that whenever a Judas was slain, a new clue like this would appear?

Striding up to the platform, Lin Jue placed his hand on the floating crystal ball. Instantly, filmstrips shot from beneath his feet. They swirled around him as if containing him in a zoetrope, flashing countless indistinct images before his eyes.

Last time, he’d received a vial that held an antibody against the virus creating the zombies. Its existence had nearly cost him and Song Hanzhang their lives. What would he get now?

Lin Jue reached out and lightly touched one filmstrip with his fingertip. In a flash of silvery light, the film contracted and reshaped itself into a long, cold weapon. 

He gripped the icy metal. It was a spear over three feet long. Its razor-sharp tip glowed a terrifyingly eerie green under the plaza lights.

Long Spear (Melee Weapon): Sharp. Durable. Inflicts corrosive damage.

The words flashed through his mind as Lin Jue blinked in surprise. In the last round, there had been instructions on the vial of the antibody he’d drawn, so he’d never experienced this magical revelation before. But many others had drawn “unscientific” abilities during the first round—teleportation, temporary invulnerability, the power to briefly conceal their presence. It would’ve been impossible for them to use those abilities correctly without guidance.

Delighted, Lin Jue descended the platform and proudly brandished the spear in front of Song Hanzhang, who took it to examine. He studied its unique green spearhead, then handed the weapon back without asking a single question.

“Did you get your reward yet?” Lin Jue asked him quietly.

“He and I both got healing magic,” the young man standing beside Song Hanzhang chimed in with a smile. He showed Lin Jue the silver-white sigil that circled his right wrist. “Maybe it’s a fixed reward for med students.”

Song Hanzhang glanced at the young man, then nodded to Lin Jue and introduced them. “This is Lin Jue. He survived the previous game, like I did. This is Shentu Hong, my classmate.”

Lin Jue sized Shentu Hong up. He looked refined and gentle. That was rare for guys their age; they tended to be pumped with excess adrenaline and hormones. Regardless, Shentu Hong’s tone was casual and cheerful.

“You can just call me Shentu,” he said, grinning. “The reading of it does sound a bit like a pig butcher, but I assure you, I’m a med student.”

Lin Jue chuckled.

Over at the platform, Lu Ren had already claimed his reward. From Lin Jue’s vantage point, he could see Lu Ren scratch his head, looking troubled over the jar of strange tubular objects he’d received, which he then stuffed into his pocket. From the orb, he casually pulled out his Tang sword from the last round too.

Song Hanzhang resumed his conversation with Shentu Hong. “Have they taken attendance in class over the past few days?”

Shentu Hong thought for a moment. “No—lucky you. You’ve been skipping nonstop lately. Weren’t you determined to get perfect attendance? Have you been missing class because you got dragged into this game?”

Ignoring the question, Song Hanzhang inquired, “Have you seen the ‘Lucky Eggs Wanted’ flyers plastered all over campus?”

“Flyers? Where were they?” Shentu Hong asked. “I got a white egg, but otherwise, I don’t recall seeing anything lucky-egg related.” He sighed. “If I knew this would happen, I’d never have taken that egg.”

Lin Jue peered at Shentu Hong, bewildered. He’d plastered that flyer everywhere on campus: How could Shentu Hong have missed them all? Or had Lilith prevented them from “cheating” using the flyers?

“Hello.”

Hearing that greeting, Lin Jue turned to see the two girls who’d been standing around nearby.

The taller, more mature-looking girl shifted her pipe to her left hand, extending her right toward him. Lin Jue was slightly taken aback—he was a bit rusty with such formal etiquette—but he shook her hand anyway. The girl in the red hat, more timid, flashed a well-meaning smile that made her look gentle and endearing.

“I’m Gu Fengyi,” said the tall girl, withdrawing her hand. “Did you survive the last game?”

“How did you know?”

“You’re calm, unlike us panicky rookies. You were fighting bugs earlier, weren’t you? I can detect their scent.” Completely at ease, she pointed to her lips.

Their scent? Lin Jue raised his arm to his nose, taking a whiff to make sure he hadn’t gotten any bug fluids on him.

“You won’t be able to smell it. She received ‘Snake Sense’ as her reward this round,” Song Hanzhang cut in, preventing Lin Jue from further embarrassing himself.

The girl in the red hat found them funny; she giggled softly. Flustered at having acted foolishly in front of the opposite sex, Lin Jue flushed.

“Hi, I’m Liu Qingqing,” the shorter girl said. “I reached the plaza with Fengyi.” Liu Qingqing was beautiful to begin with, and her smile gave that beauty an extra touch of sweetness.

“Oh, um…hi. I’m Lin Jue.” As he was unaccustomed to interacting with girls, Lin Jue looked away.

Gu Fengyi glanced back at Lu Ren, who stood chuckling at the survivor count displayed below the clock tower. Then she turned to Lin Jue again, her expression serious. “Who’s that guy you came with?”

“Lu Ren,” Lin Jue replied. “He survived the last game too.”

Gu Fengyi furrowed her brow. “He reeks of bugs. And, more importantly, of blood.”

Lin Jue fell silent.

“I see,” Gu Fengyi said knowingly when she witnessed his reaction. “We’ll try to keep our distance from him.” She led Liu Qingqing away to sit on the ledge of a nearby flower bed.

Only then did Shentu Hong connect the dots. “Did he kill someone?”

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t stop him in time.” Lin Jue didn’t know why he felt the need to apologize, yet under Shentu Hong’s pained gaze, he couldn’t help himself.

“Wait. Shouldn’t we all be working together to survive this game? Why kill someone?” Shentu Hong turned to Song Hanzhang, shocked.

Song Hanzhang pushed up his glasses. “Sorry. You’ve misunderstood. If player cooperation were truly possible, the last round would’ve ended with more than three survivors.”

“What exactly happened in that last round?” Shentu Hong pressed. “You said the point was to survive a campus full of zombies until dawn!”

Song Hanzhang was silent for a moment. In the end, he just said, “Shentu, don’t mistake this for an ordinary game. And don’t oversimplify human nature—it’ll get you killed.”

A soft laugh came from the flower bed. Gu Fengyi, leaning against Liu Qingqing, glanced sideways at Shentu Hong. “See that ‘Judas Rule’ on the billboard? Heh. The resurrected Judas is a corpse wearing human skin. Don’t tell me you think they’re here to help you through this challenge?”

Shentu Hong frowned. “That wasn’t my point. Even if the Judas sows discord among us, they can’t do anything to us if we stay united to achieve the same end. The danger of the Judas isn’t what they do, but that their existence makes us players suspect each other!”

Lin Jue had a light bulb moment. Yes—a team would fall apart if its members were suspicious of each other. If every member of a group acted on their own, even basic trust became impossible between them. Mutual suspicion and wariness would ultimately cause them to turn on one another. That was the true danger the Judas presented. Even if they did nothing at all, they’d already won half the battle.

Gu Fengyi stood up. Liu Qingqing rose as well. Shaking her head, she tugged Gu Fengyi’s sleeve, clearly wanting her to avoid getting into another argument with Shentu Hong. Alas, Liu Qingqing’s efforts failed.

“Hey,” Gu Fengyi said sharply. “See the survivor count over there? Two people are already dead. So, according to the Judas Rule, the Judas might’ve appeared already. And you’re still fooling yourself, preaching unity and friendship as if this were a spring picnic? Let’s face it. Even if the other five survivors make it here, we’re not going to form a functional team. And if you think you can save everyone… Who do you think you are?” She scoffed, then turned her head to one side and added, “Three more are arriving.”

Her tirade stunned Shentu Hong. After a moment, he countered, “If everyone thinks that way, the team will fall apart. There’s only one Judas, but if—”

Before he could finish, Gu Fengyi rolled her eyes and walked off, refusing to engage further in the conversation. Liu Qingqing, awkwardly positioned between the two, glanced back and forth. In the end, she gave Shentu Hong a pleading look, and he shut up.

Song Hanzhang patted Shentu Hong’s shoulder, then walked in the direction of the three rookies Gu Fengyi had mentioned. Lin Jue followed; he also found the air a little tense.

Glancing up, he saw that Lu Ren had climbed to the clock tower’s second level and now sat at its railing-less balcony, waving cheerfully at Lin Jue with a wide grin. Lin Jue pretended not to notice. Now he sort of understood why Gu Fengyi didn’t want to talk to Shentu Hong—they just weren’t cut from the same cloth.

From ahead came the sounds of hasty footsteps and ragged breathing. Then three newcomers stumbled across the bridge over the man-made river. The sole woman among them collapsed to the ground. The two men weren’t in a better state; they leaned against a lamppost, gasping for breath. All three looked shaken.

As Lin Jue approached them, Song Hanzhang questioned the chubbier man about the flyers. When this boy turned out not to have seen them either, Song Hanzhang didn’t show any disappointment. He seemed to have accepted the fact already.

At that point, Song Hanzhang gave the rookies a simple overview of the situation in the plaza and asked them what they’d encountered along the way. To one side, Lin Jue listened. The girl on the ground was breathing harshly, panting as though half laughing and half sobbing, and he debated helping her up. But his memories of the previous game’s bitter lessons remained vivid in his mind, and in the end he didn’t move.

Song Hanzhang, however, extended a hand to her like a perfect gentleman.

The girl glanced up at him, shook her head, and pushed herself to her feet. “Thanks,” she said, brushing off her pants.

“Aren’t you scared?” Song Hanzhang asked, taking in her calm demeanor.

She paused, then burst out laughing. “It’s because I’m so scared that I’m laughing,” she cackled. “I don’t know why, but I laugh when I get too scared. I’m like this when I watch horror movies too. My legs are still jelly right now, though. Oh—by the way, I’m Chen Lu.”

“Song Hanzhang. I got here a little ahead of you.”

With that, Song Hanzhang turned to chat with the larger man, whose bulkiness seemed to belie the distance they had to run to the plaza. Meanwhile, the other guy—who had bleached-blond hair—leaned against the lamppost, panting hard, before kicking the pole and cursing under his breath.

“Yo,” he called to Song Hanzhang, once he finally recovered from their run. “What the fuck’s going on?”

Chen Lu sidled close to Song Hanzhang. “That blond’s name is Lin Wei. He’s a notorious delinquent in our department,” she whispered. “He broke someone’s leg just two days ago. Better steer clear of him. The chubby one’s Qin Hanwen. He’s a pretty decent guy.”

Lin Wei shot Chen Lu a death glare. “Shut your mouth, bitch.”

The others’ presence must’ve emboldened Chen Lu as it did not appear that Lin Wei’s threat fazed her. She snorted and walked toward the clock tower. Liu Qingqing was already there, waving her over warmly.

Lin Jue checked the billboard again. Survivors: 11. Remaining Safe Time in Plaza: 35 min.

Nine people had now reached Clocktower Plaza. Song Hanzhang had arrived first, followed by Shentu Hong, then Gu Fengyi and Liu Qingqing. Lin Jue and Lu Ren’s subsequent arrival hadn’t really been early or late, and after them came the newest additions: Lin Wei, Qin Hanwen, and Chen Lu.

So at least two people were still missing—if the Judas had already appeared.

Following Song Hanzhang’s instructions, the three late arrivals claimed their rewards from the crystal-ball platform. The lessons Lin Jue had learned during the previous game made him pay close attention to these rookies, but they didn’t seem particularly wary.

Thuggish Lin Wei, who’d rushed ahead to claim his reward, received a machete. Now he was swaggering around, testing it ostentatiously. He even tried to intimidate Qin Hanwen, who flinched but didn’t dare retaliate for fear of provoking him. 

Lin Jue watched coldly for a while, assessing the threat Lin Wei presented, but he ultimately felt that this “delinquent” wasn’t worth worrying about. A hotheaded punk like Lin Wei might act tough and be quick to pick a fight, but there was a good chance that he wouldn’t actually dare to kill someone. Lin Jue, who’d killed many times, was likely far more ruthless when it came to taking lives.

Chen Lu had apparently received an ability; she was curiously examining the sigil around her wrist. Song Hanzhang showed her the ring of sigils he’d likewise received, probably giving her pointers on how to use it. Lin Jue, who was relatively familiar with Song Hanzhang’s methods now, knew that this was definitely a test to probe Chen Lu’s reward. She pressed her wrist to experiment with her ability; a crisp snap immediately sounded from a nearby parasol tree, and an entire branch fell to the ground.

She’d gained an invisible attack—maybe some sort of wind blade. Lin Jue couldn’t help feeling a twinge of envy. In the last round, his reward had been a single-use antibody; this round, he’d received a melee weapon. He’d never gotten one of those fascinating magical abilities.

Still… Stroking his spear, he decided that a tangible reward gave him a greater sense of security.

Liu Qingqing, who’d been sticking close to Gu Fengyi, ran over to show Chen Lu the sigil on her own wrist. The two girls whispered to each other for a while, then returned together to Gu Fengyi’s side.

Qin Hanwen went to claim his reward last, lugging his heavy body slowly up the platform. When the whirl of filmstrips appeared, he groaned and covered his eyes. As he began to descend again, it looked as though his eyes ached so much that he couldn’t see clearly; he nearly stumbled down the stairs. Since Shentu Hong possessed a healing ability, he approached to ask whether Qin Hanwen needed treatment, but he rubbed his eyes and replied gruffly that he was fine. It was just that he now saw distant things more clearly than those up close.

The final two rookies—a man and a woman—arrived when thirty minutes of safe time remained. The man dashed into the plaza clutching an iron shovel in one hand and pulling the woman along with the other. They didn’t slow down even after they’d crossed the man-made river, running all the way to the base of the clock tower.

“Are you all right, Xia Huan-jiejie1?” asked the young man, who looked only sixteen or seventeen. He had fair skin and large eyes: the spitting image of a manga bishonen.

Next to the pretty boy, the girl—who was plain to begin with—looked even less remarkable. She clutched her wounded arm and shook her head, scrunching her face up in pain.

Shentu Hong approached her. “Let me take a look,” he offered.

The girl eyed him dubiously, hesitant to trust a stranger.

“I don’t mean any harm,” Shentu Hong added, smiling. “This might sound a bit fantastical, but I just gained a healing ability. Maybe it’ll only take a second to heal your injury.”

“Why not give it a try?” the pretty boy asked, encouraging her.

Finally, Xia Huan extended her arm.

It looked like something had torn into her flesh. While the wound wasn’t deep, it was still bleeding. Shentu Hong touched the sigils on his left wrist with his right hand and brought them close to the injury. The silver-white sigils glowed, and tiny particles materialized in the air. As though drawn by an invisible force, they floated toward Xia Huan’s wound, which visibly healed until it sealed into a brownish scar.

Xia Huan’s eyes widened in disbelief.

Shentu Hong released his hand, his face pale. “There. It should be fine now.”

“How do you feel?” Song Hanzhang asked him.

“Not too bad. Just a little tired,” Shentu Hong replied. “With some rest, I’ll recover.”

“How long will that take?”

“Ten minutes? Half an hour? I’m not sure. Regardless, the ability has a one-hour cooldown.” Shentu Hong looked at the now-grayed sigils on his wrist.

“Thanks,” Xia Huan said gratefully, massaging the scar on her arm.

“Oh, no problem at all. That’s what I’m here for. Putting that aside, though, you two should go claim your rewards on the platform,” Shentu Hong reminded them kindly.

Voicing an acknowledgment, Xia Huan turned to the pretty boy.

He waved his hand. “Go ahead, Xia Huan-jiejie. Ladies first!”

At that, Xia Huan went to claim her reward.

“Are you from our school?” Song Hanzhang asked the boy, studying his incongruously youthful face.

“Of course! I’m already a third year.” The boy sounded offended that Song Hanzhang had doubted his age, but then he sighed and rubbed his cheek. “I know I don’t look it. I can’t do anything about being short or having a baby face, though.”

Xia Huan returned. On her waist was a medical kit marked with a red cross. “Why do you call me ‘Jiejie,’ then? Playing cute, are you?” she quipped.

“You called me ‘little Didi’2 first!” the boy grumbled.

“All right then, little Shan Liang-didi, go get your reward,” Xia Huan urged. 

The boy handed Xia Huan his shovel and hurried off to the platform.

Shentu Hong watched Shan Liang’s back, then turned to Xia Huan. “Did you two know each other before this?”

Xia Huan shook her head. “We met on the way here,” she replied. “I was trapped in a grocery store, and Shan Liang saved my life. Thanks again for helping me before. If I had known that I’d get this reward, I wouldn’t have troubled you. Healing me must’ve been exhausting.”

“Not at all.” Shentu Hong smiled politely. “My ability has no usage cap, and it’s better to use it than waste it. Is that a first aid kit you got?”

“Yeah. It should come in handy,” Xia Huan said with an uncertain smile, her eyes fixed on Shan Liang.

Up on the platform, Shan Liang received his reward, which looked like a can of insecticide. Seemingly indifferent, he simply tossed the can into his bag before running back to them with a grin.

“Insecticide seems pretty useless,” he complained. “Will spraying it really repel the bugs?”

“Depends how powerful it is,” Shentu Hong said. “Maybe the game-reward version is stronger.”

With a grimace, Shan Liang pulled the can from his bag. “It’s Raid. Want to try it?”

Looking at the blue canister, Shentu Hong burst out laughing. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. It’s better than nothing, right? And there are bugs everywhere around here. It might actually be pretty useful.”

Song Hanzhang glanced at the three of them, then silently turned away.

The number of people in the plaza—eleven—matched the survivor count. But having survived the last round, Lin Jue was all too aware of the Judas’s existence. He couldn’t shake his suspicion that one last newcomer was still missing, that one of the people standing here was the Judas.

Unfortunately, they didn’t have much time left to wait. Twenty-five minutes of safe time remained. 

Gathering everyone near the platform, Song Hanzhang gave a brief overview of what had happened during the previous round and of this round’s survival conditions, concluding with, “One last thing about everyone’s lucky egg: Even if you don’t have your egg with you right now, you should remember a sentence being written on it. That sentence was a crucial hint that could really help us survive until dawn.” He paused to ensure all the rookies’ attention was on him. “Even that key piece of information—that we need to survive until dawn—came from Lin Jue’s lucky egg in the last round, and it proved correct.” He scanned each newcomer’s face. “I’m sure no one wants to miss such a vital clue.”

“I wouldn’t,” Shentu Hong said, making him the first to respond. “My egg said, ‘Do you hate mosquito coils and insecticides? Trust me, bugs hate them too.’ So, little Shan Liang-didi, your insecticide is useful.”

Shan Liang blinked, looking pleasantly surprised.

After Shentu Hong took the lead, Xia Huan—whose arm he’d healed—also spoke up. “Mine said, ‘The latecomer ants gnaw on bones, scurrying all over.’ I didn’t know what that meant before, but now… I guess there’ll be ants?”

Baby-faced Shan Liang tilted his head. “Mine said, ‘At the round table of thirteen, one always lies.’ Probably a reference to Jesus and Judas?”

Shooting him a look, Gu Fengyi said, “Mine said ‘More and more, bigger and bigger.’”

Liu Qingqing was holding Gu Fengyi’s hand. Receiving an encouraging look, she said in a small voice, “Mine said, ‘The queen bee in her magnificent palace says, “Gray matter tastes as sweet as honey.”’”

Chen Lu thought back to her own egg. “Mine said, ‘They occupy their own territories, never interacting until death.’” She gestured for Qin Hanwen to go next.

Qin Hanwen reflected for a moment. “Mine was “‘The insects buzzed, “We live in the rainforest.”’ That doesn’t seem related to anything.”

Lin Wei was the only person left. Under everyone’s gaze, he spat and declared, “Fine—I’ll say it. ‘Spiders weave their webs, waiting for their dinner.’ The hell is this, Animal Planet?”

Once he’d spoken, everyone fell silent. Eventually, Song Hanzhang broke the quiet. 

“See the Judas Rule on that billboard? You newcomers may not know about it. Basically, the Judas is an evil NPC who resurrects a dead player and inhabits their body. They’ll impersonate that player flawlessly, from their appearance to their memories—therefore, they’re very difficult to distinguish. Based on Shan Liang’s egg, there’s a Judas in this round too, and they’re very likely already among us.”

Almost everyone—both the rookies and Lin Jue himself—appeared uneasy. It was hair-raising to hear that there was a killer among them.

Looking at the electronic billboard, Gu Fengyi asked, “If we kill this round’s Judas, will a new Judas Rule appear up there right away?”

“Probably not,” Shan Liang interjected. “Game systems take time to respond, right? That’s just a guess—I’ve played a lot of games.” He scratched the back of his head.

From above them came a chuckle. Lu Ren, still sitting on the second level of the clock tower, watched them with evident amusement.

“Nope,” he singsonged, twirling his sword. “I’m certain it won’t. If you kill the Judas, though, the Judas Rule will show up on the ground at that very spot. You could just try killing every suspicious person one by one. If you’re lucky, you’ll get the right one on your first try.”

The atmosphere below the clock tower immediately turned tense and awkward.

“You know all the essentials now,” Song Hanzhang told the rookies. “The game will get tougher as dawn approaches, but do whatever it takes to survive. I hope we’ll get a chance to work together.” With that, he signaled Lin Jue, and the two prepared to leave the yet-to-form “team.”

“Song Hanzhang, wait.” Shentu Hong grabbed his arm. “Are you splitting off? That’s too dangerous.”

“In my opinion, having more people around only increases the danger,” Song Hanzhang warned him. “Choose your teammates carefully, Shentu Hong. Don’t delude yourself into thinking that you can save everyone. In this game, your priority is to ensure your own survival.”

“I agree.” Gu Fengyi lifted her hand. “I never expected the last round’s survivors to help the rookies. After all, to you guys, the Judas being one of the newcomers would seem much likelier than it being someone who’d already survived a round. If I were a survivor, I’d prefer to team up with other survivors too.”

Her sharp gaze swept across everyone’s faces, including Lu Ren’s up in the clock tower.

“My reward was Snake Sense. The name says it all. It’s a fairly useful ability,” Gu Fengyi said, smiling faintly. Perhaps it was a trick of the light, but her pupils appeared narrow and serpentine. “Not to brag, but I’m also pretty good at fighting. Liu Qingqing’s joined up with me; her fire ability basically works against any kind of insect. But I’m forming a core team, and I need one or two more members, including at least one who can heal. Anyone interested in joining?”

What she’d said suggested that she’d be open to different recruits, but her eyes were fixed solely on Xia Huan and Chen Lu. Both girls hesitated.

“In this lawless place, with danger lurking everywhere, do you really want to travel with men you don’t know?” Gu Fengyi added.

Shentu Hong frowned. “Gu Fengyi, you—”

“I don’t mean anything by it,” she said, cutting him off. “It’s just that, when everyone’s struggling to survive, I don’t think you’d risk saving two girls who would likely drag your team down. But I’ll make sure they become assets, not liabilities.”

Gu Fengyi was confident, adaptable, and assertive—someone accustomed to being a leader. Lin Jue had gathered as much within a few minutes, since she made no effort to hide her personality.

In truth, Gu Fengyi would be a solid ally, but Song Hanzhang had no intention of working with her. Teaming up with Gu Fengyi would mean taking on her three teammates, and that package deal wasn’t worth the risk.

In the end, Xia Huan and Chen Lu did join Gu Fengyi’s group, so Shan Liang had to bid Xia Huan goodbye. Shentu Hong couldn’t stop them from deciding for themselves, so he turned to try and persuade the remaining rookies.

When only fifteen minutes of safe time were left, the teams in the plaza had solidified. Song Hanzhang and Lin Jue would move together; Lu Ren would undoubtedly act alone; the four girls—Gu Fengyi, Liu Qingqing, Chen Lu, and Xia Huan—had formed a group; and Shentu Hong had convinced Qin Hanwen, Shan Liang, and Lin Wei to form another.

Survivors: 11. Remaining Safe Time in Plaza: 15 min.


Chapter 3:
Before Midnight

 

AS THE PLAYERS IN THE PLAZA gradually took off, Song Hanzhang and Lin Jue crossed the bridge over the man-made river. The shrubbery around them was lusher than ever before, and they could hear the rustle of the insects crawling everywhere.

Song Hanzhang stopped. “Hear that?” he asked Lin Jue, who was walking behind him.

Lin Jue tilted his head to listen carefully, then replied in an uncertain tone, “Sounds like crickets.”

“Really?” Song Hanzhang glanced at the small bush the sound was coming from. “In this season and setting, that’s rather suspicious.”

Lin Jue’s body moved faster than his brain; he already had one foot into the greenery. “I’ll go take a look.” 

“Forget it. It’s not worth the trouble,” Song Hanzhang replied. “More to the point, don’t you feel like it’s warmer than it was an hour ago?”

“A bit, I guess.” Lin Jue tugged on his jacket collar. A coat of sweat covered his chest and back, but he’d assumed that was just from his nervousness.

“Probably more than a bit,” came Gu Fengyi’s voice. Her party of four had overtaken the pair. “And it’s more humid. The stench of blood is stronger, and the whole campus reeks with that foul insect odor. It wasn’t noticeable in the plaza, but the moment we stepped out, it was obvious.”

“Your point being?” Song Hanzhang looked the formidable newcomer in the eye.

Gu Fengyi offered him a polite smile. “I’m useful, aren’t I?”

“If you mean in terms of your ability, then yes,” Song Hanzhang replied coolly before casting a glance at the three girls who trailed her.

“The campus is only so big. We’ll cross paths again. When the time comes, I hope you won’t hesitate to lend us a hand.” Gu Fengyi smiled, the expression softening her aggressively striking beauty. “When I first got to Clocktower Plaza, you tricked so much information out of me. If I don’t get something in return, I’ll really lose out.”

Song Hanzhang rubbed the pattern on his wrist. “You didn’t take a loss.”

“Please.” Gu Fengyi snorted. “If it weren’t for Shentu Hong… Anyway, you’d better watch yourself.”

With that, she turned to leave. As she did, the chirping in the bushes abruptly stopped. Her back turned, Gu Fengyi couldn’t see what was happening behind her. But Lin Jue, who was paying attention, clearly saw a black shadow shoot out from the foliage toward her.

Danger! Lin Jue’s pupils contracted, and he instinctively took a step back. A second later, his spear was snatched from his hand. Gu Fengyi, reacting with breakneck speed, thrust the weapon forcefully at the lunging shadow. Its hard shell shattered with a crisp crack. Then the spear swiftly shifted direction, flinging the shadow to the far side of the stone bridge.

“Qingqing!” Gu Fengyi shouted severely.

Liu Qingqing jolted, finally snapping out of her shock over the surprise attack. She clutched the sigil on her left wrist, and a flare erupted in the air. Then a stream of fire shot like a bullet toward the black shadow, reducing it to ashes in an instant.

Gu Fengyi watched the charred insect for a few more seconds to confirm that it was dead, then handed the spear back to Lin Jue. 

“Sorry,” she said. “It was a survival reflex. This spear sure works better than this crappy pipe I picked up.” She flicked the pipe in her left hand.

“It’s fine,” Lin Jue said reluctantly as he reclaimed his weapon. 

Feeling defeated, he reflected on his carelessness. He’d had a clear view of that shadow, yet he’d reacted more slowly than Gu Fengyi, whose back had been turned. She must’ve moved the moment that rhythmic chirping stopped, or perhaps her Snake Sense had already detected the lurking insect.

“We’ve proven ourselves, haven’t we?” Gu Fengyi asked Song Hanzhang, her arm wrapped around the slightly pale Liu Qingqing’s shoulders.

Song Hanzhang pushed up his glasses. “Maybe—if you can survive this round.”

“What a long probation period,” Gu Fengyi muttered, pouting. She turned to Chen Lu and Xia Huan, who were stunned motionless. “Let’s go.”

Once the four girls had disappeared into the mist, Lin Jue finally asked Song Hanzhang, “What do we do next?”

“There’s lots on the list,” Song Hanzhang replied. “Let’s head to South Commercial Street for insecticide first.”

Immediately, Lin Jue remembered the freebie Lu Ren had given him. “I have a can.”

Song Hanzhang glanced at him but didn’t ask questions. “We’ll find somewhere to test it. Let’s go.”

Once they crossed the stone bridge, Song Hanzhang pulled a car key from his backpack and unlocked a private vehicle. Its headlights flashed twice. “Get in. We should reach North Commercial Street before Gu Fengyi’s group. Shentu probably has his sights set on South Commercial Street, and I don’t want to run into him right now.”

“U-Upperclassman Song…you even prepared a car?” Lin Jue exclaimed, astounded.

Song Hanzhang had already climbed into the driver’s seat. “After the lessons we learned in the first round, do you still want to run everywhere on foot?”

Lin Jue was silent. He’d actually been thinking they would.

“Being able to use this car is temporary, though,” Song Hanzhang added evenly.

“How come?” Lin Jue asked, but right away, he recalled Song Hanzhang’s conversation with Gu Fengyi. The temperature was rising, the humidity was increasing—and the insects were mutating.

Thwack. A moth slammed into the windshield. The wiper swept it aside.

The insects buzzed, “We live in the rainforest.”

A wild idea struck Lin Jue, and he boldly ventured a guess: “Is the campus’s climate changing?!”

“You’re finally using those brain cells,” Song Hanzhang said, shooting him a look. “I made some observations as we left the plaza. It’s still only in bud, but this entire area is indeed developing into a different biome.”

Lin Jue gulped, his nerves beginning to fray. “What’s that leading up to?”

“A complete transformation into a rainforest environment,” Song Hanzhang replied. “Tropical trees will sprout through cracks in the concrete and overtake the whole campus. Every building will be reduced to a ruin, so there won’t be concrete walls warding off the mutated insects. That will ultimately force us to fight in the rainforest. Of course, that’s the worst-case scenario.” He stopped the car. “We’re here.”

They had reached North Commercial Street where Lin Jue had been less than an hour earlier. Maybe it was coincidence, but the moment he stepped out of the car, he spotted the girl Lu Ren had killed. Or, to be more exact, he spotted her tragic corpse, which was crawling with giant flies and cockroaches.

Dozens of fist-sized flies buzzed as they feasted excitedly on the body. From afar, the insects looked like a writhing black mound. The air was full of nauseating buzzing and reeked of rot. Lin Jue gagged in disgust, covering his nose. Although this sight was less shocking than zombies tearing a living human apart, the stench was far more revolting.

Song Hanzhang held out his hand. “Insecticide.”

“I’ll test it—and try out my new weapon. It’s corrosive, you know. It’ll definitely come in handy killing bugs!” Lin Jue bragged like an excited child showing off his treasure. He hadn’t been able to reveal that fact in front of everyone at the plaza, and keeping it to himself had been driving him nuts.

“Mm.”

Song Hanzhang’s unsurprised look deflated Lin Jue a little. Still, he got out of the car to conduct the test. 

As Lin Jue approached the corpse, the putrid stench grew increasingly intense. Several large flies noticed him coming closer and abandoned the rotting corpse without hesitation to prey on his living flesh. Just the thought of those bugs touching him made Lin Jue want to scrub off a layer of his own skin. He absolutely didn’t want to fight the disgusting creatures.

He sprayed the insecticide wildly at the attacking flies, and they immediately turned and fled. Even the cockroaches on the corpse a dozen feet away abandoned their meal and vanished rapidly into the mist.

This can of insecticide was way too handy!

Ecstatic, Lin Jue turned and exclaimed, “It’s really useful!”

Song Hanzhang, who stood by the car, furrowed his brow.

“What’s wrong?” Lin Jue asked, puzzled by his impassivity. “Isn’t this a good thing?”

It was indeed a good thing. Too good. Lost in thought, Song Hanzhang gazed at the vines already creeping beyond the flower beds, the mangled and unrecognizable corpse in the middle of the road, and the endless mist.

“We’ll load all the grocery store’s insecticide into the car,” he decided on the spot. “Forget everything else. Let’s go.”

Lin Jue didn’t understand why, but he obeyed. The grocery store hadn’t stocked much insecticide: only about a dozen units, including mosquito coils. Lin Jue jogged out of the store carrying eight cans, plus five packs of burnable coils. As he loaded them into the car, Gu Fengyi’s group arrived.

“Two legs really can’t outrun four wheels,” Gu Fengyi remarked, eyeing the car with obvious envy. “The last round’s survivors have an edge that makes me so jealous.”

“There are a few grocery stores on this street, and two of them we haven’t touched yet. Feel free to go stock up at those,” Song Hanzhang told her.

The four girls’ expressions turned odd, and Gu Fengyi arched an eyebrow. “Why are you being so nice?”

“I wouldn’t be too reliant on insecticides, if I were you,” Song Hanzhang said, starting the car. 

“Thanks for the reminder.” Once the car had disappeared from sight, Gu Fengyi turned to the other three girls, who looked at her. “We’re still going to use insecticide if necessary,” she sighed. “It’s good for self-defense too. Let’s go gather some up.”

The girls nodded.

“But I need to make one thing clear,” Gu Fengyi added, standing on some steps and looking down at the other three. “Maybe none of you have ever even squashed a cockroach before today, but from now on, forget the habit of screaming whenever you see an insect! If any girl can’t control herself, I’ll make sure she remembers the lesson I teach her forever.” She flashed a ruthless smile. “I’m not one to go easy on ladies, you know.”

Chen Lu and Xia Huan lowered their heads, staring at the ground uneasily. They weren’t sure they’d made the right choice in joining this group, but it was too late to regret it now.

Meanwhile, Liu Qingqing’s eyes sparkled. Meeting Gu Fengyi’s gaze, she mouthed silently, “You’re so cool.”

Gu Fengyi smiled, wrapped an arm around Liu Qingqing’s shoulders, and began walking toward the next grocery store.

 

***

 

Across the campus, Shentu Hong led the other three boys to South Commercial Street. His shovel slung on his shoulder, Shan Liang looked around with wide-eyed curiosity. He was just like a nosy baby, but his good looks granted him enough leeway to forgive his almost annoying eagerness. Beside him, Qin Hanwen panted heavily, recovering from their short run earlier.

Shooting him a look, Lin Wei jeered, “Time to lose some weight, fatty.”

Qin Hanwen didn’t respond to what Lin Wei said. He was too naturally soft and timid to dare talk back. Besides, ever since he’d received the “Eagle Eye” ability in the plaza, he’d clearly seen the creatures that stirred restlessly in the darkness ahead, which filled him with terror and anxiety.

There were just too many bugs.

“All right, we’re here,” Shentu Hong declared, trying to ease the tension in the group. He pointed at the brightly lit grocery store. “There should be plenty of these stores around. Let’s go find insecticide first.”

 

***

 

The billboard back at Clocktower Plaza now read, Remaining Safe Time in Plaza: 0 min.

All of a sudden, the invisible barrier that had surrounded the plaza vanished. Slowly, the mist it had held back drifted toward the center of the plaza, permeating the space. Standing on the terrace of the clock tower’s second level, Lu Ren gazed at the billboard that displayed the survivor count, which was still eleven. A cryptic smile crawled across his face.

How fun.

 

***

 

The car finally stopped in the admin building’s underground parking lot.

“Every floor aboveground has fragile glass windows all over. A closed-off parking garage is safer—as this area becomes a rainforest, it’ll be less affected,” Song Hanzhang said.

Lin Jue nodded in agreement. “What next?”

“Working off what happened in the last round, we shouldn’t run into anything major before midnight. We can use the time to plan our next moves carefully based on what’s happening outside.” 

Song Hanzhang pulled a campus map from his bag. It was split into six main sections. The top left corner contained the gym and sports field. Beside those were Clocktower Plaza and academic buildings A through G. The North Residence was in the top right corner, the South Residence in the bottom left. Next to that were the library and the South Plaza complex. Finally, the bottom right corner held two squares and the theater area.

“That theater in the southeast would probably be the worst place to go,” Song Hanzhang said, circling the bottom-right section with a pen. “It’s surrounded by large green spaces, and the greenhouse is right next to it. It’ll definitely be the first place where the rainforest transformation is noticeable. Let’s finish checking it out before midnight.”

“What about the dorms? There aren’t many plants around those, so they should be safer, right?” asked Lin Jue, pointing to the two residence areas.

“Gu Fengyi and Liu Qingqing came from the South Residence,” Song Hanzhang replied. “I asked, and they said there are tons of cockroaches there, although those shouldn’t be too hard to fight. Still, the buildings down there are too densely packed. The rainforest transformation might eventually reduce them to rubble.” Song Hanzhang marked the two dorms on the map. “The main threat at either dorm should be cockroaches. There won’t be many other insects, which is actually an advantage.”

“Why won’t there be many others?” Lin Jue asked, puzzled.

“Think about the clues.”

“Oh, Chen Lu’s egg.” Lin Jue said, remembering. They occupy their own territories, never interacting until death.

“It’s a shame about her. Her ability—Wind Blade—is actually excellent, and while I was instructing her, I noticed that its cooldown time is very brief. Liu Qingqing’s fire ability is extremely useful too,” Song Hanzhang said with some regret.

“Then why did you refuse to team up with Gu Fengyi?” Lin Jue asked.

“I didn’t,” Song Hanzhang replied. “We agreed that if either of us runs into danger, the other will help out—provided they won’t be endangering themselves.”

You did? Since when? Lin Jue’s face blared the question.

Song Hanzhang glanced at him. “We don’t trust each other, so full cooperation is impossible—but if we both survive this round, then maybe at that point we’ll have built a bit more trust.”

“Do you not trust her because of the Judas?”

“In part.” Song Hanzhang didn’t elaborate. Instead, he flipped the map over and silently jotted down the clues they’d gathered in the plaza. “We’re enjoying a significant advantage in this round, which is that the lucky-egg clues are comprehensive. The game likely repeated the Judas Rule because the player who received the egg with the Judas hint died in the last round. The game apparently doesn’t want to withhold crucial information.”

More and more, bigger and bigger.

The queen bee in her magnificent palace says, “Gray matter tastes as sweet as honey.”

At the round table of thirteen, one always lies.

Do you hate mosquito coils and insecticides? Trust me, bugs hate them too.

Spiders weave their webs, waiting for their dinner.

The latecomer ants gnaw on bones, scurrying all over.

The insects buzzed, “We live in the rainforest.”

They occupy their own territories, never interacting until death.

“This round is very interesting,” Song Hanzhang remarked. “The survivor count displayed in the plaza was eleven, and exactly eleven people were there. That presents us with three possibilities: One, that all eleven were ordinary players, and the Judas hasn’t yet appeared. Two, that the Judas has already appeared and infiltrated our ranks. That would mean that one player is still wandering outside the plaza; they’re still alive, but they didn’t come to the plaza before we left. That wouldn’t make much sense, but we can’t rule it out entirely. Three, the Judas has appeared, but they deliberately avoided the plaza—maybe to lower our guard or to avoid…specific people.” As Song Hanzhang spoke, a question struck him. “Wait. Lu Ren killed that woman on North Commercial Street. How did he do it?”

Lin Jue blinked. “He strangled her.”

“She didn’t bleed?”

“No.”

Song Hanzhang scowled. “That asshole…”

“Is something wrong?” Lin Jue asked, confused.

“Gu Fengyi said that Lu Ren reeked of blood,” Song Hanzhang reminded him.

“So that blood came from someone else…?” Understanding dawned on Lin Jue. “Lu Ren’s killed more than one player!” His eyes widened in shock as everything clicked into place. “When we reached the plaza, only two people had died. If the Judas showed up, they would’ve been using one of those two corpses. And maybe the body we saw on North Commercial Street was too damaged to resurrect, so they couldn’t have taken over that one. If the Judas went to the plaza, Lu Ren would’ve recognized their body. That means back at the plaza…Lu Ren was just watching us like a show!”

“That’s in line with his personality.” Song Hanzhang rubbed his temple. “It’s possible that the Judas never went to the plaza at all because Lu Ren was there. His presence would’ve been far too dangerous to the Judas. Lu Ren might’ve killed them again on the spot—it’d have been taking a major risk. On the other hand, not finding a way to infiltrate a team early would work against them—later in the game, everyone’s going to be extremely wary of strangers. It’s also possible that the Judas hasn’t appeared yet. They could be waiting for another one of us to die, so they can seize the opportunity to resurrect that person’s body and slip into another group. It’s still hard to say right now. We’ll have to ask Lu Ren next time we see him.”

The situation had gotten murky. The more Lin Jue thought about it, the more his head ached. He gave up and instead studied the clues Song Hanzhang had written out, hoping to extract some useful information. Unfortunately, after staring at them for a while, all he could tell was that Song Hanzhang had excellent handwriting. Thus, when the upperclassman asked for his thoughts on the clues, Lin Jue grasped at straws.

“‘More and more, bigger and bigger’ means that things will get worse. The bugs that’ll appear in the game include bees, ants, and spiders. The rainforest transformation… Insecticides… The Judas… ‘Occupy their own territories’ probably means that the insects are divided into different areas. That’s about it, I think.”

Song Hanzhang sighed. “You missed the most critical parts.”

“What were those?” Lin Jue asked sheepishly.

“‘Spiders weave their webs, waiting for their dinner.’ That suggests that the spiders here live in colonies and build traps. We have to be careful, or we’ll have trouble escaping them. ‘The queen bee in her magnificent palace says, “Gray matter tastes as sweet as honey.”’ That reveals the bees’ feeding habits, and ‘magnificent palace’ indicates that the bees will likely have an…unusual dwelling, not a typical beehive. They’re probably the dominant monsters in a specific area. The most plausible possibilities would be the South Plaza or the theater. Those two clues aren’t too ominous; at least the spiders and bees are clearly area-specific monsters. If we’re cautious, we should be able to avoid their habitats.” Song Hanzhang pointed to a specific clue. “What worries me is this one: ‘The latecomer ants gnaw on bones, scurrying all over.’”

Lin Jue understood immediately. “So the ants won’t be area specific? They’ll be spread across the entire campus?”

“It’s not just that. I don’t want to overanalyze the details, but ‘latecomer,’ ‘bones,’ ‘scurrying all over…’” 

On the back of the map, Song Hanzhang wrote two words: Army ants.

Lin Jue paled. Those creatures were like piranhas, leaving nothing but bones in their wake. They were basically the killers of the rainforest.

“Fortunately, they won’t appear right away,” Song Hanzhang said. “Likely not until after midnight. We can only hope that there aren’t too many and that they aren’t too fast. Normal army ants only move about a hundred feet per hour, so even if they get bigger and faster, they shouldn’t be anything over the top.” Song Hanzhang set down his pen and leaned back in his seat, gazing out at the dim parking lot. “It’s not too late; we still have time. This round can’t be much harder than the last one. And now, even if we’re bitten, it won’t be lethal. On top of that, I have a healing ability.” He closed his eyes, his brow creased. 

Watching Song Hanzhang, Lin Jue for some reason sensed his faint fatigue. Was the upperclassman just exhausted?

Suddenly, Lin Jue remembered that particular night during that three-day period between the rounds, when they’d returned to the real world: Song Hanzhang had stood by the window, gazing outside, his back silhouetted against the glass. There had been a kind of suppressed solitude about him, and a subtle, almost imperceptible vulnerability and despair.

Lin Jue wanted to believe that had just been his imagination, but he knew that it hadn’t been.

“We will survive,” Lin Jue said into the silence, his voice low.

Song Hanzhang opened his eyes and looked at him calmly. Behind his glasses, faint light glinted in his eyes, like moonlight reflecting on a lake—serene and almost unbelievably gentle.

Taken aback, Lin Jue stumbled over his words. “It’s true. If it were just me, I definitely wouldn’t survive, but…you’re here, aren’t you?”

For a split second, Lin Jue thought that he saw Song Hanzhang smile. But then he blinked, and Song Hanzhang wore the same impassive expression as always.

They both fell silent for a moment. Then Lin Jue remembered something. “About the insecticide… Did you tell Gu Fengyi not to be too reliant on it because overuse will make the insects more resistant to it, like antibiotics?”

“Yes. Based on how the last round’s zombies evolved, relying on insecticide will ultimately lead to certain death. It might even accelerate the insects’ evolution. So avoid using it unless absolutely necessary, although it’s fine as a line of self-defense.” Song Hanzhang frowned again. “Now I’m worried that Shentu’s group might overuse it, given their inexperience.”

“Shentu’s group has some decent rookies,” said Lin Jue. Shentu Hong had made a good impression on him, even if Lin Jue didn’t totally agree with his opinions.

“Their abilities are nothing special,” Song Hanzhang replied. “Qin Hanwen’s is seemingly some kind of enhanced vision. Lin Wei got a machete; it might have special attributes, like your spear. Shentu, like me, received healing magic. As for Shan Liang…he’s more than meets the eye.”

Shan Liang? That baby-faced, minor-coded pretty boy? He’d actually made a good impression on Lin Jue as well. After all, he’d dashed all the way to Clocktower Plaza while dragging Xia Huan; he’d supposedly saved her life too.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“There’s absolutely no way his reward was that ordinary can of insecticide,” Song Hanzhang said firmly. “He stuffed whatever he received into his bag right after he got it, and then he only took the can out after Shentu prompted him to. He’d swapped it for his reward.”

“Maybe he stuffed whatever he got in his bag without thinking?” Lin Jue couldn’t believe that such an innocent-looking boy was so calculating.

“There’s another thing—Xia Huan mentioned that she was trapped in a grocery store and Shan Liang rescued her. A grocery store. Did you catch that? A grocery store,” Song Hanzhang repeated emphatically. He thought for a moment, then added, “The rewards distributed in the plaza can be mundane, like that dagger I got in the last round, but they’ve never been exact replicas of real-world items.”

Lin Jue nodded, adding the baby-faced boy to his mental list of dangerous individuals. Then something else struck him. “How do you know what rewards they got?”

Song Hanzhang gave him a long look. “What did you think I was doing in the plaza? Making small talk?”

Lin Jue was silent. For his part, he certainly had just been making small talk.

“At this point, I’ve basically figured out what the others’ items are—except Lu Ren’s. But…forget him.” Song Hanzhang checked the time. It was 9:15. “Let’s set some basic defenses up in this parking lot. Then we’ll head to the theater to see how rainforest-like the environment has become.”

 

***

 

“This is it.” Turning the handle, Song Hanzhang opened the heavy security door to reveal a room packed with monitors.

When he read the sign on the door, Lin Jue was a little surprised. “This is the main surveillance room? So it’s here in the admin building.”

There wasn’t anyone in the room, but the system was still running.

“I only went searching for this place after the last round of the game,” Song Hanzhang explained, approaching the controls to examine the monitors closely. “From here, we can see most of the campus’s key intersections; that said, the residences aren’t connected to this system. At any rate, for now, let’s assess the situation in each zone.”

After some thought, Lin Jue said, “If we can access this system, then we don’t even need to go to the Grand Theater, right?”

“No, we probably still do. Look here.” Song Hanzhang pointed at one monitor.

On-screen, a black creature crawled across the road. The low image resolution, poor lighting, and thick fog meant that it appeared as a blurry shadow; it was impossible to identify.

“It’s on the commercial street outside the South Residence, so I’m guessing that’s a cockroach,” Lin Jue said uncertainly.

The security camera was facing a row of shops. Suddenly, four panicked figures burst out of one store and dashed desperately toward the camera. Over a dozen dark shapes chased after them. The group veered toward the large sports field; the runner bringing up the rear—likely Shentu Hong—pulled shut the large metal gate at the field’s entrance. The shadows pursuing them slammed into the gate, too large to scurry through any gaps.

“That’s Shentu Hong’s group,” Lin Jue said as he recognized them.

The four ran into the range of a different camera, heading toward the sports building.

“They went inside,” Lin Jue remarked. “Have we got a camera feed for that building?”

Song Hanzhang shook his head. “The main surveillance room is only for monitoring the cameras on the campus roads. Each building’s indoor cameras are managed separately.”

“We haven’t seen Gu Fengyi’s group yet,” Lin Jue murmured.

“They probably went to the North Residence,” Song Hanzhang said as he shifted his attention to the area around the theater. “Things aren’t too difficult yet, so Gu Fengyi will use this chance to train her three teammates properly, and the relatively low-risk cockroaches in the dorms would be the best targets for that.”

The few streetlamps lit the area poorly, and the thick plant growth made it nearly impossible to check on things there via a security camera feed.

“Spider!” Lin Jue cried.

Song Hanzhang turned his head. On-screen, a massive spider slowly emerged from a flower bed. It crawled languidly toward a building before disappearing into the mist. The spider was so much bigger than a normal one that it resembled some grotesque multilegged alien.

“The South Plaza area is probably overrun by spiders,” Song Hanzhang noted, flipping open the map and marking it. Then, slightly puzzled, he murmured to himself, “So the bees must be in the theater. But are bees active at night…?”

Lin Jue mulled it over. “They shouldn’t be. Flowers close their petals at night, right? Don’t bees collect flower nectar?”

“The ones here aren’t interested in nectar,” Song Hanzhang replied.

Lin Jue gave a dry chuckle. “Sure wish I could shield my head,” he mumbled, recalling the hint that the bees fed on brains.

“That might actually be a good idea, if we find motorbike helmets around. I’ll add it to the list next time,” Song Hanzhang said, completely serious.

Lin Jue was speechless; he couldn’t decide whether he should tell Song Hanzhang that he’d been wisecracking. For the first time, he felt that Song Hanzhang’s excessive seriousness wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

 

***

 

The car stopped in front of the theater. Even inside the vehicle, Lin Jue could now spot the changes in their surroundings.

Three nights earlier, they had welcomed the dawn here. The plants weren’t so overgrown then, nor had there been a cacophony of insect noises. On an ordinary summer night, those chirps might just have been annoying—but tonight, they evoked profound fear. Countless enemies lurked in ambush amid the grass.

“The bugs making the noise shouldn’t attack us unprovoked, right?” Lin Jue asked worriedly, remembering the cricket that had suddenly pounced from the stone bridge.

“Hard to say. These crickets in the grass seem not to have a fixed territory. They’re everywhere, like the moths,” Song Hanzhang said quietly, watching the dark thicket. “At any rate, just be careful.”

The theater was directly ahead; a round building, it appeared large and uncanny in the night. Not a single light was visible from within. Behind it lay the greenhouse and botanical garden.

Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang headed down the stone path that cut through the lawn. The once neatly trimmed grass was now knee-high, as though it had been growing wildly for years. If they’d had any alternative, they would never have chosen this treacherous route.

Lin Jue was on constant guard in case a giant insect came out of nowhere. Maybe he was so tense that he was hearing things; he kept picking up on rustles in the thick grass. He focused intently on the ground, head lowered, the entire way—so when the buzzing in the air suddenly reached his ears, his body had no time to react.

“Get down!” Song Hanzhang shoved him down and swung his machete upward. Buzzing erupted, then fell silent, and something dropped to the ground next to Lin Jue’s head. Under the dim streetlight, Lin Jue saw that it was a bisected bee, its wings still fluttering.

Lin Jue clambered to his feet, rubbing the bloody spot on his forehead from his fall, and stared despondently at the mutant bee’s corpse. Frustrated, he stabbed its head with his spear for good measure.

As he was about to continue on, Song Hanzhang stopped him. “Don’t move.”

Puzzled, Lin Jue turned back, and Song Hanzhang’s hand covered his forehead. Lin Jue froze. The warmth of another person felt unfamiliar. In that moment, he stood stock-still as if bewitched, unable to react.

Faint silver particles swirled in the air. Song Hanzhang’s refined, handsome face blurred into their soft ethereal glow, looking like a distant, unattainable dream. The fresh wound on Lin Jue’s forehead gradually healed over, leaving a thin scab.

Lin Jue touched his forehead. Night in this rainforest was stiflingly hot, yet he could only feel the heat in his cheeks. “You didn’t need to waste energy healing that tiny cut,” he mumbled, embarrassed. “It didn’t even hurt that much.”

“The scent of blood attracts insects,” Song Hanzhang explained calmly.

Lin Jue shut up, turning away awkwardly as he realized that he’d misunderstood. A wave of inexplicable disappointment washed over him. So he wasn’t worried about me? How presumptuous of me to assume.

They pressed on, and the insects’ chirping gradually faded into the mist. Ahead lay the greenhouse and botanical garden. The mist-shrouded woods had an eerie, deathly stillness. The hopelessly feeble illumination from streetlights—now wrapped in vines—struggled to pierce the fog devouring their surroundings.

If he hadn’t been experiencing it in person, Lin Jue might’ve praised how perfectly the game created a gloomy atmosphere. But as they stepped into the perilous rainforest here and now, facing unknown enemies alone, just the psychological pressure was enough to break someone.

Faint buzzing surrounded them. Lin Jue couldn’t pinpoint where the noise came from; it seemed as though countless giant bees had encircled them already. Where were they in this vast expanse of white mist? Lin Jue’s hand grew clammy as it gripped his spear.

They were close—closing in. Right there! Lin Jue barely resisted the urge to bolt. The enemies hidden in the fog were stirring to attack, yet he couldn’t even gauge their direction or numbers!

Song Hanzhang’s terrifyingly calm voice sounded next to his ear. “To your right. Four o’clock.”

Without thinking twice, Lin Jue thrust his spear into the mist. A bee double the size of a human fist dropped to the ground, twitched a few times, and went still.

“Left, eleven o’clock. Raise your hand higher.”

A black outline lunged from that direction. Lin Jue swung his spear, but the shadow dodged nimbly, slipping past his spear’s attack range. Now it was too close—he couldn’t strike!

Lin Jue’s panic only lasted an instant, and his body reacted faster than his mind to meet the assault. He crouched slightly, and his free left hand drew his dagger at his waist.

The bee was very close now. He’d gotten a glimpse of its horrifying compound eyes and the fine fuzz on its head; it was mere inches away! Lin Jue slashed with the dagger, knocking the outline backward. Feeling solid impact against his blade sent a rush of adrenaline through him.

His hands trembled in excitement as the spear in his right hand brutally pinned the injured bee to the ground.

More and more bees were swarming around them. Amid the buzzing on all sides, Lin Jue spotted seven or eight of the insects charging toward them like fighter jets. There were too many to fend off! Lin Jue’s heart sank to the pit of his stomach. He’d been brimming with fighting spirit just before, but the rapidly deteriorating situation had extinguished it in no time.

Psssh! As soon as he heard that faint hiss, the pungent smell of insecticide flooded his nostrils. The bees mere inches away instantly veered off in another direction and vanished without a trace.

The can of insecticide in hand, Song Hanzhang chuckled. “See? It’s still quite useful.”

Lin Jue sighed deeply. Only now did he notice that his back was drenched in cold sweat. “I thought we were done for.”

Song Hanzhang looked askance at him. “You reacted correctly. However, your aim leaves much to be desired.”

Clearing his throat awkwardly, Lin Jue sheathed his dagger.

“Let’s go,” said Song Hanzhang.

They continued onward along the path overgrown by wild grass. In the mist, it seemed to lead into an unknown rainforest. Fortunately, the botanical garden was near.

This place was now truly a “plant paradise.” An enormous number of tropical plants had essentially taken over; a dense forest of towering trees blocked out the sky and barred human entry. Within those trees, insects rustled and chirped, and a sense of ominous foreboding permeated the mist.

The greenhouse next to the botanical garden was now engulfed by ivy. From afar, it looked like a giant green box.

Outside the botanical garden, Lin Jue paced back and forth. “Will the whole place really turn into a rainforest? That’ll make it tough to move around.”

Song Hanzhang pulled a flashlight from his bag, pushed aside the vines at his feet, and charged into the rainforest. Lin Jue hurried after him.

The pair strode through their tropical surroundings, the ground underfoot damp and muddy, tangled with roots and overgrowth. A careless step put one at risk of a tumble. Following Song Hanzhang’s example, Lin Jue cut a sturdy branch to use as a walking stick; he could probe the path with that. Then he forged onward.
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The now-forested botanical garden wasn’t actually that large, and they had soon crossed it. Song Hanzhang stopped before a massive tree, and his flashlight’s beam fell on a shadowed area behind its trunk. He walked toward it and crouched down.

Lin Jue joined him, his eyes widening at what he saw.

Song Hanzhang’s flashlight was shining on a highly decayed, mangled corpse, hideous and horrifying. Its eyeballs had long since rotted away, leaving two black hollows now infested with white mutant maggots. The bees had probably sucked its skull clean of brains.

“Why is there a corpse here?!” Lin Jue hissed, full of indescribable terror.

Song Hanzhang used a stick to lift the corpse’s wrist. A ring of sigils was still faintly visible on its rotting skin.

“This was a player,” he stated confidently. “But not one from this round.”

“So past players’ corpses stick around?” Lin Jue asked, incredulous.

“Lu Ren came out of the North Residence. He couldn’t have killed someone here,” Song Hanzhang reasoned. “And if he had, then even if this rainforest environment accelerated the corpse’s decay, it wouldn’t have reached this level of decomposition.” He stood up straight. The foul decayed smell that hung in the air made him very uncomfortable.

I didn’t notice any former players’ corpses last time, Lin Jue reflected. But that round was zombie-themed—the dead either got eaten or turned into zombies. If they were mixed in with the zombie horde, it makes sense that I didn’t see them.

He sighed. “Corpses remain, huh…?”

Song Hanzhang didn’t respond. Lost in thought, he stared at the rotten body. So, a former player’s deeply decayed corpse had shown up here.

Finally, he seemed to weary of his meaningless postulating. Leaning on his makeshift cane, he turned to leave. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 4:
The Undefeatable Foe

 

AS THEY RETRACED THEIR STEPS, Song Hanzhang was completely silent.

Lin Jue sensed the shift in the atmosphere. “Upperclassman Song, was there something wrong with that corpse just now?” he asked uncertainly.

“No.”

Lin Jue was skeptical. He wasn’t a very perceptive person, but when it came to Song Hanzhang’s emotions, he often had uncanny intuition. Since the end of the last round, the upperclassman seemed to have been hiding something deep down—perhaps something so terrible that it scared and confused even the usually fearless Song Hanzhang.

That moment when Lin Jue saw Song Hanzhang standing alone by the window in the dead of night, anxious, hadn’t been his imagination. He didn’t want to pry, nor disrupt the delicate balance between them, but one day he would need to know the reason for Song Hanzhang’s unease.

“I won’t force you to share things you don’t want to. I’m sure you have your reasons. Still, I’ll say this: Don’t shoulder everything alone. We’re partners. We’ll survive together—for sure,” Lin Jue told him, watching the scenery outside the window rapidly recede. The beauty of the mist-enshrouded world harbored peril beneath its surface—just as Song Hanzhang himself did.

The ride was bumpy as the car drove over ground rendered uneven by wildly spreading vegetation. Inside, silence reigned. Just when Lin Jue thought that Song Hanzhang wouldn’t respond at all, he heard that uniquely cool, clear voice. 

“Is there even any meaning to this struggle?” The words were heavy with exhaustion and weariness.

“How could there not be?” Lin Jue responded. “I don’t know how to break this death-game loop, but if I die here, no one will ever remember that I existed! Lilith herself said that the dead don’t deserve the honor of being remembered.” A nameless emotion swelled in his chest, tender yet fervent, and he said, “I don’t want you to forget me, Upperclassman Song—and I don’t want to forget you. If we die here, it’ll erase every trace of our existence. I don’t want that. So we have to hold out—both of us—and live.”

“Actually, the players of this game don’t forget their deceased teammates,” Song Hanzhang replied in his usual icy tone, and Lin Jue felt a wave of disappointment. After a brief pause, though, a hint of warmth seeped into Song Hanzhang’s otherwise frosty words: “Still, you’re right about one thing—we’re each other’s proof of existence in this world.” Lin Jue stared at him with unconcealed astonishment. Then Song Hanzhang added, “Even though we’ve only known each other for a short time… Lin Jue, you’re an excellent teammate.”

Before Lin Jue realized it, the corners of his mouth lifted. The joy of being acknowledged by Song Hanzhang filled his heart, making even this horrifying night feel strangely tender. “You’re an excellent teammate too, Upperclassman. I’d give you a score of ninety-nine percent,” he quipped with a grin.

Song Hanzhang, who was still driving, shot him a puzzled look. He didn’t ask aloud, but his expression clearly asked, How did I lose a point?

Lin Jue pressed a fist to his lips, barely suppressing his grin. “If you smiled more, I’d give you a perfect score.”

Song Hanzhang could have never expected that, despite the atmosphere, Lin Jue would still feel like teasing him. Taken aback, he couldn’t help but chuckle, his cool, sharp eyes softening. 

Lin Jue, equally surprised to have actually made Song Hanzhang laugh, simply stared, transfixed for a moment. Then he murmured in quiet wonder, “You really should smile more often.”

Alas, as was Song Hanzhang’s wont, his brief smile quickly faded back into his usual impassiveness. Lin Jue let out a soft sigh of regret.

 

***

 

The car pulled once more into the admin building’s underground parking lot. Closing the iron gate behind them, the pair returned to the surveillance room.

“This building hasn’t got any unique insects. So far, we’ve only encountered a few stray cockroaches and moths. And nothing major should happen before midnight. But after that…” Song Hanzhang, who’d been watching the monitors, suddenly stopped mid-sentence. He stared intently at one of the monitors.

Following his gaze, Lin Jue widened his eyes. Ants!

Swarming masses of ants poured from the flower beds under Clocktower Plaza’s nominal clock tower. Here and there, a solitary ant circled the central plaza, then locked on to a target and headed toward the green space. In the fog, the grass stirred, shadows shifting within.

Song Hanzhang checked his watch: 10:05 p.m.

“They’re hunting,” Lin Jue said, nearly pressing his face to the screen as he scrutinized the blurry feed.

“Army ants attack other insects.” Song Hanzhang narrowed his eyes, his tone grave.

“That’s actually good news,” Lin Jue remarked optimistically. “If the bugs are fighting among themselves, it’ll give us more time to escape.”

There still weren’t many army ants in the plaza. Scattered individuals were emerging from the flower beds to roam the perimeter, but they hadn’t yet cohered into a force that could sweep the whole campus.

“Keep an eye on them,” Song Hanzhang told Lin Jue. “They’ll likely become the greatest threat to us, especially those huge soldier ants.”

Lin Jue nodded, glued to the screen. “They’re pretty fast,” he said nervously.

“Individuals ants are faster,” Song Hanzhang said, frowning at the monitor. “But once they form a group, their speed drops to less than one-fifth of their solo pace. That’s manageable, as long as we don’t get surrounded. Of course, there’s also the issue of mutations.”

There were simply too few cameras, especially around Clocktower Plaza, which didn’t contain many buildings. Only two cameras were mounted outside the clock tower itself; they captured a limited area, and their image resolution left much to be desired.

“Want me to go scout the plaza?” Lin Jue offered after watching the feed for a while.

Song Hanzhang rejected the idea point-blank. “No need to take a risk like that. Others will scout for us.”

“You mean…?”

“The army ants are gathering. Once they’ve formed a large enough group and wiped out all the plaza’s other insects, they’ll naturally spread out in search of more food.” Song Hanzhang studied the map. “Shentu’s group is in the sports field to the west; Gu Fengyi’s team is east of the plaza, around the North Residence. The ants could go in either direction.”

“What should we do, then?” Lin Jue asked.

“We wait.” Song Hanzhang seemed to have a plan already. Setting the map down, he resumed observing the situation on the monitors.

By 10:30 p.m., the first army ants to appear had completely wiped out the other insects hidden in the grass. They returned to the central plaza one by one.

By 11:00 p.m., the ants had assembled into large squadrons at the base of the clock tower, ready to take action.

By 11:15 p.m., the ants that had left the plaza to scout other areas returned to the main force, and the entire army began marching westward.

“They’re heading toward Shentu,” Lin Jue said, his tone grave.

Song Hanzhang watched the screen impassively. “That should work in our favor.”

“How so?” Lin Jue didn’t get it.

“Gu Fengyi’s group mostly relies on ranged magical attacks. Those won’t give us as full an understanding of the army ants’ dynamics as watching someone fight them up close would. Plus, Gu Fengyi’s got Snake Sense, so her team isn’t likely to be trapped in a siege. Besides, she’s extremely cautious… So if we want to gather intel, Shentu’s group will make that easier.”

At 11:35 p.m., four figures burst from the sports building.

Song Hanzhang rose from his seat. “Let’s go!”

 

***

 

The concrete roads had begun to crack. As the car rolled over the tree roots pushing up through the pavement, it jolted repeatedly, the bumping more violent than before.

The world outside had changed beyond recognition. Trees grew so densely along the roads that they almost formed a solid wall of foliage. A thick layer of vines clung to every building, cloaking the exteriors and even creeping in the windows. It was as if the campus had been abandoned for decades, reduced to a paradise for plants and insects—but a hell for humans.

“Upperclassman Song! In front of you!” Lin Jue cried, pointing at a figure that stood in a gap in the wall of trees. The area was dimly lit; if Lin Jue hadn’t had sharp eyes, he could easily have missed it.

Song Hanzhang slammed on the brakes, and the car lurched over the protruding roots, skidding to a halt.

“Hey, cabbie, I wasn’t hailing a ride,” Lu Ren called, grinning cheerfully from where he leaned against a parasol tree.

Ignoring the remark, Song Hanzhang went straight into interrogation mode: “Did the Judas appear while we were in the plaza?”

Lu Ren rubbed his lower lip with his thumb. “Guess.” Song Hanzhang stared at him, not speaking, and Lu Ren spread his hands. “All right. Fine. No, they didn’t.”

“I see.” Song Hanzhang sighed. “Want a ride?”

“Where to? Hell?” Lu Ren asked, again grinning.

“Sorry. I’m not heading there for now,” Song Hanzhang replied coolly. “Goodbye.”

“Oh—one more thing,” Lu Ren added, and Song Hanzhang paused. “Even if the Judas hadn’t shown up at that point, someone even more dangerous is mixed in with the other players.”

“Are you going to tell me who?” Song Hanzhang asked stonily.

“Nope.” Lu Ren smiled, waved, and turned to leave.

Once he was out of earshot, Lin Jue whispered, “Who was he talking about?”

“I don’t know,” Song Hanzhang answered.

To Lin Jue, it felt like every word Song Hanzhang and Lu Ren exchanged was layered with hidden meaning. Unfortunately, he wasn’t privy to the unspoken understanding they shared, so he couldn’t grasp the implications. Frustrated, he stroked the shaft of his spear in brooding silence.

 

***

 

The car continued forward. Near the library, they “happened upon” Shentu Hong’s group as the four rushed out the sports field’s south exit, all panting heavily. Shan Liang tripped over Lin Wei’s machete and fell hard to the ground, slamming his head into the wire-mesh fence.

The pursuing army ants were nearly upon him, and his eyes widened in terror. But Shentu Hong—who’d been running ahead of him—heard him fall and immediately doubled back. He yanked Shan Liang to his feet. “Get up! Run!”

Song Hanzhang slammed on the brakes, stopping the car just in front of them. “Get in!”

Lin Wei and Qin Hanwen scrambled into the back at once; then Shentu Hong shoved Shan Liang in, which filled all the seats. Taking his size into consideration, Qin Hanwen pulled Shan Liang onto his lap, letting Shentu Hong squeeze in.

The car sped off in a cloud of dust, leaving the army ants far behind.

Shan Liang clutched his head, which he’d bashed first on the fence and then on the car roof. His eyes welled up with pitiful tears. “Ow…”

“Let me see.” Shentu Hong gently pulled Shan Liang’s head closer and began to heal him.

Shan Liang leaned on Shentu Hong’s shoulder, obediently accepting his help, and whispered a quiet “thank you.” 

Shentu Hong just smiled. “Don’t mention it. It’s what teammates do.”

Lin Wei snorted mockingly.

Song Hanzhang glanced at the quartet in the rearview mirror. “Were those bugs chasing you just now army ants?” he asked, feigning ignorance.

“Almost certainly,” Shentu Hong replied. “No other species would gather in such huge swarms. The smaller ones aren’t too dangerous individually, although they’re so tiny that hitting them is tough. The real threat is those mutant soldier ants. They’ve got massive mandibles, they can spray secretions, and they’re about the size of a bucket. When a squad of those charges, it’s deadly.”

Looking back at the receding horde, he contemplated worriedly, “How do we deal with these things? There are just too many of them. Once they surround you, it’s no small feat to break away.”

“There’s a man-made river between the library and the IT building, and the wooden bridge crossing it has no railings. We’ll try to block the ants there. The whole campus is becoming a rainforest, though. We eventually won’t be able to outrun them,” Song Hanzhang said.

Shentu Hong sighed. He kept glancing back to see whether the ants were catching up. Fortunately, the car was fast, and the swarm had disappeared.

“Where were you guys staying before?” Song Hanzhang asked suddenly. “The sports field?”

“Oh—yeah, that’s right,” Shentu Hong confirmed. “At first, we were completely safe hiding in a room on the upper floor of the sports building. A few centipedes showed up now and then, but they were easy to wipe out with insecticides… That said, insecticide is becoming less effective. Qin Hanwen spotted the army ants coming. Thank goodness he stayed more alert than we did and monitored the situation outside. Otherwise, we would’ve been trapped.” He gave Qin Hanwen an encouraging smile.

Qin Hanwen looked embarrassed, while Lin Wei snorted derisively but said nothing.

Shan Liang squirmed a bit on Qin Hanwen’s lap. “Ants are so scary,” he muttered, pale.

A cute, obedient pretty boy like Shan Liang always evoked sympathy, and as if on cue, Shentu Hong patted his head. “It’s okay now. We’ll be fine.”

Ahead, two massive trees blocked the concrete road. Song Hanzhang slammed on the brakes. “This is as far as we can go. Run!”

The five passengers got out and sprinted toward the river. Song Hanzhang hung back to grab a can of gasoline from the trunk, then followed. They crossed the wooden bridge, which was wide enough for three or four people to walk abreast, and regrouped on the far side. Thick fog had swallowed their surroundings; the streetlights cast only a feeble glow into the mist and darkness.

Song Hanzhang began to pour gasoline along the bridge’s entire length, starting at the far end. The liquid’s pungent fumes spread through the fog, so strong that it felt as though a single spark would birth an inferno.

“If we’re lucky, the ants will touch this with their antennae and confuse themselves, since gasoline disrupts their pheromones,” Song Hanzhang said, tossing the empty can aside. “But if not, we’ll set the bridge on fire and retreat. Once it’s burning, the ants won’t be able to cross, and we’ll have plenty of time to escape.”

“Yo!” Lin Wei shouted. “What if the ants can swim?”

Shentu Hong thought for a moment. “Normal ants can float by stretching their bodies out to create surface tension, like water striders. But if that tension is broken, they drown. Army ants can also supposedly form clusters to cross water. The outer layer of ants may drown, but those in the center of the cluster are fine.”

Shentu Hong was more knowledgeable than Lin Jue expected. He looked at the other team’s leader with newfound respect.

“They won’t do that,” Song Hanzhang said confidently. “They’ve grown too large. Forget crossing water. They’re getting so big that whether their exoskeletons can even support them is an issue. But the air’s oxygen level will limit their maximum size.”

“That’s a relief.” Qin Hanwen managed a wry smile. “I really don’t want to face giant prehistoric insects like the ones in sci-fi movies.”

The six now stood at the far end of the wooden bridge.

Song Hanzhang closed his eyes, listening intently. “They’re here.”

Noise from a distance crescendoed—the rustle of crawling legs, the sound of dry leaves being crushed under a massive advancing horde. The fearsome legion of hunting ants was surging toward them through the mist.

Qin Hanwen squinted into the fog and gulped. “Army ants,” he whispered. “Lots of them.”

Lin Jue’s heart pounded. Blood rushed to his limbs, and the hand gripping his spear grew hot and swollen—whether from fear or bloodlust, he couldn’t tell.

No one spoke. The only sound was the approaching clamor.

Finally, from the blackness of the foggy night, the players’ most terrifying enemies emerged, revealing their hideous forms. The ant swarm’s sheer density was harrowing. Their numbers were endless, inexhaustible. These few humans stood no chance against them.

Like cavalry from hell, massive knee-high soldier ants led the charge, snapping ferociously in the dark, misty night. The gasoline clearly slowed them down, creating a bottleneck centered on the far bank. Still, the soldier ants trampled through the slick fuel and charged across the bridge.

On the far bank, Lin Jue—who stood in front of the others—easily swept the first ant that reached him off the bridge into the river. It flailed a couple times and sank.

Thank goodness. The ants couldn’t swim.

Before Lin Jue could relax, though, more and more ants surged toward him. The black tide of soldier ants was charging with unstoppable force. One, two, three… The terrifying predators had grotesquely oversized mandibles, and their brown-black carapaces gleamed with a unique sheen. They were so agile that Lin Jue struggled hitting with thrusts to pierce their bodies. He could only sweep them into the water one by one.

In combat, the ants were far less daunting than the zombies…but their sheer numbers were still too great.

Next to Lin Jue, Lin Wei hacked furiously at the monsters with his machete. Severed insect limbs and splattered hemolymph covered the ground. But even after the players’ arms grew sore and aching, the number of ants showed no sign of diminishing. It was as if they couldn’t be killed off.

Worse still were the smaller worker ants. No bigger than basketballs, they dodged attacks effortlessly and brandished their razor-sharp mandibles, seeking to tear viciously into the players’ ankles.

The unending flood of ants continued to pour onto the bridge.

As the crisis unfolded, Lin Jue focused on the six feet in front of him. Any ant that entered that space instantly triggered a reflexive spear thrust. If that first strike missed, he’d sweep with a second. His brain processed rapidly, mapping the ants’ movement patterns in real time—their speed, trajectory, evasion tactics. He rarely missed.

His long weapon gave him such an advantage that he alone defended most of the bridge. Lin Wei and Qin Hanwen guarded the sections he couldn’t reach to either side, while Shentu Hong and Shan Liang covered the rear, killing whatever ants slipped through. Song Hanzhang patrolled the riverbank, finishing off those that managed to crawl ashore.

This mechanical slaughter went on for who knew how long. Lin Jue’s arms grew too heavy to lift. Sweat streamed from his brow. Worst of all, pain began to saw at his head, severely clouding his judgment. He’d forced himself into a state of detached focus, relying purely on his willpower to maintain its fragile balance. If he lapsed for even a second, he’d face thousands of ants flooding across the bridge.

Despair settled over everyone. Giving this unending horde the slightest opening would mean being swarmed and bitten to death.

What broke the balance at last was Qin Hanwen’s sudden scream. A worker ant had crawled onto his foot. As he kicked wildly, trying to shake it off, more ants swarmed up his ankle.

Shentu Hong yanked him away from the front line and blasted his leg with insecticide. As he sprayed and sprayed, the ants finally released Qin Hanwen’s pants, and the pair stomped them to death.

In those short seconds, though, dozens of ants broke across the bridge. They latched onto Lin Wei’s pant legs and scrambled upward. He shrieked, frantically brushing them off and stomping on the new wave of foes.

As chaos erupted, their already precarious line of defense collapsed entirely. The ant army surged forward, surrounding them.

Lin Jue’s splitting headache was so intense that it blurred his vision. His last shred of sanity told him that they couldn’t hold their position and they needed to retreat. Stumbling backward, he bolted clear of the encircling ants.

The immense ant horde kept flooding over the bridge. 

The players scattered in panic. Only Song Hanzhang rushed to the bridge, where he ignited the gasoline.

Fire instantly painted the night sky crimson. The flames engulfed the wooden bridge in seconds, even lighting up the gasoline-stained ants, their advance forcibly halted. Black shapes writhed among the dancing flames; what looked like fireballs tumbled continually into the river, where the current swallowed them.

Lin Jue forced himself to rally, lifting his aching arms to impale every ant that had crossed before Song Hanzhang set the bridge ablaze. The others slowly regrouped beside the bridge. They collapsed to the ground, gasping for breath.

This intense, highly focused, mechanical combat had drained everyone’s strength in just ten minutes or so. Fear now lingered on all their faces.

Lin Jue rubbed his temples, feeling his headache ease. He no longer felt like bashing his head against a tree, at least. He’d rarely suffered headaches, having always been rather healthy, and as such, his skill at massage had usually been reserved for his parents. Rubbing his own head now felt oddly novel.

“Have you got a headache?” Song Hanzhang asked.

“Yeah. I probably focused too hard,” replied Lin Jue. He stopped massaging his temples and heaved a long sigh. “It’s better now that I’ve relaxed.”

He didn’t understand the hyperfocused state he’d entered during the battle with the ants. It was as if he’d forgotten everything around him and adopted a headspace dedicated to combat. His subconscious had calculated enemy trajectories, letting him strike with precision. He’d felt something similar when he retrieved the antibody from the zombie horde during the last round, but not this intensely. This had felt like innate combat instinct.

Lin Jue stared blankly at the flames, which had now fully consumed the bridge that had been crawling with army ants. In the brilliant firelight, groups of writhing black shapes burned to ashes. What a dazzling sight…

Song Hanzhang frowned at the others as they sprawled haphazardly on the ground, seemingly uncaring of any potential danger. “If you don’t get up soon, you’ll be fighting moths next. A ton of them.”

Said phototactic foes were already eagerly gathering to throw themselves into the fire.

Shentu Hong had been fleeing without any direction. This harrowing fight had finally given him a taste of the game’s dangerous nature, and he instinctively turned to his classmate for guidance.

“Where do we go next?” 

“This fire won’t stop the army ants permanently,” Song Hanzhang said. “They’ll find another bridge to cross pretty soon. We’ll just have to take our chances. Let’s go!”

The exhausted group followed him south, running along the river connected to Lake Bi. Thick, lush trees lined the lake, and even the concrete roads had been overtaken by plants, which made the run grueling. At the student center, they turned left into the South Plaza complex, where they stopped near the fountain. 

Shentu Hong scanned their surroundings. “Is this area safe?”

“There’s no such thing as a safe place,” Song Hanzhang replied once he’d caught his breath.

The plaza itself wasn’t yet overrun by plants, but the nearby buildings crawled with vines. Even the central fountain had run dry; the various types of vegetation that replaced its water resembled a frozen green geyser. The outer wall of concrete and porcelain tile was cracked and crumbling, as though the fountain had been abandoned for at least half a century.

Shan Liang hopped down from the fountain’s ledge and wandered around the flower beds, peering everywhere. The chilling moments earlier seemingly hadn’t gotten to him. 

“So what do we now?” he asked curiously. “Just find someplace to wait for dawn?”

Lin Wei spat, then slumped on the ground to gulp some water. “If it weren’t for that dumb fat ass, we wouldn’t have needed to run with our tails between our legs. Yo—fatty! What use is all that blubber if it’s not for feeding ants? If I were you, I’d have killed myself out of shame already.”

Qin Hanwen flushed red and stared at the ground in silence.

“That wasn’t Qin Hanwen’s fault,” Shentu Hong upbraided Lin Wei sternly. “There were too many ants; a mistake was inevitable. We were going to have to retreat eventually.” Qin Hanwen looked gratefully at him, and Shentu Hong smiled back. “We’re a team. We should support and help each other.”

“Shentu’s right,” Shan Liang chimed in, blinking his big eyes. “If you hadn’t pulled me up back at the sports field, I’d probably be dead already.”

Lin Wei rolled his eyes, completely dismissive of this “team spirit.” Still, even he had enough sense to know that tackling such a dangerous place solo would do him no good, so he grudgingly stuck with his temporary allies.

Song Hanzhang adjusted his glasses, offering no comment on Shentu Hong’s words. Shentu Hong had lost both parents young and been raised by his grandparents, yet he was a staunch idealist. His life goal was to become a Doctors Without Borders physician. Song Hanzhang admired his character and aspirations—but only in the world outside this death game.

The new rainforest environment made the night air hot and muggy. As he listened to Shentu Hong and Shan Liang chat, Lin Jue couldn’t help recalling Song Hanzhang’s warning that Shan Liang was more than he seemed. He studied the pretty boy closely but saw nothing amiss.

Then a rustling sound among the plants caught his ear. It had come from inside the fountain, and Lin Jue turned sharply toward the noise. The fountain’s interior, overgrown with shrubs and grass, was pitch black; it was impossible to see what lurked within.

“Something is…” Lin Jue started to warn the others, then his eyes widened.

A spider. A giant spider!

The arachnid surfaced slowly, its eight legs dragging its excessively plump abdomen as it emerged from the thick grass. Its chelicerae—the girth of an adult human’s thigh and covered in black bristles, with sharp fangs at their tips—gripped the fountain’s edge. The spider’s head appeared to be covered in jet-black eyes glinting ominously. Although it was a common spider, the creature’s colossal size made it monstrous and terrifying.

More rustling came from the grass. A second spider crawled out. Then a third.

Lin Wei screamed and bolted. It wasn’t just him who fled; everyone else scattered, running for different buildings. Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang dashed up to the med school’s academic building, and Lin Jue used his spear to slash through the thick cobwebs that sealed the entrance. The giant spiders behind them didn’t give chase. They crawled past the fountain and slowly retreated back into the grass.

“Why aren’t they coming after us?” Lin Jue asked from inside the doorway, watching the giant spiders.

“Spiders don’t actively chase prey,” Song Hanzhang replied, his gaze fixed on the rundown fountain. “It was basically trying to intimidate us. But it may have other priorities, like laying eggs.”

Lin Jue shuddered. “You mean it’ll spawn a swarm? Like back in Clocktower Plaza?”

“Maybe. But…” Song Hanzhang’s lips curved into a faint smile. His tone was oddly light. “It probably won’t get the chance.”

He’s smiling? Dumbfounded, Lin Jue stared at Song Hanzhang’s profile until that fleeting smile vanished completely.

He soon understood what Song Hanzhang meant, however. A few stray soldier ants entered the South Plaza, and the giant spiders—sensing that their territory was being invaded—slowly emerged from the dry fountain, revealing their horrifying forms.

A battle began.

The soldier ants surrounded the giant spiders. One spider lunged, stabbing its chelicerae viciously into an ant. More soldier ants assaulted that spider’s belly, only to be ensnared by sticky silk from the spider’s underside. The ants thrashed as several other spiders injected venom into them one by one.

The battle ended swiftly. There had been too few ants; they’d stood no chance against the spiders.

“Not much of a show,” Song Hanzhang said. “With those monstrous spiders guarding the plaza and the countless ones inside the buildings, it won’t be easy for the ants to invade here. We can rest and recover our strength. Let’s find a relatively safe spot.” Turning, he walked down the dim hallway.

Lin Jue hurried after him.

The newly grown rainforest environment gave the building an abandoned, desolate atmosphere. Shade-tolerant plants grew in great abundance in the corners of the stairwell. Even mushrooms had sprouted. The walls had cracked, the once-spotless white surfaces now mossy and stained with water.

Even the moonlight was shut out entirely; it couldn’t penetrate the thick vines blanketing the windows.

This place had become a dead zone. The whole building radiated sorrowful decay and possessed a heavy air of abandonment. Once humanity departed, nature’s power swiftly destroyed such symbols of civilization. They were destined to return to primal green. How long could any trace of human existence truly remain? Just like the deceased players, those traces were doomed to be forgotten by the world.

A palm-sized spider crawled past the two players. It scurried rapidly along the moss-covered wooden handrail, then vanished into the darkness.

“Watch your head,” Song Hanzhang cautioned.

Lin Jue’s head jerked up. A fist-sized spider dangled from the ceiling, spinning silk from its abdomen in order to drop directly toward his skull. 

For a split second, Lin Jue froze. The spider was close—extremely close. In the dim light, his eyes captured every detail of its body. It had weird patterns covering its abdomen, legs bristling with fine hairs, sharp chelicerae on its front limbs, rows of black eyes across its head, and a hideous mouth opening and closing.

A wave of indescribable disgust washed over Lin Jue, and he instinctively stepped back to avoid it.

Hanging from its thread, the spider continued to slowly descend. When it was level with Lin Jue’s chest, it launched itself at him. Before he could react, the spider sprang upward, landing below his clavicle. Reflexively swatting it away with his free left hand, Lin Jue felt a sharp, stinging pain in his finger.

He immediately crushed the spider into a pulpy mess underfoot, splattering its dark green internal fluid outward. The sight gave Lin Jue a bad feeling.

“Are these spiders poisonous?” he wondered, raising his left hand to inspect it. There was now a tiny gash on the second knuckle of his middle finger. The blood under the skin appeared to be an unnerving purple-black shade, and the wound was starting to swell.

“Crap,” he cursed, staring at the finger. “They are!”

“Give me your hand,” Song Hanzhang instructed, descending from the stairs above. In the dim, desolate stairwell, his tall frame seemed to glow.

Lin Jue obediently extended his left hand, concerned over whether the toxin would impair his ability to fight.

Despite Song Hanzhang’s cold demeanor, his hand was warm and dry. The upperclassman examined the wound carefully, then used the clean blade of his dagger to cut open the skin near the bite, avoiding the tendons and nerves in Lin Jue’s finger. 

Dark purple-black blood welled out, giving Lin Jue chills. But what happened next surprised him more: Song Hanzhang put Lin Jue’s curled middle finger into his mouth.

Lin Jue froze. Song Hanzhang’s lips were warmer than Lin Jue’s fingers. His soft tongue swept over the wound, damp and tingling. Song Hanzhang’s teeth gently opened the wound, and he sucked hard on the subcutaneous tissue. Then he pressed it with his teeth and sucked again.

It felt like more than just venom flowed out with the tainted blood.

An unusual flush crept up Lin Jue’s face. Embarrassed, he watched Song Hanzhang release his hand. “I-I didn’t wash my hands,” he stammered.

Song Hanzhang glanced up at him, then calmly spat out the dirty blood and rinsed his mouth with bottled mineral water. “A hand wound will affect your ability to use a weapon, so let’s just use healing magic,” he said.

He pulled Lin Jue’s hand toward himself again. Silvery-white particles danced in the air as Song Hanzhang’s wrist sigil glowed with light of the same hue.

The wound vanished almost instantly, but Lin Jue was a little distracted. His middle finger still seemed to tingle with a warm, electric buzz, and the comfort of the healing particles touching his skin made his heart feel as if it were bathing in warm water. It was an indescribably strange, wondrous feeling.

“I’m not poisoned now, right?” Lin Jue crooked his finger. The wound still stung a bit, but not enough to affect him in combat.

“You are, but spider venom generally isn’t lethal to humans. It can cause fatal allergic reactions, though,” Song Hanzhang answered coolly.

“Huh? But didn’t you already drain the poisoned blood?” Lin Jue grumbled.

“The spider venom entered your system directly through your capillaries. Drawing your blood wouldn’t have helped in time. Most spider venoms are protein-based, and they’re highly allergenic, so if you’re unlucky, you’ll soon experience laryngeal angioedema and suffocate.”

Lin Jue touched his throat, suddenly feeling a phantom pain there from sheer nervousness.

“But don’t worry. It’s easy to administer first aid for. Just slicing open your trachea and inserting a hollowed pen will buy you a few more minutes.”
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Simply imagining that made Lin Jue’s throat ache terribly. As he grimaced, wondering how to draft his will, Song Hanzhang smiled. 

Understanding dawned on Lin Jue. “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

“No, just explaining a possibility.” Song Hanzhang’s brief smile had already vanished, and he’d returned to his usual impassivity.

Lin Jue smelled a rat. “So does their venom affect humans or not?”

“Yes.”

“Wait—really?!”

“Just mildly.”

Lin Jue stared.

“At any rate, be more careful. Spiders could be hiding in any corner. Keep your guard up,” Song Hanzhang admonished him.

“Oh…yeah.” 

Lin Jue was still processing the odd, flustered feeling from the thought that Song Hanzhang had actually tried to spook him. So even Song Hanzhang had a mischievous side? No, no. Song Hanzhang must’ve been trying to make him warier of his surroundings. Yes—that had to be it!

The pair kept climbing the stairs. The second-floor hallway was equally dim, lit only by the green glow of emergency lights. The entire world seemed submerged in darkness, never to awaken.

Lin Jue took a step forward, and a crisp crack came from underfoot. He looked down; he’d crushed an insect. Its carcass was mostly wrapped in white spider silk.

Oh yeah. Spiderwebs.

Looking more closely, Lin Jue finally noticed how many hidden dangers lurked in the darkness around them. White webs, camouflaged by the night, clung to every corner and ceiling. Spiders lay in wait everywhere, ready to strike.

“So many webs,” Lin Jue whispered.

Song Hanzhang didn’t respond, simply pushing open the nearest classroom door. 

The sight inside shook Lin Jue deeply. White silk blanketed every desk. Webs had overtaken the windows and corners, draped around the room like layers of ghastly thread. A large spider crawled slowly across the webbing between two desks, approaching a trapped fly.

Song Hanzhang stepped inside. He used his blade to kill the spider in a couple of slashes, then to clear the webs from the window and hack through the vines that covered its exterior.

From this room, they could see the South Plaza’s fountain, which looked completely different than it had just minutes earlier.

The beginnings of a colossal spiderweb centered on the fountain now radiated outward, encompassing the entire plaza. Silk strands attached to every building converged at the web’s center. It was still only a spoked framework, lacking cross-webs, but it was already clear that a vast, terrifying net was being spun. Spiders of all sizes emerged from the dry fountain to collaborate in weaving the immense web. More descended from the outer walls of the nearby buildings, nimbly stepping along the radial threads to join the weaving.

The plaza was becoming a true spiders’ nest.

Ants had begun to arrive, but they got stuck in the webs one by one, then were swiftly swarmed and wrapped into cocoons.

“They stopped them!” Lin Jue perked up. “The spiders can hold off the army ants!”

Song Hanzhang shook his head. “For now. But the only way to really beat army ants is to outrun them. Any other method will fail, given their numbers.”

“Then…how long will the spiders be able to hold them back?”

“At best, until the buildings here collapse. Once their web is gone, the spiders won’t stand a chance without its protection,” Song Hanzhang declared.

Lin Jue heaved a long sigh.

Then Song Hanzhang suddenly warned, “Watch out behind you!”

Lin Jue swung his spear without thinking, and the sensation of striking something solid jolted him into focus.

In the dim room, the large spider he’d struck rolled a few times across its web, then righted itself. Narrowing his eyes, Lin Jue advanced step by step toward it, spear raised. The spider quickly leaped backward between the folds of the webbing behind it.

It hid within its intricate, complex webs, ready to pounce at any moment. To strike it, Lin Jue would have to tear through the spider silk in the way—but that would leave him exposed. His lack of familiarity with this spear also worked against him, as did his lack of combat experience. When he’d held his ground during the fight against the ants, it had been an extraordinary fluke; he couldn’t count on reentering that transcendent state since he fought purely on instinct.

Footsteps approached him from behind. When Song Hanzhang reached his side, he used his machete to pick away at the web they faced. A large section of webbing adhered to the blade, revealing a sizeable gap. 

The spider lunged. Instantly, Lin Jue’s vision grew crystal clear. It seemed as though the dim light had brightened and the spider had begun to approach in slow motion; Lin Jue’s eyes captured every detail of its movements.

It’s going left for Song Hanzhang!

With a clean sweep of his spear, Lin Jue flung the attacking spider to the ground and pierced its belly. The impaled spider twitched a few times, then stilled.

Song Hanzhang pushed up his glasses and scrutinized Lin Jue. 

Lin Jue shifted uncomfortably. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“You’ve had little fighting experience and no formal training—I merely gave you pointers for three days. You technically shouldn’t have been able to pull off that attack, let alone achieve the state you entered when we battled the ants. How did you do it?”

“Well, sometimes I enter this hyperfocused state.” Lin Jue scratched his cheek. “It looks like everyone else slows down, and I’m able to predict their actions. If it lasts too long, though, my head starts pounding, like a drill’s boring into my skull. Back on the bridge, I was already at my limit. I felt like I’d collapse any second.”

“Combat intuition? Interesting.” Song Hanzhang shot him a complicated look. “Your headache was probably the crash after concentrating too hard. I’ve never been in that state myself, so I don’t know how to help. But this means you’re more gifted than most—and better suited to this environment. That’s a good thing.”

“But back at the botanical garden, you could determine the bees’ direction even in total darkness and fog. I can’t do that at all.”

“That’d be achievable with some training. It’s nothing difficult. As far as your situation, you should ask Lu Ren about it. That guy’s truly a beast shaped by the law of the jungle. He’d be more familiar with the matter.”

Lin Jue grimaced. “No. I don’t want to talk to that psycho.”

Song Hanzhang didn’t force the issue. “Well, let’s go. Shentu and the others should have reached the adjacent labs by now. We can get there via the other two buildings’ skywalks.”

“You want to work with them? But the Judas…”

Song Hanzhang pinched a strand of spider silk between his fingers, testing its stickiness. “We just need to kill Shan Liang. We can’t let Shentu Hong see, of course.”

“You’re sure that Shan Liang is the Judas?” Lin Jue was dumbstruck. “That can’t be… Lu Ren said that the Judas hadn’t appeared at the plaza.”

“I didn’t say he is. He’s being too obvious, though. Three strikes, and he’s out,” Song Hanzhang said coolly, his voice laced with an icy intent to kill.

“What? Three strikes? What did he do besides swap to a fake reward in the plaza?” Thinking back, Lin Jue couldn’t remember Shan Liang doing anything else wrong.

Song Hanzhang glanced at him. He didn’t reply, but his gaze made Lin Jue feel as though Song Hanzhang had insulted his intelligence.

Lin Jue racked his brain, and suddenly, enlightenment struck. “Was it when we were fighting the army ants on the bridge? Lin Wei, Qin Hanwen, and I were on the front line. Shentu Hong and Shan Liang were supposed to cover us while you dealt with ants climbing ashore from the water. After Qin Hanwen slipped up and got swarmed, Shentu Hong went to help him. But Shan Liang, who was supposed to provide backup, didn’t step up, so our line of defense collapsed. Right?”

Song Hanzhang arched an eyebrow. “What about Shentu Hong? He didn’t provide backup either. If one of those two really is the Judas, Shentu Hong’s actions are much more suspicious than Shan Liang’s.”

“But isn’t he your classmate?” Lin Jue said in Shentu Hong’s defense. “Besides, he’s such a good guy.”

Song Hanzhang gazed out the window. “He is a good guy, but he shouldn’t be this good,” he said, his voice dropping to a murmur.

A sudden chill filled Lin Jue’s chest.

“We’ll take a quick break and eat something to replenish our energy,” Song Hanzhang said. “Then we’ll find Shentu and the others. Shan Liang might not be with them, but if we bump into him alone, let’s capture him first. I’ve got questions for him.”

“Okay.”


Chapter 5:
The Midnight Banquet

 

CROSSING THE SKYWALKS through the arts and foreign-languages buildings, the pair arrived at the school of medicine labs. Countless spiders had ambushed them along the way, and several times, they’d nearly blundered straight into the creatures’ traps. 

The closest call was when a staircase had suddenly collapsed beneath them, and Lin Jue—caught off guard—plunged into the massive web below. His limbs had instantly stuck to the extremely adhesive silk, immobilizing him. A large spider had been perched just a few yards away; it watched him with predatory eyes. Thankfully, Song Hanzhang had reacted immediately. Leaping down from the broken stairs to dispose of the spider with a few swift slashes of his machete, he’d saved Lin Jue from being devoured.

By the time they reached the labs, it was close to one in the morning. The entire structure was silent and illuminated only by emergency exit signs. Every so often came the soft rustle of crawling insects. When Lin Jue strained to listen, though, he couldn’t really hear anything.

“Where do we go now?” he asked Song Hanzhang.

Song Hanzhang was busy peeling back the vines that blocked the window to observe the plaza. “Shan Liang has probably already left this building, but the other three are definitely still here,” he replied. “So we’ll take our time and search for them.”

Lin Jue had no idea where Song Hanzhang had drawn that conclusion from. “How do you know Shan Liang left?”

The upperclassman glanced at him. “Why do you think he suddenly tripped and fell at the sports field?”

Lin Jue thought back carefully. At that point, Shan Liang’s group had been fleeing army ants. Shan Liang had tripped over Lin Wei’s machete, and the ant swarm nearly swallowed him. But Shentu Hong, refusing to abandon him, had doubled back and pulled him to safety.

“You mean he tripped on purpose?” Lin Jue ventured.

“I can’t be a hundred percent sure,” Song Hanzhang admitted. “I generally believe in innocent until proven guilty. But if we assume Shan Liang is an enemy and work backward from his actions, his goal is easy to guess. And given his accidental fall at the sports field and how he deliberately let the army ants break through our defenses on the bridge, on top of the way he concealed his real reward at Clocktower Plaza, I’m guessing he’s got something to rely on that means insect attacks don’t scare him.”

Lin Jue gave a wry smile. “No normal person would act that suicidal if they didn’t have something like that.”

“We all saw him get that reward; it was a can of something,” Song Hanzhang affirmed. “He put it in his backpack. Then, when he pulled something back out to show us, it proved to be a can of insecticide. The shape might’ve been similar, but he probably swapped the actual item. Chances are his real reward was some spray that masks his presence or keeps insects from actively targeting him. And he’s likely aiming to slip away from his team—ideally after causing casualties.”

“If he wanted to leave the group, why did he join it in the first place?” Lin Jue wondered, puzzled.

“That’s one of my questions,” Song Hanzhang responded. “Maybe he was initially gathering intel and observing everyone, and he intended to leave when the time was right. After all, in a group, there are a lot of eyes on you. It’s hard to act covertly or set traps.”

Lin Jue frowned. “Could he really be the Judas?”

“It’s not entirely impossible. That said, some things still don’t add up… Never mind. For now, let’s find Shentu and the others.”

“Should we search room by room?” Lin Jue pulled a face.

“No need. We’ll just figure out their movements. They wouldn’t stay on the ground floor—it’s too close to the spiders outside. They’d run upstairs. And to avoid being surrounded by ants, they’d keep an escape route open. So they’re most likely on the second or fourth floor—the floors with a skywalk.”

Lin Jue nodded. “Let’s hurry, then.”

Song Hanzhang peered at the plaza below through the vines he’d parted. Lin Jue shuffled over to join him, and his eyes widened at what he saw.

The plaza was completely unrecognizable from just an hour earlier. It had transformed into a colossal spider nest. Dense, crisscrossing white webs blanketed every tree, every building, and every inch of land.

Spiders, big and small, were locked in nonstop combat with the army ants. The ants fought desperately in the webs, spraying formic acid at approaching spiders, tearing at them with their mandibles, and thrashing at them with their legs. Still, vast numbers of ants were wrapped in white silk and carried to the giant web’s center.

Inside the fountain—which still vaguely resembled a man-made structure—perched a horrifyingly massive spider. Like a queen ant, she continuously laid eggs, using the captured ants to nourish her brood. She produced spiders nonstop—more and more, never-ending.

This was an abnormally brutal war between insect species; humankind had no right to intervene in it.

“Looks like the spiders are winning,” Lin Jue murmured.

“For now,” Song Hanzhang said. “They have a glaring weakness—their reproduction relies entirely on that female in the center. If even one ant manages to kill her, the tide will turn. And the ants’ nest is far away at Clocktower Plaza. As long as new ants keep hatching there, they won’t run out of reinforcements.”

“That’s true,” Lin Jue agreed, nodding.

Suddenly, a loud crash came from the floor above. It sounded like someone had smashed a glass window.

“That’s on the fourth floor,” Song Hanzhang declared immediately. “Someone’s trying to break the skywalk’s locked glass door!”

He and Lin Jue rushed upstairs. Sure enough, the glass door to the skywalk was shattered. The tool used—a chair—had been discarded to one side.

During the previous round, Song Hanzhang had smashed open a second-floor skywalk door the same way. It still made Lin Jue shudder to think back on the brutal battle that had taken place just before dawn that night. Luckily, Song Hanzhang had come prepared with a master key this time, which spared them from having to break the glass doors on their way here.

Song Hanzhang frowned at the chair on the floor. “Careful. Something must’ve happened here. No one would be in such a rush to escape otherwise,” he warned quietly.

Lin Jue clenched the spear in his hand, scanning their surroundings gravely.

The pair checked the nearby classrooms, starting with those on the left and right. The rooms were pitch black; Lin Jue had to retrieve his flashlight. When its beam hit small spiders, they scurried into dark corners, but the larger ones showed no fear. Some even crawled toward him.

So long as the pair were aware of them, however, the spiders didn’t actually cause them any issues. The real trouble was the creatures’ traps and ambushes.

The last room they inspected was a large lecture hall. Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang stood side by side outside its door, neither moving for a long while. Eventually they exchanged a look, and Lin Jue turned the doorknob.

The wooden door creaked open, and Lin Jue’s flashlight illuminated the large classroom. Dense, tangled silk strands crisscrossed the entire space. Small spiders speedily vanished out of the flashlight beam, hiding in wall cracks or behind shade-loving plants in the corners.

“Is this the Cave of the Silken Web?3” Lin Jue muttered under his breath as he stepped inside.

The lecture hall was too big for him to see everything at once, and webs blocked his view as well. They hung like curtains from the ceiling; the intricate, tangled masses more resembled clumps of white mold than proper spiderwebs. Lin Jue would have to check every nook for anything hidden. In one corner were two dead spiders someone had already killed.

Holding the machete in his left hand, he hacked at the webs, tearing them all apart.

From deep within the spiderwebs came a rhythmic tapping. Lin Jue stiffened, gripping the spear in his right hand tightly.

“Upperclassman Song, did you hear that?” he asked without turning, wondering whether the sound had just been his imagination.

“Top-right corner of the wall in front of you,” Song Hanzhang responded, examining the freshly killed spider on the floor.

Reassured, Lin Jue hacked more forcefully at the webs. The tapping sounded again. This time, it was accompanied by a muffled thud that sounded like something wrapped in cloth knocking against wood.

Thick layers of cobwebs mantled the crowded desks and chairs, and even the spaces between the furnishings. Under the flashlight’s beam, the intricately crisscrossing strands cast shifting, patchy shadows that hinted constantly at hidden horrors. Plants and bizarrely shaped mushrooms sprouted from every corner, appearing monstrous in the feeble light.

Something’s watching me. It’s coming closer. Closer and closer. Lin Jue trusted his instincts, yet he couldn’t spot anything suspicious. Where is it? Where on earth is it? Aggravation choked him. He almost wanted to retreat.

“Lin Jue, duck!” Song Hanzhang yelled.

Without thinking, Lin Jue dropped to the ground. The webs that had been by his feet smeared his face. A wind rushed past overhead; then he heard something sharp pierce flesh. Wiping the silk from his face, he flipped over.

Too close!

A spider perched between two desks, its eight legs extended, looking down at Lin Jue. Its plump abdomen was covered in strange patterns, and as it twitched, it resembled the hideous mask of a demon.

I’m unhurt? Then the sound just now was… In his peripheral vision, Lin Jue saw a second massive spider; it thrashed, a dagger embedded in its belly. It’s still moving!

Abandoning his unwieldy spear, Lin Jue gripped the machete in both hands and thrust upward. The giant spider—agile for its size—leaped aside, then reattached itself to the web above.

Lin Jue had to end this quickly. He swung his blade with wild abandon, hacking at the spider. The creature sprayed a torrent of silk that blanketed his vision, but Lin Jue’s pupils dilated, allowing him to absorb every detail in the faint light. His mind began to map each inch of the room’s shadowed corners, and the dense, shroud-like webs obstructing his sight seemed to vanish. His field of vision narrowed to focus solely on the giant spider.

He swung his machete. The spider recoiled.

It’s going to jump upward, instinct told him.

Lin Jue struck first, shredding the webs that hung from the ceiling with his machete to cut off the spider’s escape. At that point, it abandoned flight.

Now it’ll pounce, fangs first.

He arched backward, letting go of the machete. The spider was fast, but Lin Jue dropped to the ground faster. As his back struck the floor, the pain was distant—indeed, he didn’t feel a trace of it. He just saw the spider lunging toward him in slow motion, closer and closer.

Grabbing his discarded spear in his right hand, he thrust upward with all his strength.

The spider’s momentum met that single thrust’s explosive power, and the spear pierced the creature’s thoracic shell, impaling it. Its legs thrashed, flailing weakly in the air until they finally curled inward so that the spider resembled a small ball.

I won! Ow… Lin Jue winced. His back throbbed belatedly; it was a struggle to get to his feet.

On his end, Song Hanzhang had finished off the other wounded spider. He was now slicing open its abdomen with his dagger.

“What’re you doing?” Lin Jue asked, disgusted.

Song Hanzhang didn’t explain. “Check the corner on the right,” he instructed, pulling his gloves off and tossing them aside.

Lin Jue thumped his own aching back, then obediently went to slash through more webs. In that dark corner of the lecture hall, almost covered by silk webbing, lay a large white cocoon. It wasn’t tightly spun; Lin Jue could even see…human clothing and an arm stretching through the threads.

Song Hanzhang shone the flashlight on the cocoon, and his breath hitched. He recognized the silvery-white sigils on the exposed wrist immediately. This was Shentu Hong.

The arm outside the cocoon twitched. Its veins bulged, its hand clenched into a fist from pain. It slammed against a wooden desk, then fell limp once more.

“Shentu?!” Song Hanzhang immediately crouched and sliced open the silk binding the figure.

He peeled the layers of white away to reveal Shentu Hong bound at the cocoon’s core. The other team’s leader was barely breathing, his face a ghastly blue. His lips quivered, but he couldn’t speak. The air of death clinging to him seemed to drain his vitality bit by bit.

He was dying—Lin Jue knew that with absolute certainty. Still, for the moment, he refused to accept it. He refused to accept that Shentu Hong was going to die.

Song Hanzhang used his left hand to press Shentu Hong’s abdomen, tapping his right middle finger against his left middle finger’s second knuckle. Then he paused for a few seconds, as though considering how to deliver the truth.

The sigils on Shentu Hong’s wrist shone silvery white; their glow enveloped his whole body. His pallor improved slightly, but it remained ghastly. Light was already fading from his eyes.

Shentu Hong’s swollen, purpling lips parted. “I’m dying, aren’t I?” he asked.

“The dull sound produced by percussion upon your body makes that obvious. You should know perfectly well what it means,” Song Hanzhang replied frankly. “Spider venom is likely having a fatal effect on your system.”

“Is that so…?” The last light in Shentu Hong’s eyes faded. “I’m paralyzed, but I can still feel my insides dissolving. My abdominal cavity is probably full of fluids and liquefied tissue by now. I’m…beyond saving.”

“How did you get trapped here?” Song Hanzhang asked.

“It was Lin Wei. Didn’t see it coming, did you…? We got cornered, and to save himself, he shoved me straight into a cluster of spiders. Qin Hanwen… He could’ve reached out and pulled me up, but he just ran off without looking back.” Shentu Hong tried to force a bitter smile but only managed to contort his bluing face.

“You should’ve cut a wild card like Lin Wei from your team at the start.”

“I saved them! Every single one of them! Why treat me like this? Why?!” Shentu Hong cried. His body couldn’t withstand his resentment and rage. He convulsed uncontrollably, and his breathing grew ragged.

The sigils on his wrist shone again, spilling forth a torrent of silver particles that seemed to drain his last reserves. The particles enveloped his body, briefly withholding his life from the hands of the Grim Reaper. Shentu Hong calmed, but the air of death around him only thickened.

Hatred and loathing gnawed at his soul on death’s door. The devil seemed to cackle maniacally and mock his self-righteousness. “How laughable! Those you did your utmost to help have now delivered you to hell with their own hands. Did you earn anything through your kindness, your morality, your goodness? Ah, yes… You earned betrayal and death.

“Was it worth it, Shentu Hong? Was everything you did worth it?”

Shentu Hong’s gaze grew distant, weary. 

“Was I wrong?” he murmured in self-doubt. “I just didn’t want to live apathetically. To become someone who takes pride in selfishness. I wanted to be a man with faith. I wanted to help those in need… Everyone needs help sometimes… When I was younger, my family was on a bus that crashed and caught fire… The doors wouldn’t open. We couldn’t get out. Everyone was crying, waiting to die… I still remember that fire. It burned and burned so wildly, as hot as hell itself… I got separated from my family. Trampled. I curled up in a corner crying. Then a stranger risked the bus exploding to smash the rear window. Everyone aboard scrambled to escape…but I was too small, alone without my parents, surrounded by a crazed stampede. I couldn’t have made it out by myself.”

Tears streamed from the corners of Shentu Hong’s cloudy eyes. “But someone—I didn’t know who he was, didn’t know his name, didn’t even see his face clearly—he pulled me out of the corner, jostled through the crowd, and handed me through the window. A passerby who was trying to help held me. I called for my mom and dad, watching the entire bus burn. It burned and burned. Then it exploded with a boom… Only four people made it out. My parents… The man who saved me… None of them made it.

“All these years, I’ve always wondered whether that man regretted saving me in that last second before the bus exploded. He could’ve escaped… I could…also have survived. Was he wrong? Was I wrong…? Was any of it…worth it?”

Death’s shadow shrouded this tragic man. In his final moments, his convictions were wavering. He’d always wanted to be like that stranger—that man whose name he didn’t know. But only now, as he reached his last moments, did he truly confront the questions that made him search his soul: Were you right to do that? Do you regret it? Are you at peace?

“You weren’t wrong!” Lin Jue shouted. His chest burned with passion, his tears threatening to spill.

Shentu Hong looked toward him in surprise. Though his eyes could no longer focus, he nonetheless tried to see Lin Jue clearly.

“You weren’t wrong!” Lin Jue repeated loudly, his voice breaking. “It was their fault. They didn’t deserve your kindness. But you weren’t wrong, Shentu! You weren’t wrong!”

“I regret it, though…” Shentu Hong murmured. “If I could go back, I wouldn’t save them again…”

Song Hanzhang, silent until now, spoke up. “There are no ifs in life. Some choices, once made, make you a hero.” His voice was clear and cold in the darkness.

Shentu Hong smiled. It definitely wasn’t a pleasant expression—in fact, it was hideous. But Lin Jue would forever remember the man’s final smile in that moment. Shentu Hong had once been embraced wholly by the selfless love of this world, so he’d sought to repay it in kind, unaware that this was no longer the world that had loved him.

“Thank you… I know you never agreed with my outlook, but thank you. My life doesn’t matter anymore… I’m just worried about my grandparents. They’ll be so heartbroken to learn of my death…”

“It’s all right. They won’t remember you. When you die in this world, it erases everything about you as if you never existed. So don’t worry.”

Shentu Hong stared at the ceiling with vacant eyes for a long, long time, as if despairing—yet also as if relieved. Finally, a single tear slid from his eye. The sigils on his wrist dimmed, never to glow again.

 

***

 

It took Lin Jue ages to recover from the shock of Shentu’s death. The look in the med student’s eyes in his final moments—utterly hopeless and hollow—kept coming to mind like an inescapable curse.

At this point, Lin Jue had seen quite a few people perish: Zhou Yuxiu, who’d collapsed in despair as she turned into a zombie; Liu Shan, who’d looked terrified as Lin Jue killed him; Zhao Liangsheng, who’d been randomly beheaded; and the gently smiling girl Lu Ren had strangled in cold blood.

So, so many deaths had unfolded before him, but none as tragic or ironic as Shentu Hong’s. Lin Jue even began to wonder what the point of this game was. To cruelly toy with everyone and send them to their deaths full of bitterness and resentment?

He longed to return to the past—return to ordinary life on campus—instead of being haunted by nightmares every night because of this game.

Song Hanzhang, who was walking ahead of him, stopped in his tracks. Lin Jue stumbled and bumped into his back.

“Something up?” Lin Jue scanned the area warily.

Song Hanzhang turned around. Although his glasses partly hid his dark eyes, Lin Jue could tell they stared unblinkingly at him. Under the upperclassman’s gaze, he instinctively straightened up to stand ramrod straight.

“You’re still thinking about Shentu Hong,” Song Hanzhang stated, not even phrasing it as a question.

“Yeah…”

“Forget him,” Song Hanzhang said sternly. “He’s dead. Your pity and regret won’t delight him, nor will he come back thanks to your wallowing. Even his family won’t remember having had such a child. He exists only in your memories now—and insignificant ones at that. You’d be incredibly foolish to let such memories cloud your judgment.”

Lin Jue tightened his grip on his spear. “I can’t forget him,” he said softly. “I remember everyone who died. I can’t possibly forget them. If even I forget, then they really won’t exist anymore!”

“Remembering them is meaningless,” Song Hanzhang replied coldly.

Lu Ren’s words suddenly echoed in Lin Jue’s mind. “He’d just consider his next steps carefully. He’s always looking forward without looking back.”

“If I die, will you see me as an insignificant, meaningless memory too?” Lin Jue asked quietly, meeting Song Hanzhang’s eyes.

“Yes.”

It felt like he’d swallowed a lump of raw iron that now rested cold and hard in his stomach. He was disappointed. Devastated. To Song Hanzhang, he was just an expendable companion too? Someone he’d bonded with solely for mutual benefit, who—when killed—would ultimately be easy to discard?

How could that be? Hadn’t Song Hanzhang himself said that they were each other’s proof of existence in this world? How could that be insignificant? Such proof carried more weight than trust, ran deeper than self-interest, and entangled them more closely than friendship. It was born from the heart, from the soul, and was impossible to sever.

What exactly was it? Lin Jue stood silently, his head bowed.

Song Hanzhang looked at him and continued, “So you must live. As long as you live longer than I do, I’ll remember you forever.”

Lin Jue’s head snapped up. In the dim light, the darkness had swallowed Song Hanzhang’s shadow; only his figure itself remained, standing upright like a fir tree undaunted by wind or snow.

“I…” In that instant, Lin Jue wanted to say so much that he was overwhelmed. The life-or-death situations he’d faced had provoked emotions and then steeped them in confusion. All those emotions welled up inside of him, and since he had nowhere to vent them, they threatened to drown him.

Suddenly, a loud crash came from the floor below. Both Lin Jue and Song Hanzhang instantly snapped back to reality and rushed toward the stairs to descend.

The third floor was as dark as the fourth, and a series of thumps were sounding from one classroom. Song Hanzhang turned the doorknob, and his flashlight illuminated the room.

Inside the classroom were corpses; three neatly suspended bodies hung upside down from the ceiling. The stench of rot penetrated the new arrivals’ nostrils with brutal intensity, making their stomachs churn.

One of the bodies—a stocky figure—was still writhing. Its head knocked repeatedly against a wooden desk, producing the thumping sound they’d heard upstairs.

“Qin Hanwen!” Lin Jue recognized the figure clinging to life and rushed to free him.

Meanwhile, Song Hanzhang scanned the classroom with the flashlight. The webs inside weren’t especially dense, and nothing looked unusual. The other two bodies—the ones reeking of decay—were players from a past game.

A subtle feeling of dissonance made Song Hanzhang frown. He approached the bodies and examined them. They’d been suspended upside down, their limbs bound tightly with spider silk. Their severely decomposed faces were completely unrecognizable: swollen, with ulcerated skin that revealed uneven muscular fibers. Maggots wriggled inside as they fed, and small spiders crawled in and out of their eye sockets, making their viscous fluids slosh.

A ping-pong-ball-sized spider crept from one corpse’s gaping mouth. Trailing a silk thread, it dropped to the floor and quickly vanished into the shade-tolerant plants.

Lin Jue was still struggling with the webs suspending Qin Hanwen. “Upperclassman Song, this webbing’s incredibly tough—like rubber! My machete can’t cut it!”

The substance the bindings had been spun from was indeed unlike the usual spider silk. Strong enough to suspend a human body upside down, it possessed an astonishing load-bearing capacity.

With his limbs bound, Qin Hanwen twisted and struggled, but he couldn’t free himself. Even his face was swathed in silk, muffling his voice. Song Hanzhang peeled the webbing away from his features; that layer wasn’t as tough as the suspension strands.

Qin Hanwen’s round face was swollen and purple. His lips trembled, and he couldn’t catch his breath to speak. “Sp-sp-spi…”

Lin Jue stopped his futile efforts and leaned down to listen. “What did you say?”

Qin Hanwen’s eyes had rolled back, and saliva streamed from his mouth. His body spasmed as if he were having a seizure.

Song Hanzhang pronounced his death sentence: “Neurotoxin. He’s beyond saving.” 

A strange gurgling seemed to bubble up from Qin Hanwen’s stomach. He opened his swollen lips wide as if about to vomit, and dark-brown fluid flooded out. It streamed over his nose and eyes, finally dripping from his hair onto the floor.

Lin Jue’s eyes widened in horror as two tiny spiders crawled out of the dark fluid and scurried away.

Then came more spiders. Many, many more.

Qin Hanwen wasn’t completely unconscious yet, and the spider venom’s numbing effect was gradually wearing off. He could now sharply feel the squirming of countless creatures in his stomach. Their tiny legs scratched his innards, sending slow waves of unbearable itching up his digestive tract. They were hatching inside him, crawling up his esophagus, and finally swarming out his mouth.

He let out a bloodcurdling scream, and his overwhelming nausea triggered an even more violent bout of retching. In turn, even more spiders poured from his body, scrambling over one another in their frantic rush to escape.

The horrific sight froze Lin Jue in place. His mind went completely blank for a moment.

“Something’s wrong!” Song Hanzhang’s voice sounded as though it came from light-years away. “Run!”

Slowly, Lin Jue turned his head. A clawed leg as thick as an adult human’s thigh had appeared in the doorway. It was covered in dense fuzz, its sharp chelicerae visible. Then a second clawed leg appeared.

Slowly, an enormous spider blocked the classroom door, cutting off their only escape route. Should they fight or flee?

The eight-legged body of the massive spider looming in the doorway had been horrifically magnified hundreds of times over. Every hideous detail of its colossal form sent chills down Lin Jue’s spine, and overwhelming terror made his hair stand on end. He could only grip his spear tightly to muster the courage to face this monster.

Then a deafening screech tore through the air as Song Hanzhang kicked a wooden desk against the door, jamming it shut. Stuck outside, the spider clawed the desk with its chelicerae, attempting to force its massive body through the gap.
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Song Hanzhang yanked open a window and tore away the vines outside it. “Jump out! Now!” he shouted back at Lin Jue.

“You first!” Seeing that the spider was about to climb onto the desk, Lin Jue thrust his spear at it. The enraged spider lashed out with its chelicerae, and Lin Jue ducked behind the door; the desk still held it firmly half-shut.

Thack! The chelicerae punctured the brittle wooden door, grazing Lin Jue’s face. He broke out in cold sweat; he couldn’t imagine what would’ve happened if they pierced him instead.

By now, Song Hanzhang had climbed out the window. “Block the door with another desk and get over here now!” he urged.

Lin Jue did as he was told. Then he sprinted to the window, leaped onto the sill, and grabbed a thick vine outside to rappel down the building.

It didn’t take long for the giant spider to smash through the door-and-desk barricade. Waving its chelicerae in fury, it rushed inside the classroom and hung out the window. Fortunately, the two humans had already descended out of reach; they were now searching for an open window through which to enter the floor below.

Eventually Song Hanzhang found one and slipped back inside without issue.

Lin Jue struggled toward the window as well but moved clumsily, slowed down by his inexperience and the spear he gripped. Just as he switched his hold, he suddenly felt the vine he was grasping go slack instead of supporting his weight. As he lost his balance, tilted backward, and plummeted, it plunged with him into a weightless fall.

Lin Jue’s eyes widened. In his mind, the scenes unfolding around him seemed to slow to a crawl. He saw the monstrous spider twisting above, he saw Song Hanzhang’s shocked expression…and he saw the sky above, mantled by a heavy pall of gloom.

The world was pure chaos mired in a great mist.

“Lin Jue!”

Song Hanzhang’s voice snapped him out of his daze. He had to save himself. If he hit the ground headfirst, he was sure to die!

Without hesitation, he released his spear, moving his body with unbelievable agility. This fall of over thirty feet would only last seconds, but in that short time, his muscles achieved terrifying control over his body. He twisted in midair, flipping around. He didn’t make a perfect landing on all fours—instead, he crashed sideways into the vegetation—but the undergrowth below him broke his fall, saving his life. Although his limbs throbbed from the fall, he wasn’t hurt.

Letting out a relieved breath, he waved up at Song Hanzhang. “Upperclassman Song! I’m fine! I’ll come back right away!”

He picked up his spear from the ground and began to jog toward the labs.

As Song Hanzhang watched Lin Jue—who’d just fallen from the third floor, landed unscathed, and broken into a vigorous sprint—he began to seriously wonder whether his companion had received some physical enhancement in Clocktower Plaza.

It was a stroke of luck that Lin Jue had fallen on the building’s rear-facing side. If he’d landed facing the South Plaza, spiders and ants would likely have swarmed and devoured him already.

The labs’ ground-floor entrance was thick with webs, but Lin Jue could now slash through the obstructive silk with practiced ease to get inside. This floor was just as silent as before, but a few hours earlier it had simply been dark here; now the straight hallway was overgrown with shade-tolerant plants. Ferns sprouted from every corner, and vines had begun to claim the walls. Greenery had overtaken everything. Lin Jue was like a traveler lost in a botanical garden and bewitched by green spirits, unable to find his way back.

Faint mist drifted around him, fogging everything with an ambiguous, dreamlike haze.

Lin Jue turned into the stairwell and began climbing the broken concrete steps. His footsteps disturbed the inhabitants, and tiny spiders scurried for the shelter of plants.

The darkness, the damp, the rubble, the solitude, the spiders everywhere, the indistinct rustling, the drip of water from someplace—everything unsettled him.

On the stairwell landing stood a full-length mirror. Lin Jue unconsciously paused to look into it. In its hazy world stood his reflection, its blank face grim and cruel in the dim light. Was that really what his face looked like right now? He reached out to touch his unfamiliar reflection.

It smiled.

Lin Jue froze. His own smile in the mirror stunned him. It was so innocent yet so cruel. Where had he seen that familiar but alien expression? Where…?

In the mirror, a figure suddenly flickered past Lin Jue’s reflection. He whirled around. “Who’s there?!”

A crisp, clear laugh rang through the air, but there was no one else on the stairwell.

 

***

 

Lin Jue woke up with a start.

His eyes flew open, and he gasped for breath. The bed beneath him and his blanket’s familiar weight told him that he was back in his dorm room.

He threw off the covers and leaped out of bed. The room was quiet, aside from the sound of his roommate snoring and occasionally grinding his teeth. The sky outside was lightening; the sun would rise soon.

Bewildered, Lin Jue paced the dorm room in a daze. Had the second round ended already? It couldn’t have. Midnight had barely passed in the game. Where was Upperclassman Song? Lin Jue should’ve been sent back to the guesthouse with him. Why had he awoken in his dorm?

He quickly grabbed his phone to call Song Hanzhang—only to find no such contact saved. Incredulously he scrolled through his entire contact list from top to bottom. Still nothing, and no calls logs either!

Silent fear began to permeate Lin Jue’s world. Not even bothering with a jacket, he dashed out of his dorm room in shorts and a tank top. He raced to Song Hanzhang’s door and pounded on it.

“Upperclassman Song! Song Hanzhang, are you in there? Upperclassman Song!” he shouted, hammering it with his fists.

An endless wave of panic was flooding Lin Jue. He’d never felt this scared before. He was petrified that Song Hanzhang had vanished from the world just like all the others who’d died—that he’d been forgotten by everyone except Lin Jue himself. He couldn’t begin to imagine what he’d do if Song Hanzhang disappeared.

The upperclassman’s cold detachment had sometimes infuriated Lin Jue; at other times, though, Song Hanzhang’s fleeting moments of sincerity had moved him deeply. Over just a few days of friendship within this nightmarish death game, he’d become the most important person in Lin Jue’s life. If he were gone… 

No! That couldn’t happen. They were each other’s proof of existence in this world. Song Hanzhang was so, so, so important to him!

With a creak, the door opened. Song Hanzhang stood there in his pajamas, calm and inscrutable as always. The sight of him settled Lin Jue’s lurching heart, and the tempestuous waves and raging storms inside of him instantly stilled.

As long as Song Hanzhang was still here, there was nothing to fear and nothing to worry about—or so Lin Jue believed. A second later, he was plunged back into the abyss.

“Who are you?” Song Hanzhang asked, cold and distant, as if facing a complete stranger.

Lin Jue froze. “You don’t remember me, Upperclassman Song?”

“Sorry, but no, I don’t know you,” Song Hanzhang replied, adjusting his glasses.

Lin Jue opened his mouth, but no sound came out. The trace of wariness in the upperclassman’s cold eyes was like a sharp sword piercing his heart.

Song Hanzhang didn’t recognize him.

“How can you not know me?!” Lin Jue roared. “The lucky eggs, Lilith, the zombies and spiders—did you forget all of it?!” He grabbed Song Hanzhang’s arm.

“Let go of me. I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’m certain that you need to see a psychiatrist.”

Lin Jue stood there, dumbfounded, as Song Hanzhang pulled away. The dorm door slammed shut in his face with a hard bang. He stared blankly at it, unable to move for eons.

The noise had disturbed the student in the next room: He opened his door, cursed Lin Jue out for acting crazy, and then slammed his door shut as well.

After a while, a dorm-room door across the hall opened. A man came out carrying a textbook and began making his way to the stairwell. Recognizing the figure in the corner of his eye, Lin Jue whirled around. “Shentu Hong?!”

Shentu Hong stopped and looked at him impassively. “Do I know you?”

Lin Jue stared at him with wide eyes, scanning him from head to toe. Shentu Hong stood there straight-backed, cradling the textbook, and calmly met his gaze.

“Are you okay?” he asked, as gentle and polite as ever.

Lin Jue couldn’t tell whether he was delighted or terrified to see that someone who’d died before his eyes was now alive again. “You were in a bus crash once, and someone saved you, right?” he asked hesitantly. Shentu Hong’s dying words kept circling his mind, impossible to forget.

Shentu Hong stared intently at him. “No… Why would you ask that?”

Lin Jue froze. Before he died, Shentu Hong had clearly said…

What was wrong?

Shentu Hong gave him a strange look. “I heard you shouting Song Hanzhang’s name just now. Do you know him? He said he doesn’t know you, and neither do I.”

Lin Jue felt weight press down on his chest. He didn’t answer. Shentu Hong rubbed his temple as if he had a headache, but Lin Jue paid him no mind, consumed by the thought that Song Hanzhang had forgotten him.

Shentu Hong, likewise, no longer cared for this odd stranger. “I should go,” he said coolly. “Goodbye.”

Lin Jue watched his figure disappear down the stairs. He was unable to collect himself for a long time.

The life he’d led before receiving the egg had suddenly resumed. Classes, homework, basketball, video games, eating, sleeping—the same routine day after day, with nothing changed. He’d never entered that horrifying game, nor had he seen Lilith.

He encountered several people he recognized around the campus. The deceased Zhou Yuxiu walked past him cheerfully chatting with her friends; Liu Shan tripped and dropped his tray in the cafeteria, spilling food everywhere; Gao Yifei was handing out flyers on the street, and she gave him one with a smile; Gu Fengyi led a dance performance at a campus gala with Liu Qingqing onstage beside her.

He even saw Lu Ren grinning as he joked with the cafeteria ladies, who dished a free extra serving of meat onto his plate.

None of the former players recognized Lin Jue; none appeared to remember the game. But they were all alive.

Lin Jue felt lost. Was he trapped in some illusion? Or had he merely hallucinated everything he’d experienced? If so, he couldn’t explain how he knew things he shouldn’t: that Liu Shan and Gao Yifei were former classmates, that Song Hanzhang and Shentu Hong were classmates now, that Liu Qingqing and Gu Fengyi were close friends, that Lu Ren’s family ran a martial arts school. And every corner of the campus, even spots he’d never visited, was vivid in his memory.

Shentu Hong was the exception; only his past seemed to clash with Lin Jue’s memories. There hadn’t been a bus crash. Lin Jue couldn’t explain that—but he no longer wanted to.

Everyone was alive. He’d returned to his ordinary life. He would no longer jolt awake from nightmares, no longer risk his life, and no longer witness meaningless slaughter and death.

He had no way to escape this game. It was the devil’s game, and he was just an ordinary person. He couldn’t fight back.

So what if this was just a mirage? What was wrong with dying this way? Even if he left this place, how much longer could he live? Why not just drift off quietly into this peaceful dream?

His memories of the real past grew fainter and fainter. What had once been vivid now blurred and faded. Day after day, he lived this peaceful life and wanted it to continue.

To die happy or to die suffering…? 

He surrendered to the former.
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Characters

 

MAIN CHARACTERS

LIN JUE 林觉: Second-year landscape architecture student. 

SONG HANZHANG 宋寒章: Fourth-year clinical medicine student.

 

SUPPORTING CHARACTERS

THE GAME SYSTEM

LILITH 莉莉丝: The girl who distributed the lucky eggs outside the cafeteria.

 

ROUND ONE

GAO YIFEI 高艺菲: A tall, beautiful girl. 

LIU SHAN 刘杉: A scrawny and timid player.

LU REN 陆刃: A happy, Tang-sword-wielding psycho.

ZHAO LIANGSHENG 赵亮盛: A brawny player.

ZHOU YUXIU 周玉秀: A small, beautiful girl who wears gloves.

 

ROUND TWO

CHEN LU 陈露: One of the girls in Gu Fengyi’s team. Has the Wind Blade ability.

GU FENGYI 顾风仪: Tall and mature girl with the ability “Snake Sense.” 

LIN WEI 林炜: One of the boys in Shentu Hong’s team. A bad-tempered punk.

LIU QINGQING 柳清清: A soft, gentle girl. Has a fire ability.

QIN HANWEN 秦翰文: One of the boys in Shentu Hong’s team. A chubby boy. 

SHAN LIANG 单凉: One of the boys in Shentu Hong’s team. A pretty boy in his third year.

SHENTU HONG 申屠鸿: Song Hanzhang’s fellow med school classmate. Has a healing ability.

XIA HUAN 夏欢: One of the girls in Gu Fengyi’s team. Has a medical kit. 

 

Name Guide

 

Family

DI/DIDI: A word meaning “younger brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated (usually younger) male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.

GE/GEGE: A word meaning “elder brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.

JIE/JIEJIE: A word meaning “elder sister.” It can also be used to address an unrelated female peer, and optionally used as a suffix.

 

Pronunciation Guide

 

Mandarin Chinese is the official state language of mainland China, and pinyin is the official system of romanization in which it is written. As Mandarin is a tonal language, pinyin uses diacritical marks (e.g., ā, á, ǎ, à) to indicate these tonal inflections. Most words use one of four tones, though some are a neutral tone. Furthermore, regional variance can change the way native Chinese speakers pronounce the same word. For those reasons and more, please consider the guide below a simplified introduction to pronunciation of select character names and sounds from The Lucky Egg Game.

More resources are available at sevenseasdanmei.com

 

NOTE ON SPELLING

Romanized Mandarin Chinese words with identical spelling in pinyin—and even pronunciation—may well have different meanings. These words are more easily differentiated in written Chinese, which uses logographic characters.

 

NAMES

Lín Jué

Lín as in fling.

Jué as in June, é as in way

 

Sòng Hánzhāng

Sòng as in sonar

Hán as in handkerchief, zhāng as in junk. 

 

GENERAL CONSONANTSs

Some Mandarin Chinese consonants sound very similar, such as z/c/s and zh/ch/sh. Audio samples will provide the best opportunity to learn the difference between them.

 

X: somewhere between the sh in sheep and s in silk

Q: a very aspirated ch as in charm

C: ts as in pants

Z: z as in zoom

S: s as in silk

CH: ch as in charm

ZH: dg as in dodge

SH: sh as in shave

G: hard g as in graphic

 

GENERAL VOWELS

The pronunciation of a vowel may depend on its preceding consonant. For example, the “i” in “shi” is distinct from the “i” in “di.” Vowel pronunciation may also change depending on where the vowel appears in a word, for example the “i” in “shi” versus the “i” in “ting.” Finally, compound vowels are often—though not always—pronounced as conjoined but separate vowels. You’ll find a few of the trickier compounds below.

 

IU: as in ewe

IE: ye as in yes

UO: war as in warm


About the Author

 

Bo Mu Bing Lun is a storyteller who believes that love never fails. Born in Zhejiang Province, China, in the 1990s, she is an imaginative author who began publishing her works online in 2009. She has a knack for capturing pop culture themes and symbols from films and animation, weaving them with her signature creativity and distinctive worldview to construct unique fictional worlds. Her works span a wide range of genres—horror, supernatural, fantasy, sci-fi, romance, and cultivation—each marked by a unique style and a fresh perspective on familiar tropes. Her unlimited flow series, Welcome to the Nightmare Game and The Lucky Egg Game, both begin in harrowing despair yet ultimately return to the warmth and redemptive power of humanity. Her characters are vivid, with intricate and nuanced personalities. Through her masterful command of the unlimited flow genre and her evocative portrayals of love, she has touched the hearts of countless readers. Her published works include: Welcome to Nightmare Game, The Lucky Egg Game, The Extraordinary Classmate, Cat-Cuddling Game, Love’s DNA. You can find her on Weibo @薄暮冰轮.


Footnotes

 

Chapter 2: The Assembly at Clocktower Plaza

[1] A term of familiar address to refer to an elder sister or elder female friend.

 

[2]  A term of familiar address to refer to a younger brother or younger male friend.

 

Chapter 5: The Midnight Banquet

[3]  A reference to the spider cave in Journey to the West. It was written during the Ming dynasty and attributed to Wu Cheng’en. It is considered one of the great Chinese novels.
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" ravenous creatures to equally desperate players. .
-But in this ruthless game, trust may be the most
4 s dangerous gamble of all. As alliances fracture and
“ iz morality slips away, the true questions come to °
light: Who is actually pulling the strings—and a
~ when the last dawn rlses, will Song Hanzhang still -
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