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CHAPTER 1




AS SILAS FLOATED in the silent void of space, the only sounds were the faint hum of the ship’s systems and his own breath echoing in his ears. Below, the mysterious planet loomed like a globe drenched in swirling blue and white, its cloud formations twisting in chaotic dances. It was beautiful, even mesmerizing. Yet, there was also something wrong about it.

For all the wonders this planet might hold, Silas couldn’t shake the gnawing question clawing at the back of his mind: Will they think I’m a monster? It was a question born from experience. In every corner of the universe, one truth had remained constant—fear. Fear of the unknown, fear of the other. Civilizations didn’t need a reason to destroy what they didn’t understand. And if this planet’s inhabitants saw him, saw any of them, as a threat…

His mind conjured up an array of scenarios too terrible to dwell on.

Jeron’s voice broke the silence. “That’s a lot of blue down there.”

Silas blinked, shaking off the dark thoughts that were threatening to consume him. He’d been so lost in his own head that he barely registered the others. He glanced at Jeron, then back at the planet. “I’d say about seventy-five percent of it is water.”

Ridley’s reaction was immediate. Her wide eyes darted to the viewport, her breath catching in her throat. Then a full-body shudder rolled through her. She staggered back, one hand pressing against the cold wall of the ship as though the floor had suddenly dropped beneath her.

Her heartbeat hammered in her ears. Not again. Please, not again.

The planet stared back at her, an unbroken abyss of water, stretching endlessly beneath the clouds. So much water!

Her throat tightened. She couldn’t breathe.

She was seven years old again, at the edge of the lake on Terran, her mother laughing as she waded into the shallows. "Come on, Ridley, just a little further!" Her voice was gentle. Safe. Encouraging.

Then the lake bottom gave way to nothingness, and suddenly, she was sinking, her tiny arms flailing, water closing over her head like the jaws of a beast. Cold, suffocating darkness swallowed her, pressing into her nose, her mouth, her lungs.

She thrashed around desperately, but the more she struggled, the deeper she sank.

Her mother’s voice became distant, warped by the depths.

This is it, she had thought. I’m going to die.

Then, air followed a violent wrenching motion, water spewing from her mouth, her mother’s arms pulling her back into the world of the living.

After a long moment of darkness, the memory shattered like glass.

Back in the present, Ridley sucked in a sharp, desperate breath, her vision cloudy and her body trembling.

Aldin grabbed her. “Hey, hey, you’re okay,” she whispered, holding her close. “You’re here. You’re safe.”

Ridley shook her head, her fingers digging into Aldin’s arms. "No. No, we can't go down there. It's everywhere."

Her voice was barely audible and filled with fear.

Aldin stroked her hair, grounding her. "It’s just water, Rid. It’s just a planet."

Ridley knew that. But logic didn’t matter when the fear was wrapped around her like unseen hands, dragging her down into the murky depths of despair, drowning her all over again.

Silas turned from the viewport, concern flickering in his usually unreadable eyes. “Ridley, just breathe. You’re giving in to your fears.”

She tried. She really tried. But the ocean below wasn’t just water. It was the unknown. The depths. The silence. The drowning.

Jeron, oblivious to the tension, was busy at the console. “I’m tying into their comm system,” he muttered. “Should be able to pull something—”

A sharp burst of static filled the cabin before a horrific screech blasted through the ship.

The cabin shook as a wave of static crackled through the speakers.

Then the voices began.

At first, it was nothing but distorted whispers. But as Jeron adjusted the frequency, the sound warped.

"Mom?"

Ridley’s stomach plummeted.

The voice was her mother’s.

"It’s so dark—"

The ship’s lights flickered.

"They’re still burning!" a man shrieked.

Silas’s breath caught in his throat. He knew that voice.

Then came the others.

Hundreds. Thousands. Millions

The sounds of dying people, calling from across the abyss, carried on a signal from a world that no longer existed.

"No, no, don’t let them in—"

"Oh God, oh God, my son—please—"

"—HELP ME!"

Mishka clawed at her ears, her voice ragged with horror. “That’s Hessa!” Her sister’s name tore from her throat. “I—I watched her die! I saw her body!”

"Why is it still screaming?"

Jeron’s hands froze over the controls.

Because now, the voices weren’t just coming from the speakers.

They were inside the ship.

The walls hummed with them. The metal creaked, as if something was pressing against it from the outside.

And then, one voice cut through the storm.

"WHY DID YOU LEAVE US?"

The lights died completely.

In the darkness, the air felt thicker, heavier.

Silas could feel them. The dead. The weight of a billion lost souls, pressing against the hull, pulling at them through the void.

"COME BACK."

Then a deep, wet gurgling sound slithered through the speakers.

A sound that wasn’t human.

Jeron slammed the console, ripping the power feed from the comms.

For a long, stretched moment, no one moved as the ship became deathly silent.

Then, the ship’s emergency lights flickered back on, faint red glows bathing the cabin.

No one spoke.

No one could.

Everyone was trembling, their bodies rigid with terror.

Silas turned back to the viewport.

The planet below stared back. Its swirling waters deep, endless, waiting.

But that wasn’t what scared him.

What scared him was the knowledge that their world had followed them.

Across an entire galaxy, through the impossible void of space, the screams of the dead had chased them down.

And in his mind, they were still screaming.




***




For a long time, silence hung over the group like a death shroud, until Mishka’s voice cut through the moment. “What’s the plan?” 

Ahead of them, the meteors that had shared their journey through the cosmos now drifted lazily in the planet’s orbit. Their jagged, blackened shapes seemed almost peaceful, suspended in the void. But then, slowly, they began to shift. The planet’s gravity was pulling them in.

Silas exhaled slowly. “We’ll monitor the situation. It’s not just the meteors I’m worried about.” He hesitated, then voiced the fear that had been gnawing at him since they left their world behind. “The organism… it might have survived. And if it gets loose down there…” 

Aldin’s face went pale. “You think it could survive in space?”

Silas nodded grimly. “It’s possible. We don’t know enough to be sure. If one meteor makes it through the atmosphere… we’ll need to be ready.”

Mishka scoffed, her sharp eyes narrowing. “Why? What do we care? We don’t owe them anything.” 

Silas paused, his heart heavy with the weight of a billion lost souls. “If one of those meteors breaks through, it could trigger a cataclysm. Whatever life is down there, they might not survive.”

“So what?” Mishka’s voice was cold and distant. “Our world didn’t survive. Why should theirs?”

Her words hung in the air, thick and suffocating. She was right. Their entire world was gone, wiped clean by something unimaginable. And here they were, drifting through space like the last remnants of a broken dream. How could they care about anything anymore? 

Silas clenched his jaw, feeling the weight of those lost souls relentlessly pressing down on him. His gaze swept over the others, their faces etched with grief and despair. They had all lost everything. Except for Jeron. He was the only one who didn’t seem to care, didn’t seem touched by the sorrow that draped over each of them like a thick shroud. A heavy silence followed. The possibility of facing another savage apocalypse on a foreign world was suffocating.

Aldin lowered her head, her shoulders trembling. Not again! her mind screamed. Not another world lost because of me. She couldn’t bear it, couldn’t endure the thought of watching it all happen again—the death, the destruction. She had already carried one apocalypse on her shoulders. She wouldn’t survive another. 

“Let’s just hope none of them get through,” Ridley said, her voice barely a whisper.

Silas nodded, though he knew hope wasn’t enough.




***




Jeron's eyes glowed in the dim light of the cabin, the eerie blue hue from the screen reflecting off his face. His fingers danced over the controls, but his mind was elsewhere. He glanced around the ship, his head turning just enough to catch the soft rise and fall of the others’ chests as they slept. Quiet, rhythmic snores interrupted the stillness, a comforting lullaby for the exhausted. They were oblivious. Trusting.

He smiled. Good.

He returning his gaze to the monitor. Outside, the meteors drifted silently against the backdrop of space, dark shadows against the glittering stars, just as they had for hours now. Slowly, steadily, they moved toward the planet below, their erratic course becoming more deliberate as they felt the invisible pull of gravity drawing them closer. Jeron’s heart pounded with growing excitement. His pulse quickened, fingers tightening on the edge of the console as if by sheer force of will he could guide the rocks himself.

The ship’s system displayed the data in cold, clinical figures, but Jeron’s eyes flicked past the numbers, focusing instead on the spectacle unfolding before him. The meteors gathered speed as they neared the planet’s atmosphere, like wild animals converging on prey, hungry and relentless.

Then, just as quickly, flames licked at their jagged surfaces, and one by one, they began to burn up. Fiery streaks lit up the thermosphere, each meteor a brilliant burst of light before disintegrating into nothing. Jeron clenched his jaw, a flicker of frustration creeping in as he watched them die off, consumed by the planet's atmosphere.

But not all of them.

His heart skipped a beat when he saw it. One meteor, larger than the rest, blazing through the firestorm and punching through the barrier, undeterred. The air around it screamed as it tore downward, descending faster and faster toward the surface of the world below. For a brief moment, Jeron’s breath caught in his throat. Then, a smile tugged at the corner of his lips—a cold, predatory smile.

It had made it. Yes!

His gaze narrowed as the meteor streaked toward its destination, vanishing beyond the horizon and out of view. He didn’t need to see it hit. He felt it—deep in his gut—a tremor that reverberated through the quiet of space, through him.

A few seconds later, a dull thud registered on the monitor from the impact. The screen flashed as the planet reacted to the sudden intrusion. Jeron’s smile grew wider, more sinister.

“It has begun, Uncle,” he whispered under his breath.

He leaned back in his chair, eyes lingering on the now-empty void beyond the ship’s viewport, the meteors gone, their purpose fulfilled. The others wouldn’t know, not yet. They had no idea what had just been unleashed below, what his actual mission was. They thought they were survivors, trying to find a new home, clinging to hope after the destruction of their own world. But Jeron knew better. 

He had other plans.

The words of his uncle echoed in his mind, “You know what to do, Jeron. It’s on your shoulders now.”

He turned back to the sleeping crew. Silas, Ridley, Mishka, Aldin—they had no clue. They thought they were all in this together. How wrong they were.

Jeron chuckled softly. He had waited for this moment, the anticipation gnawing at him since they’d first launched. And now, as the pieces fell into place, that gnawing hunger transformed into something darker, something far more dangerous.

He leaned closer to the monitor, zooming in on the surface of the planet below. The meteor had landed in a remote area, but he knew it wouldn’t stay contained for long. Soon, the organism—the one they thought they had left behind—would spread. Relentless. Insatiable.

The crew wouldn’t suspect his true purpose, not until it was too late. And by then, the world below would be nothing but a husk.








CHAPTER 2




AS TIME PASSED, Silas shifted in his seat, causing Jeron’s heart to skip a beat. Without missing a second, he slumped his head to the side and let his eyes flutter shut, feigning the deep, undisturbed sleep of someone lost in exhaustion. He had perfected this act over years of playing both sides, a talent that had always served him well.

Silas’s voice broke the silence a moment later. “Anything happen while I was asleep?”

Jeron held his breath, keeping his eyes closed to sell the act to perfection. He didn’t stir until he felt Silas vigorously shaking his arm.

Jeron cracked his eyes open with a slow, practiced grogginess. He stretched, exaggerating the motion, his arms wide and yawning, putting on a show as though waking from a restful slumber. “What’s going on?” he asked, trying to sound dazed.

“You fell asleep,” Silas stated flatly.

“I’m sorry,” Jeron replied, feigning embarrassment. “I guess I was exhausted.”

The disappointment was evident in Silas’s voice, “You should’ve woken me up. Now we have a big problem.”

Jeron kept his face neutral, forcing a mask of mild confusion. “Why? What happened?”

Silas’s eyes narrowed as he gestured toward the screen. “The meteor cluster is gone.”

A spark of satisfaction flickered deep within Jeron, but he kept his face carefully composed. He leaned closer, peering at the monitor. “Are you sure? They were on the radar earlier. Maybe they pulled away from the planet’s orbit and floated on?”

Silas shook his head. “Highly unlikely. It’s more probable that they fell from their orbit and descended toward the surface.”

Jeron forced himself to swallow the smile threatening to creep up. “Let’s hope none of them made it through, then.”

Without responding, Silas began typing commands into the instrument panel as Jeron watched him out of the corner of his eye, trying to maintain his nonchalance. Silas muttered to himself, “Maybe I can rewind the radar and satellite feeds enough to see what happened.”

A tense minute passed as Silas’s commands locked onto the trajectory of the meteors. One by one, the meteors blinked on the screen, their paths traced as they approached the atmosphere. Jeron’s heart pounded in his chest, but he kept still, watching eagerly as he relived the event he had witnessed earlier with sinister satisfaction.

Each one vanished, consumed by the atmosphere’s wrath, until there was one. The last meteor, undeterred, streaked through the planet’s protective shield and plunged toward the surface below.

Silas leaned back in his seat, with a frown covering his face and concern filling his eyes.

“Well, that’s not good,” Jeron said, barely able to disguise his genuine excitement.

Footsteps approached from behind, and Jeron didn’t need to turn to know who it was. “What’s not good?” Mishka asked.

Jeron flicked his eyes toward her, maintaining his outward calm. “One of the meteors crashed into the planet.”

Mishka’s brows furrowed. “So?”

“So,” Silas said in a low voice, “now we have to go down there and find out what the damage was.”

A moment later, the others gathered around the console. Aldin’s voice then broke the tension. “You mean, to see if the organism was present?”

“Yes,” Silas replied flatly.

“I don’t like the idea of going down there,” Ridley said nervously. “Can’t we just try to find another suitable planet to live on? This doesn’t feel right.”

Silas’s voice hardened. “My earlier analysis indicated there aren’t any other such worlds in this galaxy. Plus, if we start skipping from galaxy to galaxy, we’ll eventually run out of fuel. Unfortunately, we don’t have the luxury of options right now, Ridley.”

As the weight of the situation pressed down on them, the ship’s console emitted a soft beep. A satellite image of the planet’s surface flickered onto the screen, displaying the meteor’s impact site. A jagged, smoking crater marred the lush landscape below, steam rising from the smoldering earth.

“What’s that?” Mishka asked, her eyes widening as she took in the image.

“It’s the location where the meteor crashed,” Silas said grimly. “Unfortunately, it’s on the other side of the planet.”

“How long will it take to get there?” Aldin asked, her voice hushed.

“Not long,” Silas replied. “But we’ll need to find a secluded place near the crash site to land the ship undetected. This isn’t going to be a simple scouting mission.”

Jeron leaned in, tapping a few keys on the console. “I can help with that. I’ll run an algorithm that generates an energy field around the ship that will cloak us from their systems. It’ll keep us hidden from whatever’s down there.”

Silas glanced at him with a hint of surprise in his eyes. “You’ve certainly picked up a few tricks since I saw you last.”

Jeron shrugged, his smile just a little too forced. “I’ve always been interested in quantum mechanics and nano-science. Just never had the motivation to pursue it further until recently.”

“When did the meteor crash?” Aldin asked nervously.

“A little over a cycle ago,” Silas replied. “We’ll need to move quickly to assess the situation, figure out if the organism survived entry, and if it did, how much damage it’s capable of doing.”

An eerie silence fell over the group. The organism, the thing that had wiped out their home, was now possibly on another world, wreaking the same devastation that had led to their planet’s destruction.

Silas watched the image of the smoking crater intently. “You three,” he finally said, addressing Aldin, Ridley, and Mishka, “go check out the storage containers and see what kind of gear we have available. We need to be prepared for anything.”

Jeron leaned back in his chair, watching them shuffle out of the cockpit. His mind, however, was already far away—focused on the surface below. His heart raced as a sinister smile crept up his lips, hidden from view.

If the organism had indeed survived the cruelty of space, there would be no stopping it now.




***




As the women sifted through the cargo hold, their hands running over the cold metal of containers stacked tightly against one another, Ridley’s mind was elsewhere. She was silent for a moment longer, but a gnawing suspicion was clawing at her insides, a feeling she couldn't shake. Her eyes darted to Mishka, then to Aldin, before she finally whispered, “I don’t trust Jeron.”

Mishka paused mid-search, her fingers grazing over the sleek surface of a medical kit, and looked up. “What do you mean?” she asked curiously.

Ridley’s lips pursed into a thin line. “You didn’t see him back on Terran, before we escaped from the lab. He was… off. Creepy, even. And the way he smirks when he mentions his uncle…” Her voice dropped lower. “It tells me he’s hiding something. I think his uncle was Jensen.”

The name hit Aldin like a gut punch. Her breath caught in her throat, her lips trembling. Jensen—the man who had ruined everything, whose shadow still hung over them like a curse even after his death.

“That’s a stretch,” Mishka replied, though her voice was laced with uncertainty. “His uncle could’ve been anyone.”

Ridley’s eyes hardened. “Think about it,” she pressed. “It makes perfect sense. Jensen was a control freak. He would’ve had someone on the inside at the ancillary lab, someone to keep him informed of any developments, someone to warn him of threats to his work. Jeron was there, wasn’t he? And now, he’s here, right when we’re at our most vulnerable.”

Aldin closed her eyes, trying to steady her nerves. The idea sent chills down her spine, but she wasn’t ready to accept it. “Okay, say Jensen was his uncle,” she said in a shaky voice. “What do we do?”

Ridley’s hand slid to the grip of her blaster, her fingers tightening around it. “For now, we keep a close eye on him,” she said, her voice cold and resolute. “And if he does anything radical… I’ll take care of him.”

Mishka snorted, rolling her eyes. “That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?”

“Jensen fooled us before,” Ridley hissed. “I’m not going to let his crazy nephew fool us, too. Not again.”

Mishka shook her head, a smirk tugging at her lips. “You’re being paranoid.” But there was a flicker of doubt in her eyes, a shadow of unease that hadn’t been there before.

She moved to the next container, prying it open with a groan of metal. Her breath caught as her eyes widened in delight. She reached inside and slowly pulled out a sleek, black blaster rifle, cradling it like a lover long lost to the void. Her fingers traced its contours, her smile stretching wide, full of a dark satisfaction.

“Now that’s more like it,” she said excitedly.

Aldin and Ridley exchanged a glance as they watched Mishka’s strange reverence for the weapon. Mishka laid the rifle gently at her feet before diving back into the container, pulling out more gear, her excitement growing with every item.

Ridley crouched beside her and helped dig through the contents. In no time, they had a small cache of weapons laid out before them—blaster rifles, tactical gear, and sleek, dark uniforms that looked too ominous to be standard issue.

Aldin glanced nervously at the door. “We should hurry.”

Before they could check the last few containers, Silas’s voice rang through the ship’s intercom. “We’re above the descension point. It might get a little rocky for a few seconds before we hit the lower atmosphere, then it’ll smooth out.”

Ridley and Mishka exchanged tense glances. There was no such thing as a smooth descent—only varying degrees of controlled chaos.

The ship groaned, its metallic frame shuddering as it plunged downward. A deep vibration coursed through the walls, growing from a low hum into a violent tremor. The lights flickered erratically, casting disjointed shadows that danced across the cabin. The sensation was like being swallowed whole by a violent storm, helpless against its raging forces.

Ridley’s grip tightened on the edge of a crate, her knuckles turning bone-white. “I hate this,” she muttered under her breath, but no one was listening.

Then the ship lurched, a sudden, stomach-dropping motion that sent Mishka stumbling forward, slamming into the side of a console.

A deafening boom reverberated through the hull, and suddenly, everything tilted.

The ship was spinning.

Alarms blared, shrill and frantic. A deep metallic screech echoed through the cabin as the hull fought against forces threatening to tear it apart. Ridley barely had time to brace herself before another violent jolt ripped the floor out from under her, sending her sprawling. Mishka crashed down beside her, gasping as a cargo container broke free, smashing into the wall in front of them with a force that dented the metal.

The instruments blinked wildly, systems failing one by one as the ship’s engines sputtered and howled. The floor beneath them vibrated in unnatural pulses, as if something within the ship had come loose.

Ridley’s stomach clenched. They had hit something.

“I think we clipped something in the atmosphere!” Mishka shouted over the chaos, gripping onto a nearby railing. Her dark eyes darted toward the cockpit. “That or—”

She didn’t finish.

Because Ridley was already thinking it.

What if this wasn’t turbulence?

A sickening realization settled deep in her gut. Jeron was up front with Silas—the same Jeron who had already proven he couldn’t be trusted. Had he done something?

The ship pitched sideways, sending loose equipment hurtling through the air. A med-kit clipped Mishka in the shoulder, knocking her sideways. Sparks rained down from an exposed panel as the ship twisted violently, gravity shifting unpredictably.

Ridley gritted her teeth. If Jeron had sabotaged them, there was no telling what else he had planned.

She tried to push herself up, but the moment she did, another violent tremor rocked the ship. Her vision blurred as she was thrown sideways, barely catching hold of a railing before she could be flung across the hold.

Then there was a deep, sickening crack!

The ship lurched so hard that for a split second, gravity seemed to vanish entirely. The artificial stabilizers were failing.

Aldin’s voice was filled with panic. “We’re losing altitude too fast! If Silas doesn’t—”

Another impact.

Another scream of metal as something massive tore through the underbelly of the ship.

Ridley’s breath caught in her throat. This is it, she thought somberly. After everything we’ve gone through, this is the last moment of our lives.

This was the moment they either regained control or died burning through the atmosphere.








CHAPTER 3




THE CITY WAS burning.

Rodrigo’s boots pounded against the pavement as he sprinted down East Palm Canyon Drive, weaving through the chaos. Cathedral City had turned into a war zone—screaming people, overturned cars, glass exploding from storefronts as looters smashed their way inside. The air stank of burning rubber, gunpowder, and something else—something foul and rotten, like roadkill baking under the desert sun.

They hadn’t planned for this.

The night had started like any other—racing through the streets, taunting cops, looking for easy scores. But once the screaming started, the gunfire followed. Then the monsters came.

Rodrigo dove behind a wrecked sedan, barely dodging a pickup truck speeding in reverse, its tires screeching as the driver panicked. Through the smoke and flashing lights, he saw what the man was running from.

Dogs! At least a dozen of them, but they weren’t normal. Their fur hung in rotten patches, their eyes burned red with something unnatural, and their jaws were stretched too wide, gaping like broken bear traps, lips torn back to expose rows of jagged, yellowed teeth.

One leaped onto the pickup’s hood, claws scraping deep into the metal. The driver screamed as another beast lunged through the open window, and the truck veered off, slamming into a fire hydrant. A geyser of water erupted into the night as the man’s screams turned into choking gurgles.

Rodrigo swallowed hard. “We gotta move. Now!”

“Rodri, move your ass, homie!” Hector shouted from behind, firing wildly into the street.

A black-feathered blur screeched overhead. Rodrigo ducked as a massive raven slammed into the car beside him, its talons ripping deep into the frame. It let out a guttural, unnatural caw, wings flapping as if trying to shake off the rot eating through its body.

“Fuck this,” Rodrigo spat, raising his shotgun. He fired once, the blast tearing through the bird’s torso. The raven reeled back, but it didn’t drop. It didn’t die.

It kept coming.

Lobo staggered past, clutching a wound on his arm. “Rodri, we gotta get the fuck outta here, man!”

Rodrigo turned toward the alley where their ride was parked, but the street had turned into pure hell. Packs of infected coyotes and feral cats tore into the crowds. A group of rioters—looters, mostly—tried to fight back, but the animals didn’t stop. A coyote, half of its face missing, clamped onto a man’s leg, dragging him to the pavement. He screamed as the rest of the pack pounced, ripping into him like raw meat.

Hector fired another round into the horde, but the undead animals barely reacted.

“Get to the garage!” Rodrigo barked, shoving Lobo forward.

They sprinted toward the parking structure up ahead. More people were running now—cops, civilians, gangbangers—all scrambling for safety.

But then, the birds came.

Hundreds of them descended from the sky like a black storm, shrieking as they dove at anything that moved. Rodrigo saw one man go down, his face vanishing under a mass of pecking, ripping beaks. His muffled screams curdled into a wet gurgle.

“Go!” Hector shouted.

They barreled up the parking ramp, shoving past a group of terrified teenagers. The second floor was mostly empty—except for the wrecked police cruiser near the far end.

Then Rodrigo saw them.

A pack of undead German Shepherds slinking between the parked cars, eyes glowing like embers.

Police dogs.

“Shit,” Lobo breathed.

One of the Shepherds tilted its head, like it was listening. Then, all at once, the pack charged.

Rodrigo fired, the shotgun blast tearing into the closest one’s chest. It should’ve died. Instead, the dog stumbled, then snarled—jaws unhinging too wide—before lunging again.

“Second floor! Move!” Rodrigo roared, sprinting toward the stairwell.

Lobo and Hector scrambled after him, but the pack was too fast. One of the dogs lunged at Lobo, its jaws snapping around his arm. He screamed, slamming it into a wall, but it wouldn’t let go.

Rodrigo aimed and quickly pulled the trigger. The Shepherd’s head snapped back. The thing slumped, finally still.

Lobo gasped for air, staring at the deep, oozing bite wound.

“Fuck, man,” he muttered. “I don’t… I don’t feel right.”

Rodrigo yanked him up, ignoring the burning dread clawing at his gut. “Come on.”

They burst onto the second level just as the Shepherds howled behind them.

Rodrigo turned, his eyes full of desperation as he raised his shotgun.








CHAPTER 4




THE STREETS OF Cathedral City were drowning in blood.

Rodrigo’s tires screeched as he swerved through the chaos, barely missing an overturned vehicle. His pulse pounded in his ears, almost louder than the gunfire erupting all around them. Hector leaned halfway out of the passenger window, unloading rounds at the creatures swarming the streets—dogs with rotting flesh hanging off their bones, birds diving like kamikaze pilots, twisted things that were virtually unrecognizable for what they once were—lurching forward with hunger in their dead, glossy eyes.

From the back seat, Lobo groaned, pressing a blood-soaked rag against his leg. “Rodri, we gotta find cover, man! I ain’t dyin’ in this goddamn car!” Rodrigo’s knuckles went white on the wheel. “We keep moving until we find somewhere secure!”

Ahead, an explosion rocked the pavement as something crashed through the window of a gas station. Flames shot up, illuminating the nightmare unfolding around them.

Rodrigo clenched his teeth and spotted a parking structure up ahead. “There!” he shouted, yanking the wheel hard. The car fishtailed, tires screeching as they barreled through the entrance. The metal gate crunched under the impact, and Rodrigo slammed the brakes, bringing them to a skidding halt inside the dimly lit garage.

“Out, out, out!” Hector was already dragging Lobo from the backseat, his gun still raised.

“They’re right behind us!” Rodrigo grabbed his shotgun and sprinted for the nearest stairwell, but then a sound ripped through the night.

It was a screech, high-pitched and unnatural, vibrating in Rodrigo’s chest like a tuning fork against his ribs. Every single infected thing in the area stopped, their heads twitching as if caught in some invisible force. The birds dropped from the sky mid-flight, their bodies hitting the pavement like sacks of meat. The dogs whimpered, convulsing before going completely still. The unrecognizable things spasmed violently, limbs jerking in broken, unnatural movements—then collapsed.

For several agonizing seconds, nothing moved. Then, silence. Rodrigo barely realized he was holding his breath.

Hector broke the silence first. “What the hell…?” His voice was barely above a whisper.

Lobo, still leaning against the car, stared at the corpses. “Did we win? Is it over?”

Rodrigo’s heart was still hammering. He didn’t trust this. Didn’t trust that things just stopped like that. He took a few cautious steps forward, nudging one of the fallen creatures with the tip of his boot. It didn’t move.

For the first time in hours, the night was still. The city, once alive with screams and gunfire, had gone completely silent.

Rodrigo looked up toward the sky. Smoke still curled from burning buildings. The bodies littering the streets weren’t getting up anymore. It was over. And yet, as he looked at his crew, battered and bloodied, something in his gut told him they weren’t safe. Not really.

Hector shifted, checking his ammo. “So… what now?”

Rodrigo was silent for a long moment. They had lost so many of their own tonight. Those things had torn through their people like they were nothing. And no one was coming to save them. The city was theirs to rot in.

Lobo spat onto the pavement. “We stick together.”

Rodrigo looked at him. Lobo met his stare, unwavering. “Ain’t nobody left to watch our backs. No gangs, no cops, no government. Just us. And you know what? I ain’t dyin’ like the rest of them. We play this smart, we make it through whatever’s next.”

Hector scoffed. “And what the hell’s next, huh?”

Rodrigo didn’t have an answer. But as they stood there, surrounded by the twisted bodies of dead things, he knew one thing for sure—this world had changed. And if they wanted to survive it, they would have to change too. He took a deep breath and slung his shotgun over his shoulder. “We get off the streets. We find somewhere secure. And we don’t trust anyone but each other.”

The others nodded, knowing they were all that was left.




***




The scent of burned rubber and gunpowder lingered in the air, thick as the smoke curling from the wreckage around them. Luis’s BMW sat wedged between an overturned delivery truck and a burned-out sedan, its once-polished black exterior now streaked with blood and dust.

It had started as a little bit of simple fun, trying to outrun the Marines, make them eat dust as they tore through the streets in their sleek ride. But then the world turned inside out, and now they weren’t racing soldiers anymore. They were running for their lives.

The city had gone to hell.

Luis wiped a hand down his face, smearing dirt and sweat across his cheek. His pulse still thundered from the chase—first against the Marines, then against something worse. The creatures had come out of nowhere, tearing through the streets like rabid animals from a nightmare. And now… now they were just gone.

Benny sat slumped in the backseat, his shirt torn, a gash running along his arm. “What the fuck was that?” His voice trembled, his usual cocky edge stripped away.

Rico stood a few feet away, staring at the road like he was expecting something to crawl out of the darkness. “They just dropped, man. Like someone hit a switch.”

Luis exhaled sharply, gripping the top of the car door to steady himself. His knuckles were raw, scraped from the frantic nightmare they’d barely survived. He had seen things tonight that didn’t belong in the world—things with twisted, mangled bodies that shouldn’t have been able to move, let alone hunt.

And then… silence.

Chuy let out a ragged laugh, tipping what remained of the tequila bottle into his mouth. His gold teeth flashed in the dim streetlight. “Guess that means we won, huh?” He wiped his mouth and spat. “Told y’all we were untouchable.”

Benny shot him a look. “Won? Are you fuckin’ serious? We lost half our boys tonight. Tavo, Malo, Spider—” He shook his head, his voice cracking. “We were supposed to be out messin’ with the cops, racing through Cathedral, not… this.”

Luis clenched his jaw. He hadn’t processed it yet—the fact that half their crew was dead. Torn apart, screaming, their bodies ripped open like old trash bags. And the worst part? He couldn’t even remember running. It was just chaos. A blur of blood and fire.

And then the sound.

That screech. That unnatural, piercing thing that had split the night wide open.

It wasn’t human.

Rico was the first to speak the thought they were all avoiding. “This ain’t over.”

The words sent a chill through Luis’s spine. He looked at the others—Benny clutching his wounded arm, Chuy trying to laugh off the fear, Rico standing stiff, every muscle locked like he was waiting for something to come back.

And maybe it would.

“Alright,” Luis said finally, his voice low, steady. “No one’s coming to save us. Cops are dead, Marines gone. We’re on our own.” He kicked at a severed hand near the curb, the fingers curled like they had died trying to grasp something. He didn’t flinch.

Benny let out a bitter chuckle. “Yeah? And what the hell do we do now, Luis? Hide? Pray?”

Luis shook his head. “Nah. We own this city now.”

Rico turned to him, eyes narrowing. “You think we can just go back to business after what happened?”

Luis leaned against the BMW, crossing his arms. “I think we got two choices, homie. We either end up like the ones that didn’t make it tonight, or we make sure that never happens to us again.” He looked at each of them, letting the weight of his words settle. “We stick together. No more dumb shit, no more petty beefs. We’re in this for survival now.”

Benny ran a hand over his shaved head, exhaling through his nose. Chuy, for once, didn’t have a joke.

Rico was the last to speak, his voice quieter than usual. “Yeah. We survive.”

For now, the streets were quiet. But Luis knew better than to believe it would stay that way.

And when the next nightmare came knocking, they’d be ready.








CHAPTER 5




THE PARKING GARAGE was a tomb of echoes. The stench of gasoline, blood, and sweat clung to the air, thick as the smoke curling from the wreckage outside. Rodrigo and his crew pushed deeper into the structure, weapons drawn, their movements sharp, tense. Outside, the city was still smoldering, but the silence that followed the apocalypse was worse than the chaos before it.

Rodrigo motioned for them to slow down, keeping his shotgun raised. “Stay sharp. I don’t trust this quiet.”

“Shit, man,” Hector muttered, glancing over his shoulder. “Feels like we just walked into our own grave.”

From the far end of the parking structure, footsteps scraped against concrete.

Rodrigo’s stomach twisted. They weren’t alone.

A shadow moved between the dimly lit cars, then another. The unmistakable silhouette of figures armed and dangerous.

“Yo, you see that?” Lobo whispered, his grip tightening on his pistol.

Rodrigo held up a hand, signaling them to hold their ground. “Whoever the fuck’s out there, you better step out real slow.”

A chuckle echoed through the structure, low and taunting. Then, from behind a dented BMW, Luis and his crew emerged.

Rodrigo’s jaw clenched. Luis.

Luis smirked, resting a bat on his shoulder. Chuy stood beside him, still clutching the near-empty bottle of tequila, while Benny and Rico flanked them, guns ready.

“Well, well,” Luis spat. “Ain’t this a bitch? Thought all you motherfuckers got wiped out.”

Rodrigo sneered. “Wish I could say the same about you.”

Hector took a step forward, gun half-raised. “We got bigger problems than old beef, man.”

Luis laughed, shaking his head. “Nah, see, that’s where you’re wrong. Doesn’t matter if the world’s ending—some things don’t change. And where I’m standing? You’re still the same little punks that thought they could run shit.”

Rodrigo’s grip on his shotgun tightened. The tension crackled like static in the air.

“You wanna do this now?” Rodrigo hissed. “Right here, surrounded by all this death?” He gestured at the city beyond the open garage entrance, at the bodies littering the streets, the ruins of their former lives. “That shit out there don’t scare you?”

Luis’s smirk faltered for a second, but he covered it up with a shrug. “It ain’t about fear, homie. It’s about respect. And I don’t see no reason why I should let you walk outta here alive.”

Chuy chuckled darkly. “You should’ve stayed dead with the rest of your crew.”

Rodrigo’s eyes burned with rage. “Say that again, motherfucker!”

Chuy barely had time to blink before Rodrigo’s fist connected with his jaw. The tequila bottle shattered against the pavement as Chuy staggered back, spitting blood and laughter.

Then everything exploded.

Hector tackled Benny, their bodies slamming into the hood of a wrecked sedan. Lobo and Rico swung at each other, fists flying, grunts and curses filling the air. Luis barely had time to react before Rodrigo drove a knee into his ribs, sending him stumbling back.

“You dumb motherfucker!” Luis roared, swinging his bat. Rodrigo ducked, but the wood grazed his shoulder, sending a sharp jolt of pain down his arm.

Gunfire erupted—wild, reckless shots aimed at the ceiling as one of them lost control of their trigger finger. The sound reverberated through the structure, deafening, chaotic.

Rodrigo grabbed Luis by the collar and slammed him into a support pillar. “I should kill you right now,” he growled through gritted teeth.

Luis coughed, grinning through bloody teeth. “Then do it.”

Rodrigo’s grip tightened—

And then the ground moved. It was a deep, violent shake, like the city itself was trying to shake them off its back.

The parking garage groaned, concrete shifting as the tremor intensified.

“Earthquake!” Hector shouted, scrambling off Benny.

A second later, a deafening CRACK split the air as part of the ceiling caved in near the entrance, sending dust and debris raining down. A parked SUV tumbled onto its side, its alarm wailing pathetically before dying out.

Rodrigo and Luis staggered apart, both instinctively looking up, watching as another chunk of concrete broke loose and crashed to the floor.

“Shit—outside, now!” Luis barked.

Forgetting their fight, both groups bolted.

They sprinted through the trembling structure, dodging falling debris, their boots pounding against cracked concrete. By the time they reached the open street, the worst of the quake had passed, but the damage was done. Behind them, the garage groaned one last time before settling into eerie silence.

For several moments, no one spoke.

They just stood there, panting, bruised, and bloodied, but alive.

Rodrigo wiped sweat from his brow, looking at Luis. “That’s twice tonight something tried to kill us.”

Luis, still breathing hard, let out a short laugh. “Guess we got unfinished business with Death.”

Hector exhaled sharply. “Look, we can beat the shit outta each other all night, or we can get smart.”

Luis wiped blood from his mouth, considering it. “And what’s smart?”

Rodrigo sighed. “We stick together. For now.”

Luis smirked, shaking his head. “Ain’t that some shit?”

Rodrigo extended a hand.

After a brief hesitation, Luis took it.

Their grip was tight. Not in friendship. Not in trust.

But in survival.








CHAPTER 6


THE FORCE FROM the crash hurled the three women across the metal floor, their bodies colliding with the walls of the ship as if they were playthings caught in a storm. Aldin barely had time to brace before she slammed into a storage crate, her breath ripped from her lungs. Mishka hit the wall hard, a sharp crack echoing through the cabin as her shoulder connected with unforgiving metal. Ridley rolled across the floor, her head narrowly missing the edge of a console.

Alarms blared, flashing red strobes slicing through the suffocating dimness. The ship’s frame groaned, metal twisting and buckling as if being torn apart by unseen hands. Sparks rained from an overhead panel, the acrid scent of burning wires filling the cabin.

Silas fought against the ship’s controls, his knuckles white, jaw clenched. “Come on, come on—”

Outside, the viewport was a blur of fire and speed. The planet’s atmosphere ripped against the hull, the friction igniting a sheath of plasma around them. Violent turbulence rocked the ship, sending it into a stomach-churning spin.

“We’re losing altitude too fast!” Jeron shouted from the cockpit, his voice edged with something between fear and exhilaration.

“No kidding!” Silas barked. His hands flew over the controls, struggling to stabilize the vessel, but the thrusters were unresponsive.

Then, the real terror began.

A loud bang echoed through the ship, followed by a jarring lurch as something ripped away from the hull. A sickening drop hit them next, as
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