
BOOK 5: THE SHADOW THAT REMAINS

A Dark Humor Thriller Series — Book Five

Prologue — The Thing That Followed Us

It crawled out of the Maw’s remains like a newborn spider made of liquid night.

It didn’t know its own name yet.

Didn’t know its purpose.

It only knew one thing:

Follow them.

Follow him.

Follow Caleb.

Every scrap of shadow the Core had ever consumed—

Memory, will, instinct, hunger—

Had woven together into a newborn creature with a single directive stamped into its mind:

Find the anchor.

Find the chosen heartbeat.

It rose on crooked legs, dripping fragments of glowing blue essence.

Its spine cracked.

Its form twisted, searching the air—

Searching the bond that tethered it to its unwitting creators.

And then it found them.

A single pulse in the distance.

Two heartbeats intertwined.

The creature tilted its head.

It smiled with a mouth it didn’t understand how to use.

And it began to move.


Chapter 1 — Running From Our Own Creation


Caleb can’t feel his legs anymore.

He’s not sure when that started.

Between sprinting through collapsing tunnels, dodging falling debris, screaming at Eli to “TURN LEFT, NOT THAT LEFT!”, and dragging Silas whenever he stumbles—

Somewhere in there, numbness became the new normal.

Silas grips his arm.

He’s still pale, still trembling, still recovering from having a literal ancient monster ripped out of his chest.

“You okay?” Caleb pants.

Silas gives him the most honest answer he’s capable of.

“No.

But I don’t want to die ugly, so I am highly motivated right now.”

Eli wheezes loudly behind them.

“I don’t want to die at all! Or run! Or be conscious! How is this my life now?!”

Lena shoves him forward. “Move your dramatic ass or I will carry you like a screaming duffel bag!”

The ground shakes again.

Dust rains from the cave ceiling.

And then—

A noise.

Behind them.

A tapping sound.

Soft.

Deliberate.

Like claws testing the floor.

Caleb freezes.

Silas’s hand tightens around his.

Eli whispers, “Oh no. That’s the sound of something that knows how to open doors quietly.”

Lena mutters, “Or the sound of something deciding which one of us looks the crunchiest.”

The tapping grows louder.

Closer.

More… confident.

Caleb’s voice comes out low, tense.

“Keep running. Don’t look back.”

Silas nods, though he glances over his shoulder anyway.

His face goes white.

“Caleb.”

“What?”

“Caleb—it’s picking up speed.”

Caleb curses under his breath.

Of course it is.

He knew—somewhere deep down—the Maw wasn’t done with them.

Nothing that powerful ever just… dies.

The creature shrieks—

A warped, echoing scream that sounds like metal and bone and grief all tangled together.

Lena yanks Eli forward.

“Move! MOVE!”

Silas stumbles but Caleb catches him instantly.

“You don’t stop,” Caleb says. “Not now.”

Silas looks at him, wide-eyed.

“What if it catches us?”

Caleb manages a grim smile.

“Then we improvise.”

Eli cries, “I HATE IMPROVISING!”

The tunnel tilts upward, leading toward a faint glow—

Sunlight.

The exit.

Freedom.

Maybe.

Caleb takes Silas’s hand again.

“Almost there. Just a little—”

The shriek comes again.

This time, louder.

Closer.

Right behind them.

The creature of shadows bursts into view—

All too many legs, glowing blue veins, a jaw that opens sideways, and eyes that burn like broken stars.

Lena screams, “OH HELL NO—RUN!”

They sprint.

The exit grows larger.

The daylight rushes toward them—

And Caleb realizes with sudden horror…

The creature isn’t trying to kill them.

It’s chasing them like a child chasing a parent.

It’s calling to them.

Reaching for them.

And worst of all—

It knows their names.

The creature shrieks, voice mangled but distinct:

“Ca—leb…”

Silas nearly trips.

Caleb pulls him up.

They run harder.


Chapter 2 — The Creature That Knows Our Names


Sunlight slams into Caleb’s face like a blessing and a punch all at once.

He bursts out of the cave mouth with Silas in tow, both of them stumbling over loose gravel and collapsing onto sharp mountain rock. Lena drags Eli out behind them like hauling a squealing cat in a tornado.

For one fragile second, everything is quiet.

Birds chirp.

Wind whispers.

It feels like the world outside hasn’t realized yet that the Maw has been cracked open below it.

Then the mountain rumbles.

The cave mouth explodes outward as the creature slams into the entrance, scattering boulders like cardboard.

Lena’s eyes go huge. “NOPE. NOPE NOPE NOPE—WHY IS IT BIGGER?!”

Eli screams, “WHY DOES IT HAVE MORE LEGS THAN BEFORE?! IT HAD ENOUGH LEGS!”

Caleb scrambles to his feet just as the creature emerges fully into the light.

And sunlight doesn’t burn it.

It loves the light.

Its skin—what little it has—shivers like oil on water. The glowing blue veins pulse quicker. Its many legs dig into the rock like it was born for climbing.

But worst of all—

Its face has changed.

Not monstrous.

Not primal.

Almost… human.

Like a clay sculpture trying to imitate Silas’s cheekbones, Caleb’s jawline, Lena’s expressions, and Eli’s terrified frown all at once.

Silas staggers back. “Caleb… it’s trying to look like us.”

Lena makes a disgusted noise. “I did NOT consent to being copied by a nightmare potato with legs.”

The creature tilts its head.

Skin rippling.

Trying again.

This time its face forms clearer features—

A jaw like Caleb’s.

Eyes shaped like Silas’s.

Mouth twitching into a smile it doesn’t understand.

Caleb’s stomach drops.

Silas whispers, voice trembling:

“It’s imprinting on us.”

The creature steps forward on too many limbs.

Its voice echoes, broken but very aware:

“Ca… leb…

Si… las…”

Eli shrieks. “NOPE I’M OUT—THIS IS CHILDHOOD TRAUMA WAITING TO HAPPEN—”

He tries to run.

Lena throttles him back by his collar. “WE DO NOT SPLIT UP! Have you never seen a horror movie?!”

Caleb raises both hands slowly.

“Hey—hey, easy. We’re not here to hurt you.”

The creature freezes.

Its head tilts again, curious.

Silas steps up beside Caleb despite his shaking legs.

“Look at it,” Silas whispers. “It’s not attacking. It’s… reaching.”

Caleb nods. “I know.”

The creature lowers itself onto its front limbs, watching them like a loyal dog waiting for instructions — if that dog had 14 legs and a jaw that opened in three directions.

Caleb swallows.

“Okay… so maybe it’s not trying to kill us.”

Eli screams, “HOW IS THAT BETTER?!”

Silas touches Caleb’s arm.

“You feel it too, don’t you?”

Caleb nods.

A faint pulse echoes in his chest — not pain, not fear.

Recognition.

Connection.

But it’s different from the Beast.

Different from the Maw.

This thing is new.

And it’s bonded… to them.

Silas whispers, “It’s like… a shadow child.”

Caleb chokes on air. “Please never call it that again.”

The creature suddenly brightens—

Its blue veins glowing wildly.

It opens its mouth and releases a joyful, garbled sound:

“Home…”

Caleb freezes.

Silas pales.

Lena swears under her breath.

Eli screams again. “IT THINKS WE’RE ITS PARENTS—NO—WE CAN’T BE SHADOW PARENTS—I CAN’T AFFORD THAT KIND OF RESPONSIBILITY!”

Caleb steps back.

“No. Nope. No. This is too much.”

The creature lowers its front limbs again—

And bows.

Not attacking.

Not stalking.

Not hunting.

It is waiting.

Silas whispers, horrified but touched:

“…Caleb. It’s asking for guidance.”

Caleb rubs his face.

“How? How do we guide something made of cosmic leftovers and emotional trauma?!”

Lena points at the creature.

“First step: teach it not to kill everything it sees.”

Eli raises a trembling hand. “Second step: teach me not to scream every three seconds.”

Caleb takes a breath.

“Okay. We can handle this. We have to.”

Silas gives him a small, scared smile.

“We survived worse.”

Caleb squeezes his hand.

“Not by much.”

The creature inches closer—

Slowly—

Carefully—

Like it knows Silas is fragile.

It lifts one limb and taps Silas gently on the chest.

Silas inhales sharply.

Caleb reaches for him. “Are you okay?!”

Silas nods shakily.

“It’s… showing me something. Images.”

“What kind of images?”

Silas’s eyes widen.

He grabs Caleb’s wrist.

“Caleb… it’s not the only one that escaped the Core.”

The wind stops.

The world holds its breath.

Caleb whispers, “What do you mean?”

Silas turns toward the horizon—

Toward the town far below the mountain—

Where something dark moves across the valley like a second sunrise made of shadows.

Silas swallows.

“More of them survived.”

The creature behind them purrs contently.

Caleb groans into his hands.

“Oh, perfect.

We didn’t unleash a child.”

Silas finishes, voice trembling:

“…we unleashed an entire brood.”


Chapter 3 — The Brood Wakes


Caleb stares at the valley below, jaw tight, breath caught in his throat.

At first, he thinks the shadows moving across the treetops are just clouds.

Then one of the “clouds” drops lower, unfurling too many limbs.

Eli whispers, “That’s… that’s a lot of legs. Too many legs. There should be a leg limit on things.”

Lena nods grimly. “If everything had four legs or less, the world would be a safer place.”

Silas steps closer to Caleb, voice shaking:

“Caleb… they’re spreading.”

The valley below is alive with movement — shadows drifting between trees, skittering across rocks, gliding over water. Some small. Some enormous. All glowing with the same pulsing blue veins.

Their creature — the one behind them — lets out a pleased chirr.

It looks proud.

Caleb puts his hands on his knees, trying not to hyperventilate.

“Okay… okay. We didn’t just create a monster baby. We created an entire species.”

Eli collapses onto the grass. “A whole SPECIES?! I can’t even keep a cactus alive!”

Silas presses a hand to his forehead, pained as flickers of images flash behind his eyes.

“They’re confused,” he murmurs.

“They’re looking for something. Direction. Purpose.”

Caleb exhales shakily.

“And they think we have that purpose.”

The creature behind them steps closer, tapping Caleb gently on the shoulder with a limb the size of a shovel.

Caleb squeaks.

Silas pats his back reassuringly. “It’s okay. It’s being affectionate.”

Caleb hisses, “It’s affectionate like a bulldozer!”

Lena glances between the valley and the creature.

“Okay. Question. Big, important question.”

Eli raises his hand. “Does the question involve running? Screaming? Denial? Because those I can do.”

Lena ignores him.

Her gaze locks onto Caleb.

“What happens when hundreds of these things decide they want you to be their… daddy?”

Caleb makes a strangled dying-walrus noise.

Silas looks almost apologetic.

“Technically, I think I’m the mom.”

Eli bursts out laughing. “OH MY GOD, YOU’RE THE MOST APOCALYPTIC COUPLE EVER.”

Silas flushes. “I didn’t mean it like—”

The creature chirps again, louder, drawing their attention.

It lifts its head.

All its eyes lock onto the valley.

Its limbs twitch with excitement.

Lena stiffens. “It’s sensing something.”

Silas nods. “They’re calling to each other. It’s like… signals. Echoes. They’re sharing thoughts.”

Caleb swallows. “Silas… what are they thinking?”

Silas sways on his feet as the pulse hits him again.

Caleb catches him around the waist.

Silas gasps.

“They’re gathering. Moving toward the town.”

Eli’s voice cracks. “WHY?!”

Silas’s eyes fill with dread.

“They’re looking for a home.”

Lena mutters, “The town doesn’t exactly have housing for monsters.”

Caleb looks out over the valley, heart sinking.

“Then we can’t let them get there.”

Silas nods slowly.

“We have to reach the town before they do.”

Eli throws his hands up. “And then what?! Warn people? Tell them an army of shadow creatures is coming to imprint on the local population?”

Lena snorts. “Better than letting them stroll in unannounced.”

A low rumbling rises from behind them.

They turn.

Their creature — the “firstborn” — crouches down, lowering its massive body like a horse preparing to let someone climb on.

Eli squeals. “Oh no. It wants us to GET ON. Absolutely not. I refuse. My legs work fine—”

The creature scoops him up anyway.

Eli flails. “I WAS NOT FOR SALE—PUT ME DOWN—”

Lena grins. “I like this one.”

Silas touches the creature’s shoulder.

“It wants to help. It wants to take us down the mountain… quickly.”

Caleb stares. “How quickly?”

The creature chitters.

Silas blinks.

“Um… very.”

Lena cracks her knuckles.

“Alright. Everybody mount the nightmare-spider-horse.”

Caleb hesitates.

“Silas… are we seriously riding the child of the cosmic darkness we accidentally birthed?”

Silas offers a shaky smile.

“Honestly?

Feels on brand for us.”

Together, the group climbs onto the creature’s back as it shifts its limbs to stabilize them.

It arches once—

And leaps off the side of the mountain.

Eli screams the entire way down.

And as they hurtle toward the valley, Caleb glances back to see dozens of new shadow creatures rising from the forest…

Following.


Chapter 4 — Descent of the Unholy Spider-Horse


The creature leaps off the cliff with the confidence of someone who has never experienced gravity before.

Eli screams so loudly Caleb swears the mountains echo it back.

“WE’RE GOING TO DIE! WE’RE GOING TO DIE HORRIBLY! AND UGLY! AND OUT OF BREATH!”

Lena pats him on the head. “Shut up and enjoy the ride, coward!”

“SINCE WHEN IS FALLING ENJOYABLE—”

The creature’s limbs extend outward like living shock absorbers.

It hits the first slope of the mountain with a bone-jarring slam—

Then skitters down the rock face like a boulder with legs.

Silas grips Caleb’s arm so tightly his fingernails dig in.

“Caleb—I’m trying to be calm—this is not calm—”

Caleb holds him steady with one arm, the other gripping a jagged spine on their creature’s back.

“You’re doing great, Silas.”

“I AM ABSOLUTELY NOT DOING GREAT—”

The creature leaps again, clearing a ravine.

Lena whoops like a rodeo champion. “HELL YEAH!”

Eli wheezes. “I hate all of you.”

The forest rushes up to meet them.

Branches whip past.

Leaves explode around them.

Birds take flight in terrified swarms.

Their creature skitters through the canopy like a parkour champion on nightmarish steroids.

Behind them, dozens of smaller creatures flood down the mountain—

Some leaping tree to tree,

Some sliding along shadows like eels made of night,

All tracking the firstborn’s movement.

Caleb shivers.

“They’re following our lead.”

Silas nods, voice tight.

“And waiting for instructions.”

“That’s… horrifying.”

“It really is.”

The Valley Isn’t Empty

The moment the creature bursts out of the treeline, Caleb sees the valley clearly.

And it’s not quiet.

People are gathered near the town perimeter—

Not panicking, not running—

Just… confused.

Dozens stand along the road, staring up at the mountain.

Phones out.

Recording.

Caleb’s stomach sinks.

Lena swears. “Oh wonderful. Half the town thinks the apocalypse is a TikTok trend.”

Eli groans. “We’re going to go viral. And not in a cool way. In a ‘what the heck is that thing on the mountain’ way.”

Silas clutches Caleb’s sleeve.

“They don’t know what’s coming.”

Caleb squints at the town.

“No sirens. No lockdown. No emergency broadcast. Nothing.”

Lena glares. “Of course not. This town can’t even get its Wi-Fi to work consistently.”

Silas closes his eyes for a moment.

“Caleb… the creatures are confused. They’re scared. They’re looking for us. They don’t know humans panic.”

Eli raises a shaky hand.

“So… they’re basically massive shadow toddlers?”

Silas opens his eyes.

“Yes.

And they’re heading straight for several thousand unsuspecting people.”

Caleb rubs his face.

“Oh fantastic. We’re parents of a deadly kindergarten class.”

The firstborn slows as they approach the treeline near the valley’s edge and lowers itself to the ground.

Everyone dismounts—

Some more gracefully than others.

Eli faceplants.

Caleb helps Silas down gently.

“Are you okay?”

Silas wobbles. “I’m trying very hard to be.”

The creature nudges Silas with its head.

Caleb mutters, “It really does see us as its parents.”

Lena looks around sharply.

“We need a plan. Now.”

Caleb nods.

“We get to the town. Warn people. Move them out of the creatures’ path.”

Silas tugs on his arm.

“Caleb…”

His eyes are unfocused again—

Visions flickering behind them.

“What do you see?” Caleb asks.

Silas grips his shirt.

“They’re not heading to the town center.”

Caleb stiffens.

“Where are they heading?”

Silas swallows.
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