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CHAPTER I

[image: ]




The Fall

As the day came to an end, a red sky loomed above us, deep and unnatural, like the world itself was bleeding. It felt like a sign, a warning painted across the heavens.

When I got home, the scent of stew drifted through the house, warm and familiar. My mom looked up from the kitchen, a hint of tiredness in her eyes.

“Jace, can you run to the store? We’re out of a few things,” she said, brushing a stray curl from her forehead. “If you go now, you might beat the evening rush.”

I paused, still uneasy from what I'd seen online, but I nodded. 

“Yeah... sure.”

She gave me a quick, small smile, her face distracted. “Thanks, sweetheart. Take someone with you, okay? Just in case things get weird out there.”

I ended up going with a group of friends. None of us knew it would be the last normal thing we ever did.

On the way there, everything began to unravel.

Planes were falling from the sky like meteors, cars swerved and smashed into each other, explosions echoed in the distance like thunder from hell. The air was thick with smoke and confusion. Yet when we reached the supermarket, it was... normal. Too normal. People were shopping like nothing was wrong outside, calm, oblivious. We were the only ones who understood the world had already started to end.

So, we split up to gather supplies, trying not to cause panic.

Then everything changed in a heartbeat.

A loud bang shattered the eerie calm; a bus crashed straight through the front wall of the supermarket. Glass, metal, and screams filled the air. A swarm of the infected burst in, eyes wild, mouths foaming, sprinting with inhuman speed.

Just before the crash, I saw Karma across the aisle. Without thinking, I grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the manager’s office. The door was unlocked. The office was empty.

Outside, chaos reigned. Everyone rushed toward the crash. The infected tore into shoppers, flesh flying, blood painting the tiled floor. Karma and I hid in the office, holding our breath, waiting for the right moment to escape.

Minutes crawled by like hours. My friends scrambled to hide; some climbed onto shelves, others lay still, pretending to be dead. Then... Tommy panicked. He tried to take on one of the infected. He didn’t make it.

We heard his scream, the kind that sticks with you, the kind that ends with silence. One of the infected was outside our door. I covered Karma’s mouth. It tried the handle. I gripped it tight, not daring to move. After a moment that felt like forever, it gave up... and wandered off.

We were okay. For now.

We crept out of the office, careful not to make a sound. The supermarket was a war zone, carts overturned, glass everywhere. We turned a corner and saw an infected hunched over a body, tearing into it. 

It looked up.

Its bloodshot eyes locked on ours.

It screamed.

We ran.

I yanked a shelf sideways, sending cans and boxes crashing down to choke the aisle. We shoved carts out of the way and sprinted past toppled displays, sliding on broken glass and whatever had spilled across the floor. The infected kept screaming, then the sound drifted off behind us, swallowed by the store.

Somehow, we had lost it.

We made it to the front of the supermarket. Just then, police arrived and they were overwhelmed within seconds. They never stood a chance.

Before Tommy died, he shouted something: “Meet at the Arcade!” We all knew what that meant.

Karma and I ran through the burning parking lot. Cars were on fire, planes roared overhead, and the sky had turned a sickly orange-red. Bodies were everywhere, some twitching, others very still.

We found a car that looked drivable; the keys were still in the ignition.

As we jumped inside, a bone-chilling screech pierced the air.

We looked back.

There it was, on the roof of the supermarket. A giant infected. It looked like multiple infected had fused together into one grotesque, towering beast. Its limbs were oversized, stretched and torn. Its face was a collage of horrors.

It saw us.

I slammed the car into gear and we took off. Immediately, we heard a thunderous crash; it had leapt from the roof. Behind us, we saw it barreling down the street, a horde of infected following its lead. We sped through the city, chased by monsters.

Up ahead was a military roadblock. Soldiers shouted for us to stop. I didn’t.

I slammed through the barricade. Gunfire erupted behind us. Bullets ripped through the tires. The car was failing, but we kept going. Smoke and sparks flew from the rims, but we didn’t stop until we reached the downtown area.

It was hell.

Fires burned unchecked. Buildings were cracked open. Sirens blared, people screamed, the city was falling. We saw a hospital with a military refugee tent out front. We rushed in. Our wounds were checked. Karma had a cut on her leg, and I had a cut across my shoulder, but we were lucky.

Inside, panic simmered just below the surface. People whispered theories in anxious voices.

Some said it started at the airport. Others blamed the supermarket.

Then a man, dirty, eyes wide and wild, stood up.

“It started on my farm,” he said, voice shaking.

Everyone turned to him. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

“One of my workers, Anthony, dropped in the field, screaming,” the man said. “We thought it was heatstroke, but when we brought him to the shed, he started thrashing violently, like he was trying to tear himself apart. We tied him down with metal clamps and rope. Hours passed.”

As he spoke, his hands trembling.

“Anthony broke the restraints. The clamps were bent. The rope was shredded. When the guard went to check on him, Anthony was gone.” He glanced around the room, and his voice lowered to a whisper.

“That guard was found dead. His chest was caved in, as if something had crushed it. Anthony took hours to turn. But the people he bit turned in minutes. My farm is in ruins. And this virus? It’s not natural.”

He paused, eyes full of dread. “This is the end.”

I tried to call home. Karma did too. But there was no service.

Suddenly, guards rushed down the hall, shouting orders. We looked out the nearest window.

What we saw made our blood run cold.

The giant infected had made it into the city, leading a wave of infected like a general commanding an army. They tore through buildings, smashed barricades. Gunfire rang out, but it was no use.

We grabbed as many supplies as we could: food, medicine, and water. The hospital was falling. People ran in every direction, some headed for the roof, others for the ground floor.

We were on the tenth floor.

We took the stairs, slipping past panicked survivors. On the sixth floor, chaos erupted, people were attacking each other for supplies. I found a gun and kept it close. We sprinted through the sixth, then the fifth floor.

“By the time we reached the fourth floor, infected were already roaming. People down there had already turned.”

We crept through that level, hiding behind walls, under tables, moving like ghosts. A bottle dropped nearby. Three infected turned toward the sound.

We froze.

There was no running now.

I lunged forward and stabbed one in the head. Another came, and I fought it off, barely avoiding its snapping jaws. I wasn’t bitten. I was lucky.

Then I heard Karma scream, “Behind you!”

Three shots rang out.

She’d done it, killed one. But she dropped to her knees, trembling.

“You saved my life,” I said, helping her up. “Thank you.”

“They’re not human anymore,” I added, trying to steady her breathing.

She nodded.

“Okay... let’s go before more come,” I said

We reached the third floor. Soldiers were positioned along the stairwell.

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

The sound was earth-shattering.

Then we heard it, the screech. The giant was here.

The soldiers opened fire. Bullets tore into the creature. One of its massive arms was blown clean off, but it didn’t stop.

While they fought, Karma and I slipped away, using the fire escape to reach the ground floor.

The streets were pure madness, cars overturned, infected running wild, people screaming for help that wouldn’t come.

We looped around to the parking lot and found another working car.

We started it and peeled out of the hospital lot as fast as we could.

Downtown was burning.

Smoke clouded the skies. Gunfire echoed. And still... we drove.

“We’re almost there,” I told her, not knowing what “there” meant anymore.

We didn’t stop until we made it out of the city. Behind us, the skyline glowed with fire. Everything we knew had been reduced to smoke and flame.

What waited for us at home... we could only imagine.
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Roseberry

The light from the flames still burning behind us painted the night sky with a haunting glow. We took the highway out of the city, hoping to put as much distance as possible between us and that hell. For a while, we drove in silence, letting the sound of tires on asphalt be our only comfort. 

As we reached the end of the highway, our path forward vanished into a sea of metal, abandoned cars blocked every lane, stretching out endlessly. We got out of the car to search for a way through. The silence was unsettling. No infected. No dead bodies. Just empty vehicles left behind, like their drivers had simply vanished. I scanned the scene. It was too quiet, unnaturally so. It was around midnight, and the only road that seemed clear veered left. 

We took it. 

The darkness wrapped around us like a shroud as we continued forward, the forest pressing in from both sides. That’s when we noticed headlights in the rearview mirror. Two vehicles. Fast. Gaining on us. 

“What the hell?” I muttered, tightening my grip on the wheel. The first vehicle slammed into our rear bumper, jolting us forward. The second opened fire. 

“GET DOWN!” I shouted, pushing Karma down below the dashboard as bullets cracked through the rear glass. 

The gas tank was hit, and we were losing gas by the second. I knew we didn’t have long. I swerved, hitting a sharp turn and managing to sideswipe the first car. It crashed hard, flipping into the trees. The second vehicle tried to avoid it but skidded into a ditch. 

We didn’t have time to celebrate. 

Our car sputtered and cut out. 

“Out. Now!” I yelled, grabbing our gear. We took off on foot. Just ahead, a crooked sign welcomed us to Roseberry, the town before our home. Behind us, flashlights flickered through the trees. They were coming.

We ran. 

Branches whipped past our faces as we barreled through the underbrush. The lights faded behind us, but I didn’t slow down. My heart pounded with the rhythm of pure fear. We burst through the tree line, and there it was. Roseberry. The outline of buildings stood like silent sentinels against the night sky. 

Then the moon broke through the clouds, casting a soft silver light on the town, but what it revealed turned our hopes into dread. 

Infected. Dozens of them. Maybe more. 

We froze in place, barely breathing. I grabbed a rock and hurled it at a nearby car. The sharp blare of the alarm echoed through the street like a siren. 

“YES!” I whispered. 

The infected swarmed toward the noise like moths to a flame. 

“This is our chance,” I said, grabbing Karma’s hand. 

We ran for the alley, climbed the rusted fire escape, and reached the rooftop. From up there, the town didn’t look much better than the city. 

Fires still burned in the distance. Screams drifted up on the wind. But there, across a cluster of rooftops, was a route that could lead us out.

Then came the gunshots. 

They rang out sharp and sudden, from the direction of the medical center. We moved quickly, jumping from one rooftop to the next until we had a clear view. 

Four-armed men stood outside the building, firing into it. At first, we thought it was the same group who ambushed us, but it wasn’t.

Then the infected arrived. 

The gunmen bolted. The infected chased them down like wolves. As the chaos unfolded, we went to the back entrance of the medical center.

We opened the door, slipping inside just as three men stumbled out. One of them had a badly injured hand. We didn’t ask questions. All of us rushed to the roof using the ladder on the side of the building. I emptied the last of my bullets into the infected below to buy us time. They clawed and howled but couldn’t reach us. 

On the rooftop, we caught our breath. 

They treated the wounded man's hand while I sat nearby, still catching my breath, watching Karma as she checked our supplies. Her hands were trembling slightly. I could still see the fear in her eyes, even through the calm she tried to wear. 

“Where are you guys from?” I asked the two conscious men. 

“Clover Hill,” they said. 

I frowned. I didn’t know them. 

Tourists, I thought. 

I kept my voice steady. “Why were those guys shooting at you?” 

The one doing the bandaging paused. 

“They wanted the medical gear we found,” he said with a smirk. “We didn’t want to share.”

I narrowed my eyes., “If you don’t trust us, why help us?” he asked

I replied, “Because that’s who we are.” 

Karma glanced at me and nodded, agreeing. 

But we weren’t safe. 

One of them nodded toward the edge of the roof. 

“We can’t leave until we deal with them down there... and him.”

My blood ran cold. 

He pointed. A massive infected sat perched on a makeshift throne of rubble. His eyes never left us. Around him, smaller infected skittered in circles, like they were waiting for something. 

“He hasn’t moved,” Karma whispered, clutching her bat tighter. 

“He’s waiting,” I replied. “We need to move before he does.” 

“We just have to survive until sunrise,” I added, checking the time. 

“Three more hours...” 

Then everything changed in a heartbeat. 

“He’s moving!” Karma shouted. 

The smaller infected screeched and darted forward. 

“They’re destroying the building’s supports!” I screamed. 

“We’ve got to MOVE!”

We jumped to the next rooftop, not stopping to look back. Every second, the infected tore apart the buildings behind us. We ran rooftop to rooftop, but it wasn’t fast enough. The horde was bringing the city down around us. 

We hit the last building and climbed down into the street, sprinting toward the mall. 

We just needed to reach the forest. 

But the mall wasn’t salvation. It was worse. 

Inside, corpses littered the floors. The stench hit us like a wall. We bolted up the stairs, just as a deafening crash shattered the front entrance. A car smashed through the glass, thrown by the massive infected. 

He was hurling cars now. 

More infected poured in, following his lead. 

Shrapnel tore across my upper arm. I winced, grabbing the wound. Behind me, one of our new companions was killed instantly. The injured man cried out in agony, causing his wound to reopen. 

We moved as fast as we could, ducking behind shattered stands and dodging flying debris. 

“If we can make it to the forest,” I said, breathing hard, “we might still have a chance.” 

Up ahead, we spotted a restaurant. We slipped inside and made for the service exit. 

But the doors wouldn’t hold forever. 

The infected slammed into them. The sound echoed through the building. We exchanged a look, knowing this might be it. 

The injured man passed out. His friend knelt beside him. 

“Rest now, old friend,” he whispered. 

Then he stood and turned to us. 

“I’ll buy you time,” he said, pulling out a box of matches. 

He turned on all the gas burners in the kitchen.

“You saved our asses. Now let me return the favor.” 

My chest tightened. I didn’t want to leave him. But I knew we had no choice. 

“Thank you,” I said, my voice cracking. 

We ran for the service exit. 

“DON’T LOOK BACK!” I shouted to Karma. 

As we barreled down the emergency stairs, the sound of the restaurant doors breaking echoed behind us. We hit the exit just in time to see a bright orange light flood the mall. 

Then, BOOM. 

A massive explosion ripped through the building. 

We dove for cover. 

When we looked back, the mall was gone. Nothing but fire and smoke remained. 

“This is our new world now,” I whispered. “But we have to keep moving forward.” 

We turned toward the dark outline of the forest, only a small facility now stood between us and Clover Hill. 

Our home. And whatever waited for us there.
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Tragedy

As Karma and I walked through the forest, the world around us felt like it was collapsing in on itself. Each breath was a slow pull of cold, damp air. Our legs still burned, hearts pounding, the echoes of the mall siege fresh in our ears. Trees slid by in a blur, and in that uneasy march, the story pulled back to two days before The Fall, to the Gloom Point Military Research Base.

A convoy of military trucks rolled through Clover Hill in the early morning light, heading towards Gloom Point, a research base shrouded in secrecy just outside of town. Inside the heavily guarded trucks was cargo that would change the course of human history. 

The moment the convoy arrived, researchers scrambled to examine what the soldiers had brought, an elite infected, unlike anything they had ever seen. It demonstrated abilities during early tests: enhanced strength, speed, and volatile aggression. They couldn’t determine where it had originated, nor how the first hosts became infected. Anyone wounded by these special infected would turn. Not every base had been fortunate, or unfortunate, enough to catch one like this. In response, the scientists devised a classification system: 

Grade S: Infected with supernatural abilities. 

Grade A: Multiple infected fused into one. 

Grade B: Infected capable of alerting others nearby, with enhanced speed and power. 

Grade C: Standard infected humans who had simply turned. 

Reports were coming in from across the world, similar cases, similar creatures. It was a phenomenon, and it was spreading. On the second day, high-ranking officials arrived to inspect the specimen. That evening, the President called an emergency meeting. His decision? Secrecy. No one could know. Even now, he questioned that call, wondering if transparency could’ve changed anything. 

The following night, everything changed. 

Panic struck without warning. 

The infected launched a coordinated attack, something no one had thought possible. They came from the forest in terrifying numbers, surrounding the facility. As soldiers rallied to hold the line, chaos erupted both outside and within the base. 

During the madness, something strange occurred, some soldiers began displaying abilities. Enhanced strength. Sudden bursts of speed. But it wasn’t enough. Even with this mysterious edge, they were overwhelmed. 

Screams echoed through the halls. Gunfire erupted in sporadic bursts before falling silent. One by one, defenders either fell... or turned. In the end, the fall of Gloom Point was inevitable. 

Now, in the present day, the charred remnants of the base loomed before us like a graveyard. The outer buildings were half-collapsed, windows shattered, steel walls buckled outward as though something exploded from within. 

But there were no infected. 

The silence gnawed at me. No birds. No wind. Just... stillness. 

“We shouldn't be here,” I muttered, my voice barely above a whisper. 

“Something feels wrong.” 

Karma didn’t respond, just tightened her grip on her blade. 

As we stepped inside, the stench hit me first. Death, rancid and heavy. Bodies littered the hallways, some half-eaten, others curled in desperate final positions near a reinforced steel door with two key card readers set side by side. My fingers trembled slightly as I picked up a card from the floor.

Karma and I exchanged a look, then swiped at the same time. The door unlocked with a heavy groan, revealing an elevator leading deep underground.

“We don’t have to do this,” she said.

“I know,” I answered, heart pounding. “But we need to understand what happened here. No more running blind.”

The elevator whined as it descended, each floor we passed felt like a step into a grave. My palms were slick with sweat. The dim emergency lights flickered above us, casting shadows that seemed to move. 

When the doors opened, our hopes shattered. 

There were no survivors. 

No bodies. No infected. Just... emptiness. The kind that pressed down on your chest. 

Then we saw it, a massive hole torn through one of the concrete walls, the edges melted and blackened as if scorched by something unnatural. A strange heat wafted from the opening, dry and bitter, tinged with sulfur. My stomach twisted. 

I couldn’t look away. 

“What the hell did this?” I whispered, a chill running down my spine. 

We pressed on. 

The first room had shattered containment chambers, thick glass splintered like sugar; dried blood smeared on the floor. This had been a testing area. Across the hall, a medical bay sat ransacked and eerily quiet. Machines were overturned, surgical tools scattered, and blood trails led nowhere. Then the armory. Jackpot. 

AKs, pistols, grenades, more than we could carry. We geared up in silence. The weight of the guns didn’t make me feel safer. Just more aware of how bad things must be. 

As we moved toward the cafeteria, a faint sound stopped us. 

Someone... was alive? 

We rushed forward, forcing open the cafeteria doors. Inside, a side room had been sealed tight. I grabbed the handle, slowly pulling it open. 

A woman stared back at us. 

She wore a torn lab coat and looked more like a ghost than a person. Her eyes widened, not with fear, but relief. Like we weren’t what she expected. 

I kept my weapon lowered, but ready. “What’s your name?” 

“Miranda,” she said hoarsely. 

“You’re the only one alive?” Karma asked. 

“Yes.” Her voice trembled. “The others... they didn’t make it. Some died upstairs, others tried to hide down here. But I was the only one who survived.” 

I stared at her, trying to read her expression. She didn’t seem like she was lying, but there was something haunted in her eyes. 

I felt torn, desperate for answers, but a knot of suspicion coiled in my chest. Could we trust her? 

“What happened here?” I asked. “We saw the bodies. Something else was here, wasn’t it?” 

She nodded. “They attacked in waves. Hundreds of infected came from the forest and surrounded the base. Then... it came.” 

“It?” Karma echoed. 

“Something massive,” Miranda whispered. “It tore through the facility like paper. That hole you saw. It made it. I saw it on the cameras. 

“Soldiers stood no chance. It came from... somewhere else. Not here.” 

“You’ve been hiding here since?” I asked. 

“In the cafeteria’s security room. I watched everything from the monitors. I didn’t dare move.” 

I swallowed hard, trying to make sense of it. The world was ending, and it had already started long before we noticed. 

“So, tell us, Miranda,” I said slowly, “why was this facility built? Why were infected already here if the outbreak just started?” 

She sighed, her shoulders slumping. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now. The world’s gone to hell anyway.” 

The air in the room turned heavy. 

“A few months ago,” she began, “the military was ordered to build this facility, and others like it. Global seismic activity had started to spike. Then... rifts appeared. Cracks in the earth that kept growing.”

She paused, swallowing hard. 

“During an investigation at one of the sites, an infected attacked the research team. It controlled flames. Its body was a living furnace. It incinerated soldiers before we even realized what was happening. It took two hours to bring it down. That was the first of many.” 

Karma glanced at me, eyes narrowed. 

“These rifts,” I said. “They’re connected to the infected?” 

“We think so. Every time one opened, something came out. Sometimes peaceful. Sometimes horrific.” 

“That’s why the class system was made,” she continued. “S, A, B, C. It was to keep track of what we were seeing. But there was more...” 

She looked at us, eyes wide. 

“Some soldiers who engaged with the infected started... changing. Gaining powers. At first, it was seen as a breakthrough. A gift. But not everyone could handle it. Many died, violently. Their bodies couldn’t sustain the mutation.” 

“A blessing... or a curse,” I muttered. 

“Exactly,” she said. “We still don’t know. But it’s spreading. And whatever came from those rifts, it’s not done yet.” 

We stood in silence, surrounded by ruins, uncertainty clinging to us like dust. 

The world outside was dying. But something deeper, older, was waking up beneath it. 

Though the rifts were what we believed to be the cause, it was still just a theory. Maybe the infection also stemmed from something awakening inside us, triggered by the environment. The lab couldn’t research this possibility before it was taken over. 

“That’s concerning,” Karma muttered, “but for now, we should focus on how to get out of here.” 

We have supplies, weapons. Yes, this whole trip felt like a total loss at first. But maybe... maybe I was speaking too soon. Miranda turned slightly, her expression unreadable. 

“Before we leave,” she said, “I need to collect some research data and equipment.” 

Internally, she told herself, “I can’t let these two figure out what I did”. 

She clenched her hand slightly, subtly, but the guilt was there. As we left the cafeteria, we moved carefully through the facility’s crumbling hallways. We arrived at the lab used for testing evolved infected. Miranda rushed straight to the computer terminals that had survived the carnage. 

I crossed my arms. “Don’t you think what you guys were doing here was wrong?”

“What do you mean?” 

“You kept the danger the world was facing a secret.” 

She paused, fingers hovering over the keyboard. 

“Oh... I see. Well, I was just a worker here. I do believe we could’ve done things differently. Maybe we shouldn’t have tampered with forces beyond our control... But I pursue science wherever it takes me.” 

She tapped a few keys. “Ah, I found it. Got what I came for.” 

“Then let’s get out of here,” Karma said, but her eyes didn’t leave Miranda. 

“How exactly?” I asked. 

“From what I saw, there are only two ways out, through the elevator, or the massive hole in the cafeteria wall.” 

Miranda froze. “No. Not that way. That’s where... that thing went.” 

“I thought so.” There was an ominous wind coming from the hole. “Before you arrived, there were tremors. I assume it was digging out the passage. We should go before it comes back.” 

Before we leave, we have an important decision to make. 

“What is it?” 

“Whether we destroy the base or block up the entrance.” 

“Okay, let’s make our way to the chief command office,” Miranda said. “There are important military documents and stronghold locations that could be useful for the future.”

“Alright. Let’s go.” 

DRRRING. DRRRING. DRRRING. 

“What is that?” I asked, heart pounding. 

“The emergency fire alarm.” 

“Why would that be going off now? There’s no fire.” 

I could think of only one reason. 

“We have to hurry.” 

The office had a monitoring system. When we arrived, Karma turned on the screens. 

“Look, there, camera 4. The hole. What’s that light coming from it?” 

We stared in disbelief. 

Something was coming through the hole. 

Shock froze us to the core. The infected wasn’t just large, it was engulfed in flames, a blazing inferno with a spinning ring of fire on its back. 

“This is not good,” I said. “We have to leave immediately.”

“Do you have the passcode for the safe?” Karma asked. 

“No,” Miranda said, “but it should be here somewhere. Hold on, let me look for it in the back room.” 

Karma kept watching the monitors. “Jace, look at this. It’s footage of the base falling. This is the control facility. Look, right there. What is Miranda doing?”

“She’s disabling the base’s evacuation protocols.” 

“Why?” I asked, my stomach twisting. 

“To trap the people down here. The ones upstairs, they couldn’t escape.” 

I stared at the monitor, disbelief and betrayal mixing inside me. 

“That was the point,” she said quietly. 

We looked at her, suspicion in our eyes. 

“How long have you been watching us?” I asked. 

Her face was haunted. 

“If it came down to me or the people upstairs, it was a simple choice,” she whispered. 

“Why?” Karma demanded. 

“They made their way down here anyways,” I said slowly. 

“No. Keep watching.” 

After I locked the doors, the infected captured in the underground base didn’t get free by their own volition. The panic had caused the electrical systems to fail, plunging the base into chaos. The generals in command ordered soldiers to protect them and to stop anyone from leaving through the emergency exit before them, and to seal it shut locking us inside.

“I know what I did was wrong,” Miranda said, her voice breaking. “I condemned many people to death because of my actions. But there was no right choice in that situation. You must believe me.” 

I couldn’t think about that now. Could I believe her? Could I trust her? Those questions could wait. 

We had to get out of this place, before that S-grade infected found us. The creature sat at the entrance to the hole, blocking the only exit. 

The question of whether to destroy the base suddenly felt more urgent. If we left the base as it was, it would become a stronghold for these creatures. 

Miranda and Karma agreed. 

“Is there any way to destroy the base?” I asked. 

“Yes,” Miranda said, “but it won’t give us much time to get out.”

“The only option is to rig the remaining generator with oil to blow. The explosion radius will be a close call for us, but it’s our only chance.” 

Karma looked at me. “Is this really worth risking our lives for?” 

I shook my head. “No. You’re right.” 

Suddenly, a low tremor rumbled beneath our feet. Dust fell from the ruined ceiling. 

“No...” Miranda backed toward the wall, face pale. “It’s coming.” 

A deep, distant roar echoed through the underground halls, like molten metal screaming. The temperature surged. Pipes along the walls hissed with steam, and the bitter scent of ash flooded the room. 

Karma was already moving, slinging her rifle. “We need to go. Now.” 

I sprinted to the door, peering into the hall. Red flickers danced along the walls. On the monitors it wasn’t just one infected. A mini horde trailed behind the fire-wielding one, the same monster that had ripped its way through the base days ago. 

And it was standing in front of the exit tunnel. 

I froze. My breath caught. 

“That’s the only way out!” I said, panic rising. 

“No, it’s not,” Miranda whispered. 

We both turned to her. She looked like she’d aged ten years in the last minute. 

“There’s... there’s another way,” she said. An emergency shaft built into the lower sublevels. For top-level personnel only. I didn’t say anything because, it wasn’t ideal under the base current conditions. 

“You waited until now?” Karma growled. 

The air shuddered again. That thing was moving, slow, deliberate, as if it could smell us. 

“Where is it?” I demanded. 

Miranda grabbed a broken monitor off the wall, exposing a hidden keypad behind it. Her trembling fingers tapped a code. A hiss escaped as a section of the wall slid back, revealing a narrow metal tunnel leading deeper underground. 

“It drops two stories,” she said, “and leads to an old supply chute that connects to a collapsed tunnel outside the base perimeter. If it hasn’t caved in completely...” 

Karma shoved me forward. “We’ll take that chance.” 

We slipped in one by one. The space was tight and smelled of oil and decay. Behind us, the wall sealed shut. 

But the heat didn’t stop. It followed us, crawling like a living thing. As we descended the rusted ladder into the shaft, the temperature rose, unbearably so. The metal burned beneath my gloves. Miranda struggled to keep moving. 

Suddenly, a deafening blast cracked above us. 

A molten limb punched through the shaft wall. 

The fire-infected had found us. 

I screamed for Karma and Miranda to move faster, but it was too late. The wall behind Miranda warped and bent, flames searing through. The monster was forcing its way in, its twisted face glowing like hot coal. 

“No!” Miranda screamed. 

I turned. She was slipping, paralyzed by fear. 

I didn’t think. 

I reached for her, and something snapped inside me. 

Time didn’t stop, but it slowed. 

I felt every heartbeat, every flicker of movement in the shadows above. My mind sharpened. Sounds became crisp, each clang of metal and hiss of fire registering with eerie clarity. I saw Miranda’s foot slip, before it happened. 

My body moved on instinct, faster than I could think. I reached out and caught her just as she began to fall, my hand locking around her wrist in perfect rhythm, like I had rehearsed the motion a thousand times. We both froze. 

She looked up at me, wide-eyed. “How did you,” 

I didn’t answer. I didn’t know. 
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