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  Foreword



Some stories emerge quickly—written in a rush of clarity and momentum. Others take years to surface, their truths buried beneath time, change, and silence. Kraetil – Scales of Rebellion is one of those stories. It lingered in the shadows of the Michael Zane universe for over fifteen years, whispering its pain, its rage, and its quiet defiance. Not because I didn’t know what to say—but because I wasn’t ready to face it.




Kraetil’s journey is not heroic in the traditional sense. His path is one of horror, guilt, and transformation—a slow, agonising climb from complicity to conscience. In many ways, it mirrors the darker questions we all ask: What am I capable of? And can I ever come back from it?




This is a story about rebellion—not just against tyranny, but against the self. Against the past. Against everything you were made to be.




But like every story in this universe, it exists because of unseen forces—quiet, unwavering, and constant.




To my wife: your love has been the gravity holding this world together. You gave me time when I had none, faith when I had doubt, and space when I needed to break. This book carries your strength in every page.




And to you, the reader—thank you for returning to this universe, or for discovering it now, in its bleakest chapter. Kraetil’s story isn’t an easy one. It’s violent, raw, and often disturbing. But in that darkness, there’s something deeper—a fractured soul clawing toward redemption.




Welcome back. Or welcome in. Either way, we begin at the edge of ruin.




And from here, we rise.




—David Cameron
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The birthing chambers of Ras’Seth were never silent. They pulsed like infected wounds—an endless rhythm of life and death entangled in viscous fluids of gestation. The air was thick, heavy with heat and the acrid stench of decay and synthetic compounds, each breath sticky with the tang of bio-engineering and primal essence. Here, life was not born; it was manufactured—crafted to serve a grand design dictated by the Queen, shaped by millennia of conquest, and bound by ironclad loyalty.




Within the cavernous brood sac of Nest Sector 9, rows of translucent pods pulsed faintly in the dim red glow. The membrane of one quivered violently, its slick surface stretching taut before splitting open with a wet, tearing sound that echoed softly against the organic walls. From within the cocoon emerged Kraetil.




He did not scream or cry as most newborns did. His black, obsidian eyes adjusted immediately to the low, pulsating lights. His first breath was not gasped but drawn with silent precision, steady and controlled.




A thousand drones stood silent, their clawed hands pressed reverently together in the ancient gesture of allegiance. The hive’s chanting—the deep, guttural hum that marked birth and death alike—died down as a single figure stepped forward.




She was the overseer, an ancient warrior whose scales bore the rust-red scars of countless battles. Her spines jutted like rusted iron shards, her eyes cold and assessing as she lifted the newborn with calloused, scaled hands. She traced the sharp ridge of Kraetil’s skull, ran her claws along his taloned fingers, and examined the twin notches carved into his spine—marks of the Vanguard class.




“Vanguard class,” she hissed with quiet pride. “Strong cerebral signature. Genetic purity—uncompromised.”




Kraetil blinked slowly, blinking away the residual fluid clinging to his eyes.




Then, without sound, a burning message seared into his consciousness. Words not spoken, but etched in blazing neural fire:




The drones resumed their hypnotic rhythm, rocking side to side as their voices rose in a droning mantra. It was a sound that vibrated through every scale and bone, a hymn of obedience, hierarchy, and conquest. The Queen’s power permeated the air.




The overseer marked Kraetil’s forehead with a sigil of bioluminescent ink—a pulsating brand that glowed faintly in the dim light. This was the mark of loyalty, an unbreakable bond forged not only in blood but in code.




He was one of them now.







The accelerated cycles of Ras’Seth sped the passage of time. Within days that felt like years, Kraetil matured under the unyielding regimen of synthetic hormones and mnemonic training. By the third cycle, his skeletal frame was tall, limbs rippling with muscle beneath armour-like scales that hardened daily. His sharp talons scratched the polished floor with purpose. His eyes, black as the void between stars, reflected the cold intelligence instilled by the hive.




He could recite every battle and conquest in Reptilia history from memory—strategic campaigns, betrayals, victories, all etched into his mind like sacred scripture. He could solve three-dimensional tactical simulations faster than any drone his age.




He was a prodigy. Cold. Precise. Calculating.




Yet beneath the sharp edge of his brilliance, something unnameable stirred—an anomaly within the perfect machine. During a routine memory-grafting session in the tenth cycle, the neural feeds, designed to upload loyalty verses and battle blueprints directly into his mind, malfunctioned violently.




Kraetil convulsed, his body wracked by spasms so severe that he vomited black bile, thick and foul. He screamed—not the rage or fury of battle, but a scream born of terror and confusion.




“They’re wrong,” he whispered afterward, curled inside the sensory isolation pod, his body trembling. “There’s something wrong inside me.”




No one answered. No one listened.







By the tenth cycle, Kraetil was assigned his first mission: a Genetic Harvest Evaluation at Delta Sector, a remote facility that specialised in the study and weaponisation of alien species captured from the fringes of the galaxy. The genetic cadre moved under the cloak of night, their black armour blending seamlessly into the shadows as they approached the cold, forbidding complex.




The site was a nightmare made flesh—rows upon rows of nutrient tanks bathed in eerie green light, each housing malformed fetuses that writhed and twitched in suspended animation. Behind reinforced glass, broken hybrids screamed—half-formed creatures caught in the liminal space between life and death, their cries muffled but unending.




The vivisection tables bore deep stains of dried ichor and blood, a testament to the brutal experiments conducted in the name of progress.




Kraetil’s task was simple: observe, learn, report.




He watched silently as a half-Saluki subject—barely more than a child—was injected with viral mutagens. Its limbs twitched uncontrollably before the lead scientist tore it apart piece by piece, carefully noting the reactions.




“Necessary sacrifices,” the scientist said without remorse.




Kraetil said nothing.




But that night, as the rest of the cadre slept, he wandered alone through the holding cells.




Through the glass, he met the eyes of a human girl, no older than seven. Her face was pale and gaunt, eyes hollow but defiant.




“Are you going to kill me too?” she asked softly.




Kraetil could not answer. His throat closed tight, his heart pounding with a strange unfamiliar ache.




He only stared.




And something inside him twisted—something he had not felt before.







His trial by fire came during the Ascension Ritual, a brutal rite that all Reptilia Vanguards must endure to prove their worthiness. The Cradle Flame was no mere test of endurance—it was a baptism of pain and loyalty.




Stripped of his armour and injected with a cocktail of pain amplification drugs, Kraetil was lowered into the chamber. Inside, molten light surged around him—raging heat that licked at nerve endings, blistering flesh under precise, controlled exposure.




For thirty agonising seconds, his body was consumed by the flame.




Many screamed. Some begged for mercy. A few died, their bodies left as scorched husks on the chamber floor.




Kraetil bit down on his tongue until it bled, refusing to cry out. His eyes remained wide and unblinking as he stared into the burning fluid, holding fast to the mantra searing his mind:




Strength in Unity.




When the chamber cooled, the scorch marks on his ribs and arms glowed faintly, fractal patterns pulsing like veins of molten magma beneath his scales—a permanent reminder of the trial.




The Queen herself sent a message echoing in his mind:




You are worthy. Continue.







But at night, in the cold dark of his quarters, Kraetil’s mind betrayed him.




He dreamed.




Of the girl in the cell, her eyes wide and human, filled with fear and hope.




Of malformed creatures whispering in alien tongues, voices that clawed at his sanity.




Of flames licking at his skin, and blood steaming against the cold floor.




And beneath it all, the chorus of thousands chanting:




Strength in Unity. Strength in Unity. Strength in Unity.




A lie repeated until it became scripture.




Kraetil jolted awake, drenched in cold sweat, his chest heaving as the words echoed relentlessly through his mind like war drums.




For the first time in his short life, he wished he were something else.




Something less perfect.




Something free.
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Kraetil’s claws trembled, but not with fear. No, this was a different tremor — anticipation. An instinct sharpened over cycles of training, honed by the brutal rigour of Ras’Seth’s unforgiving brood. The air was thick with a coppery stench of blood mingled with decay, carried by the stale heat of recycled ventilation systems. Organic fluids dripped rhythmically from a complex network of transparent tubes overhead — viscous, pale substances pulsing with synthetic life. They fed the subjects, kept the tissue alive, and sustained the cycle of creation and destruction in this chamber.




The dissection chamber was a cathedral of power and cruelty, where flesh was studied, dismantled, and reassembled in the relentless pursuit of perfection. Kraetil stood over the twitching body of his assigned specimen: a Narnite. The Narnite were a quadrupedal, mammalian species recently conquered and brought to the hive. Their thick fur was mottled with patches of raw skin, slick with antiseptic and bio-gel. The creature’s ribs were cracked open like a clamshell, spread apart by surgical clamps that glinted coldly in the dim, red ambient light. Inside, vital organs hung suspended and glistening, still spasming involuntarily, each pulse a stubborn testament to lingering life.




Around him, the other young Reptilia initiates worked with equal precision and detachment, their scaled hands slicing and probing, peeling back layers of muscle and membrane like artisans dissecting an ancient, sacred text. Overseer Vok’na — their genetic master — prowled the chamber with deliberate menace. His eyes, flickering with cybernetic implants, scanned biometric data streaming from holographic monitors hovering mid-air. The faint hum of servos and the low buzz of artificial respiration filled the chamber like an ominous chorus.




“Precision,” Vok’na hissed, his voice slicing through the wet symphony. “Without mercy. Without error.”




Kraetil obeyed, his movements smooth and clinical. His claw slid effortlessly through the soft tissue, separating muscle from bone with practiced grace. He did not see a creature; he saw a complex map of nerves and sinew, a puzzle to be unravelled. He identified nerves not by name or anatomy, but by effect — the ones that provoked screams, the ones that froze limbs in terror, the ones that silenced.




This was his first lesson. Not in anatomy. But in power.




Vok’na’s gaze rested on him, unblinking. He nodded once — a rare gesture of approval in their cold world. “You learn quickly. But tell me — how do you teach pain?”




Kraetil blinked, startled by the question. He had been trained to answer, to obey, never to question. Yet here was an invitation, or perhaps a test.




“You find its core,” Kraetil answered carefully, choosing each word as if sculpting them from bone. “You reshape it. You give it purpose.”




Vok’na smiled — a dry, Reptilia twitch that revealed sharp teeth beneath thin lips. “Indeed.”




He motioned for the class to gather around a holo-display. The light shifted, revealing a sentient creature chained to a frame — a grotesque hybrid of Reptilia and Saluki genetics, failed and malformed. Its limbs flailed helplessly, unable to bear its own weight, the body twisted by conflicting DNA. It sobbed in six discordant voices, a haunting symphony of pain and despair.




“This was a mistake,” Vok’na said quietly, the words carrying the weight of final judgment. “It lived for eleven days. It learned only to beg.”




The display flickered, switching to another frame. A different creature appeared — lithe and monstrous, claws sharper than razors, eyes empty of empathy. “This one lived for three days,” the Overseer continued. “But in that time, it destroyed two handlers and attempted to escape five times.”




The lesson was brutally clear: pain was not about suffering. It was a tool — engineered, calibrated, weaponised for performance.




Kraetil spent endless days submerged in this grim curriculum, drilling into the chemical codes of fear and submission. He memorised the muscle responses to toxin injections, the gene triggers that opened nerve pathways, and the delicate fault-lines in flesh where control was weakest. His hands never ceased their movements, even as the creatures screamed in agony. Especially when they screamed.




Within the sterile walls of the dissection chamber, Kraetil crafted his first mutations. Small, precise alterations designed for maximum effect. Glands that secreted paralytic fear pheromones, immobilising foes in terror. Eye-structures that projected sharp, pulsing patterns into enemy retinas, sowing confusion and panic. These creations were never questioned; they were praised. The Overseers saw efficiency, innovation, a mind sharpening like a weapon’s edge.




“Your mind is efficient,” Vok’na said during a rigorous evaluation. “But what do you feel?”




Kraetil did not answer. He was unsure what to say. Their language lacked a word for guilt, a concept alien and unused. The closest was “error,” a flaw to be erased or corrected.




He stared long into the reflection of his scaleless face in a vat of nutrient broth — the pale, viscous liquid designed to sustain his growing body. The shimmering glow of command scripts scrolled across the chamber walls, the words projected like sacred text:




“To perfect the flesh is to perfect the will.”




By the time Kraetil was ten cycles old, he had authored his first viable bioweapon mutation — a parasitic insectoid burrower engineered to invade through the nasal cavity and hijack neural pathways, inducing paralysis and control. In clinical trials, it performed flawlessly, immobilising test subjects with terrifying efficiency.




His reward for this achievement was unprecedented: access to the Elder Archives, the deepest repository of forbidden lore. Behind sealed, bio-protected doors, Kraetil delved into forgotten histories — records of species eradicated without mercy, of Reptilia civil wars buried beneath layers of genetic erasure. He discovered data on the original Reptilia form, predating the Queen’s unification of the hive mind.




Among the ancient scrolls, etched cryptically into the skin of a failed Prophet caste, Kraetil found a phrase that contradicted everything he had been taught:




“Life that bleeds may still resist.”




He read the words over and over. They dug into his consciousness, embedding like marrow into bone.




That night, as he lay in the sterile, low-gravity cocoon of his chamber, Kraetil dreamed. The face of a dissected Narnite — a childlike creature with large, innocent eyes — reached toward him, not with fear, but with understanding. The creature’s gaze held a silent question, an invitation.




Kraetil awoke in the cold silence of his room. No pain. No triumph. Only a whisper of doubt and a flood of unspoken questions.




In the days that followed, Kraetil’s work continued. His hands moved with surgical precision, his mind sharper than ever. He was more efficient, more exact.




But now, when he cut into flesh, he no longer saw subjects. He saw eyes — wide, desperate, pleading eyes.




And something else.




Something that watched him back.
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Zarkuun was not marked on most star charts, nor would anyone care to find it unless they knew what lay beneath the writhing, sulphurous skies. Orbiting a dying red sun, the planet was little more than a pustule of ash in the dark void—its cracked surface belching methane and burning spores that choked the thin atmosphere. Winds howled acidic, acrid whispers through hollow valleys, carving twisted blackened spires from the desolate landscape. Above, storm clouds writhed in slow agony, casting an eternal twilight over the barren world.




Beneath this chitinous shell, hidden deep in labyrinthine caverns reinforced by living bone and metal, the Reptilia had constructed one of their darkest monuments—the breeding pits of Zarkuun. Here, science and cruelty entwined in a perverse ballet of flesh and gene, where life was not cherished but harvested, refined, and weaponised.




Kraetil arrived in the shadow of the Queen’s flagship, a sleek, obsidian leviathan that blotted out the stars as it descended through the toxic atmosphere. Its dark hull shimmered with alien glyphs pulsating faintly in ominous cadence, like a heartbeat thrumming in the void. His armoured silhouette cast long shadows on the cracked platform as the craft landed, its engines dying with a low, guttural hum.




His orders were clear and merciless: optimise the genetic output of the Enethi—a slender, furred sentient species native to the distant, icy moons of Va’shekk. They had been captured in silence, ripped from their homes and caged like vermin. By the time they arrived at Zarkuun, their language was all but forgotten, their histories erased under the weight of captivity.




The stench hit Kraetil first—a pungent, choking blend of rot, fear, and the acidic fluids used to accelerate genetic breakdown. The air burned his nostrils, sharp and acrid like molten metal. The scent clawed at the edges of his resolve, but he did not flinch. His cold Reptilia eyes scanned the surroundings as he strode forward, flanked by silent Reptilia sentinels whose scales shimmered with deadly intent.




He passed through massive gates wrought from fused bone and metal, stepping into what could only be described as a cathedral of cruelty. Rows upon rows of vertical cocoons hung suspended from the ceiling, gleaming wet and pulsating with unnatural life. Inside, the Enethi writhed, their slender bodies twitching involuntarily as syringes injected streams of alien genetic sequences into their bloodstream. Their fur, matted and dull, shimmered faintly under the harsh bioluminescent lights.




The lesser scientists, grotesque creatures bred solely for surgical precision—multi-limbed and chittering in their strange tongues—scurried about the chamber. They were obsessed with their instruments, their eyes wild with fanatical excitement at Kraetil’s arrival.




He was not here to marvel at their depravity. He was here to improve.




“Report,” Kraetil growled, his voice like the rasp of ancient stone grinding against steel.




A technician slithered forward, its serpentine body gliding smoothly over the bio-metal floor. “Subject line 62A has shown increased musculature density and enhanced reflex arcs, but cognitive degradation remains an issue. It no longer speaks—only screams.”




Kraetil’s lips peeled back in a contemptuous sneer. “Then you’ve failed. Intelligence must remain intact. Pain is not the goal—utility is. Strength without control is chaos, and chaos is death.”




He moved deeper into the complex, past rows of bio-tanks pulsing with a dull, reddish light, their surfaces swirling with shadows of embryonic shapes. His gaze settled on an observation window into the central chamber—a vast hall where a monstrous Enethi mutant paced. Swollen to double its natural form, it bristled with twisted bone spurs and swollen knobs, its bloodshot eyes twitching with manic fury. It muttered nonsensical sounds, a creature lost to madness.




Kraetil’s hands tightened behind his back, claws flexing.




“Begin a genome purge,” he ordered. “Wipe the excess aggression markers and reintroduce base-level neural coherence. Start again.”




The scientists hissed in displeasure. The rollback would set them back weeks. But they obeyed without question.




Late into the cycle, Kraetil sat alone in the observation deck, eyes flicking through endless data streams and mutation charts. But his mind drifted—not from fatigue, but from something darker, something ancient and unfamiliar.




In the chamber below, a small Enethi child stared up at the glass, trembling with cold and fear. She had not yet been selected for mutation. Her wide eyes reflected raw, fragile hope. Her lips parted, mouthing something silent.




Kraetil activated the audio feed, turning the volume low.




“Please… help.”




The voice was almost a whisper, fragile and cracked with despair. His claw hovered above the control panel, trembling just slightly.




Then he turned the sound off.




That night, Kraetil dreamed—not of conquest, not of order, but of screaming. Endless, piercing screaming echoing across metal walls, the sound of sapient minds shattering, dignity stripped away and replaced by cold utility. He awoke alone in his chamber, drenched in sweat beneath the weight of his armour. His talons dug into his palms until the pain grounded him.




Drawn by an impulse he did not understand, Kraetil rose and moved to the birthing lab. The room was eerily silent save for the low hum of nutrient tanks and bio-reactors, their dim glow casting long shadows on the sterile floor.




He stood before one of the Enethi cocoons, reaching out hesitantly to place a clawed hand on the glass. The creature inside looked back—eyes wide, filled not with hatred or submission, but with a profound sorrow.




Kraetil whispered to the empty room, “Why do I feel this?”




Weeks passed, and the experiments resumed with brutal efficiency. The Queen’s directive echoed through every chamber and corridor: create soldiers, not survivors. Adaptability, endurance, speed—emotions were inefficiencies. Morality, a fatal flaw.




Yet, every time Kraetil issued a harsh directive, the child’s voice haunted him in the silence: “Please… help.”




He began making subtle, covert changes to the programming. Some Enethi retained fragmented memories—flickers of their past lives, brief echoes of identity. He encoded neural pathways designed to preserve empathy alongside aggression. The others in the lab were too consumed by protocol to notice. Not yet.




But the dreams worsened. He saw himself twisted and broken inside a cocoon—his own form distorted, screaming in the dark.




And for the first time since he hatched, Kraetil began to question whether strength alone was worth the terrible cost.




When the cycle ended, he filed his final report:




Enethi specimens show 86% improved combat potential with 12% cognitive degradation. Further augmentation unnecessary at this stage.




It was a lie. But it would buy them time.




As Kraetil left the breeding pits of Zarkuun, the last thing he heard was a song—a broken hymn rising from the warped voices of the Enethi. A lullaby, or perhaps a prayer—faint, fragile, and full of yearning.




And in that moment, Kraetil—Commander, geneticist, vanguard of the Reptilia—felt something unfamiliar stir and tear inside him.




Guilt.
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The bio-theatre of Hive Ras’Seth reeked of ritual suffering. Pheromone-laced mists coiled like snakes across the floor, thick with neural suppressants and trace compounds to dull empathy. Subsonic indoctrination pulses hummed in the marrow of the walls, each frequency calibrated to erode free thought and bind the will to the hive’s genetic law.


In the centre of the sanctum, Kraetil stood motionless.


Still young by Reptilia standards, his chitinous flesh had not yet hardened with age. He was lean, his talons sharp but untested, his spine ridged with neural cables that glowed faintly—a mark of initiation. Around him loomed cruciform slabs carved from bone glass, etched with ancient glyphs that shimmered when blood touched them. Surgical tubing hung like vines from the vaulted ceiling, pulsing with mutagens and memory-stripping serums.


This was the proving chamber. A place of elevation or erasure. One did not leave unchanged.


Master-Krother emerged from the mist like a living fossil. His body was warped with decades of splicing—ribs visible beneath translucent plating, spine fused to an exo-rig of punishment tools and memory-lances. His eyes were needle-black, ringed with scar tissue, and his voice rasped like a hive vent choked with flies.


He had engineered over a thousand loyalty implants. Burned rebellion out of the skulls of every caste. Each breath he drew was a toxin, each word an incision.


He stopped inches from Kraetil, nostrils flaring.


“You hesitated,” he hissed, circling.


Kraetil didn’t respond. His mandibles remained still, unreadable. But inside, his brain buzzed. He knows.


Krother gestured to the slab beside them. Laid out like a specimen was a Zaanari youth. Slight of build, spine visible through its pale green skin. Not more than a hatchling by their reckoning. Its throat had been cut—not to kill, but to expose. Its vocal cords had been dissected and augmented with Reptilia resonance nodes, making the child a living hymnal, forced to sing prayers of obedience in a language it did not understand.


“You looked into its eyes,” Krother said, his voice cutting like flint. “You felt.”


“I was calculating optimal neural severance,” Kraetil replied, his tone steady.


“Lies,” Krother spat. “You faltered. You betrayed the sacred code. In hesitation, rebellion festers.”


Then came the pain.


Kraetil’s body seized as Krother activated the neural tether embedded behind his left optic. A spike of heat drove through his skull like molten iron. He collapsed to one knee, eyes wide but sightless, as his mind fractured under the weight of bio-engineered agony.


Thoughts were peeled back like skin. Memories unravelled. The child’s face—the pleading look—was torn apart, pixel by pixel, until nothing remained but raw sensation. The indoctrination pulses changed frequency, now laced with mnemonic loops. They echoed through his cortex, drilling mantras into his subconscious.


Strength is obedience. Doubt is death. Unity requires silence.


Krother loomed, talons clicking against the floor. “Your tongue must drip only truth. There is no room for feeling. For guilt. For mercy. You
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