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  Foreword



Some stories take time to find. Others arrive like a storm once you open the door. The Memoirs of Michael Zane: The Last Human was the beginning—but this next chapter came swiftly, driven by rhythm, clarity, and a deeper connection to the characters than ever before.




At its core, this is still a story about survival, identity, and the crushing weight of being the last. But beneath the surface, it’s also a testament to the power of support—the kind that holds you up when the story threatens to collapse, and reminds you why you began in the first place.




To my wife: your love and belief in me have been the quiet, unshakable force behind every page. You’ve given me space to create, the courage to continue, and the grace to disappear into worlds that don’t yet exist. This book lives because of you.




And to the reader—whether you found this story by chance or followed it from the start—thank you. Michael Zane’s journey is bleak, raw, and unrelenting. But buried in the wreckage is something vital: hope, endurance, and the question of what makes us truly human.




Welcome back to the end of the world—and the flicker of what comes next.




Thank you for picking up this book. I’m truly grateful to have you as a reader. If you enjoy the story, I’d love to hear your thoughts in a review at the end!




David Cameron








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




What Came Before




The world ended not with fire, but with silence. Cities fell quiet beneath alien skies, oceans stilled as storms of glass tore through the atmosphere, and the proud sprawl of human civilisation crumbled into ash. Earth, once vibrant and teeming with billions, became a graveyard. And among the ruin, one name endured: Michael Zane.




Michael was no soldier, no chosen saviour, no myth born in prophecy. He was an ordinary man standing in the aftermath of extraordinary collapse. But survival, it turned out, was a kind of destiny all its own. When the Saluki Inu descended from the stars—an empire of conquerors with the patience of predators and the cruelty of gods—humanity’s resistance barely flickered. Armies broke. Governments dissolved. Those who lived long enough to flee went underground, burying themselves in bases of stone and steel, clinging to the illusion of safety while the skies above burned.




Michael survived by instinct and accident, stumbling into the underground like so many others. But unlike the rest, fate placed him at the centre of a chain of impossible events. Beneath the earth, he found not just shelter but purpose, and in purpose he found people who would come to trust him, fight beside him, and bleed with him. They were fragments of a shattered civilisation, yet together they became something more: the seed of rebellion.




The underground bases were no sanctuary. They were tombs waiting to be sealed. Hunger gnawed, fear spread like infection, and worse still, the Saluki Inu’s gaze reached even into the dark. They hunted, probed, and experimented, treating humans not as survivors but as resources—fodder for their endless designs. It was there Michael learned the truth: the invasion was not conquest but culling. The Saluki Inu sought not simply to destroy humanity, but to repurpose it. The species itself was raw material.




That knowledge broke many. It hardened Michael.




Through loss and betrayal, he grew into the reluctant leader of a resistance that had no chance of winning, only of enduring. He uncovered the stories buried in the walls around him: of Professor Cameron, the haunted mind who pieced together alien science at unbearable cost; of Pete and Teenu, driven by courage and grief alike; of the ghosts of entire families who had given everything for the faint hope that someone might live to remember them.




Each battle was fought in shadows. Each victory was bought with blood. And every step forward carried the weight of impossible choices. Michael learned quickly that leadership was not about orders, but about burdens—the kind that carved scars deeper than any blade.




Still, defiance grew.




Through stolen weapons, sabotaged patrols, and whispered plans, humanity struck back in small, desperate ways. They could not topple the empire above, but they could remind it that the fire of resistance still burned, however faintly. Michael’s name spread among the survivors, not as a symbol of triumph but as a reminder that someone was still fighting. That humanity, though broken, had not yet surrendered its soul.




But the cost was relentless. The rebellion suffered betrayal, both from within and without. The Saluki Inu were not without their own fractures, and their enemies were not only alien. Other forces stirred in the dark: the Reptilias, predators of a different breed, and ancient projects with names whispered like curses—secrets humanity was never meant to uncover. It was in this crucible of war that Michael discovered Project Uroboros, a name etched into the shadows of the Saluki design. A project that promised answers, but only through suffering.




Michael carried his people into the storm regardless. The resistance could not survive by hiding forever. They would either strike back or die forgotten. And so strike they did.




In fire and steel, the underground shook with war. Battles raged in caverns lit by gunfire and blood, where survival meant embracing the unthinkable. Friends became weapons, allies became martyrs, and still Michael pressed on, his heart breaking under the weight of each loss. In the end, he stood not victorious, but alive—his companions reduced to a handful of survivors clinging to one another in the hollow silence of a cave.




The war was far from over. In truth, it had only just begun.




Michael Zane’s story, The Last Human, was never about glory. It was about survival in the face of extinction. About hope flickering in places so dark it should have gone out entirely. It was about the fragile line between humanity and oblivion, and the stubborn defiance of those who refused to let that line be erased.




Now the galaxy stirs again.




The Saluki Inu tighten their grip. The Reptilias whisper in the shadows. Projects long buried by time and secrecy rise toward revelation. And Michael, scarred and haunted, carries the weight of every soul who fell beside him. He is not the chosen one. He is not the last hope. He is merely the one who remained.




But sometimes, one is enough.




And as the next chapter begins, the question is no longer how Michael Zane survived. The question is whether survival alone will ever be enough to save a broken world.
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  Shadows Beneath the Stone

  
  




The cave did not welcome them. It consumed.




Cold hung in the air—not from temperature but memory. The kind of chill that sank past muscle and marrow, gnawing into the soul like rot. The kind that spoke of long-dead things buried in stone and silence.




Bioluminescent moss clung to the uneven walls, casting a faint green glow that shimmered across the stone. The light was too weak to drive back the darkness—only enough to reveal how deep it truly went. Everything was cast in sickness and wrongness. The black crevices stretched long and twitching, as if shadows were still moving after their sources had gone.




Michael Zane crouched low, shoulder pressed to damp rock, trying to breathe quietly. Every heartbeat thudded like a hammer inside his ribs. Sweat slicked his back despite the chill. It wasn’t the darkness that terrified him—it was what it kept just out of sight.




They were survivors, yes. But victory was a lie. Escape was an illusion. Every path felt like a delay of the inevitable. The Maw hadn’t stopped chasing. It had simply… shifted.




They were six now, if you counted what Teenu had become. And he did.




Zoshi moved like a whisper beside him. The Equinian’s twin pupils glinted in the half-light, scanning, always calculating. His body, tall and lean, barely shifted—more spectre than centaur. When Zoshi moved, it was with surgical intent.




Further along, Bloodstorm stood like a carved idol—massive, silent, brutal. The deep scars criss-crossing his matted, hairy chest glistened with condensation, each one a silent testament to battles survived. His eyes never blinked. Hands rested on the hilt of a blade that hadn’t tasted blood in three hours. That was too long.




Shaman murmured behind them, kneeling on one knee, the glowing script that danced across his synthetic skin pulsing in erratic rhythm. His face was a blank mask, smooth and inhuman. Only the movement of the glowing glyphs proved he was alive. Or something near it. He whispered to things they could not see—things in the dark. And the dark whispered back.




Kraetil had gone ahead, of course. The Reptilia moved with that unsettling grace only predators possessed. One moment he was there, and the next, the tunnel was empty, only faint drag marks left by his tail. Michael didn’t like how quiet the scout had become. Kraetil wasn’t silent out of fear. He was silent because fear wasn’t a factor any more. That made him harder to trust.




And then… Teenu.




She drifted. Not walked, not floated—drifted. Like a memory trying to hold onto form. Her body shimmered with ghost light, translucent at the edges, shifting with every blink. Her face no longer wore human skin. Instead, it was sculpted from memory and loss. Her eyes held galaxies. Her voice lived in their minds.




“There’s a pulse… beneath the stone,” she whispered directly into Michael’s skull.




He winced, not from pain but familiarity. He was used to her presence now—used to the cold it left behind when she spoke. Teenu was no longer alive. She was something else. Energy, thought, memory twisted around a spark of emotion too stubborn to fade. Sometimes she spoke with love. Sometimes… she just watched.




“You alright?” Bloodstorm’s voice, low and gravelled, broke the silence.




Michael nodded. “No. But I’m breathing.”




“That counts for something,” the warrior muttered.




“Something’s moving,” Shaman said suddenly, rising from his trance.




Michael turned. “What kind of something?”




Shaman’s head tilted. “Hungry.”




Before they could respond, Kraetil reappeared, slipping from the wall like an extension of shadow. “Tunnel splits ahead. One path sealed. The other… bleeding.”




Michael frowned. “Bleeding?”




Kraetil nodded once. “Stone is cracked. Pulsing. Veins… not metaphor.”




“Perfect,” Michael muttered.




They moved cautiously. The tunnel narrowed, forcing them single file. The red veins Kraetil mentioned became visible—threading through the walls like the vascular system of some buried behemoth. The deeper they went, the louder the hum grew—not heard but felt, vibrating in their bones.




And then came the fossils.




Huge. Twisted. Bones embedded in the rock like frozen screams—skulls with too many eye sockets, jaws that unhinged the wrong way, spines like centipedes. Zoshi slowed here, reaching out to touch one. His fingers brushed the calcified surface and trembled.




“These are not of Equos-Vaarn,” he whispered. “Not Equinian. Not Saluki. Older.”




“How old?” Michael asked.




Zoshi didn’t answer. That was answer enough.




They pressed forward until the tunnel stopped. A split in the wall—vertical, no wider than a door frame. It hadn’t been cut. It had grown there.




Kraetil ran claws along the edge. Runes shimmered, not in a language they knew, but in… feeling. The stone reacted to his touch, and with a hiss, the fissure opened.




A platform waited. Not built, but formed. The material was organic, moving slightly beneath their feet, warm. It felt like standing on the tongue of something patient.




They entered. The walls sealed behind them.




Then the descent began.




There were no cables. No lights. Just the slow, endless spiral downward as the lift groaned and pulsed and sighed. The red veins in the walls throbbed in time with a distant heartbeat.




“I don’t like this,” Teenu whispered. She had been quiet the entire journey until now, leaning against the wall, eyes wide.




Michael looked at her. “That makes two of us.”




“Do you feel it?” she asked. “The pressure. Like something’s thinking about us.”




Teenu hovered near them. “It remembers,” she said simply.




“Remembers what?” Kraetil asked, voice hushed.




“Everything,” she replied.




Michael swallowed. The darkness below felt alive now. Like a throat. They were descending into something’s mouth.




After minutes—maybe hours—the platform jerked to a stop. Silence followed, heavy and absolute. Then, a groaning moan echoed ahead. Not a mechanical sound.




Something breathing.




The walls slid open.




The room beyond was spherical. Vast. Lined with what looked like eggs—thousands of them. Except these were fossilised. Split open. Empty.




Or so it seemed.




The crew stepped forward. Even Bloodstorm hesitated.




The air was thicker here. Clotted. Every breath came with resistance.




At the centre of the chamber, a pillar rose—black as void, shimmering with faint ripples of light like oil on water. Shaman moved toward it.




“Don’t—” Michael started.




Shaman touched it.




The room screamed.




Not out loud. In their minds.




Visions flooded them—teeth, darkness, children torn in half, stars vomiting fire, Michael burning planets without blinking. Jareth, mouth open, eyes gone, speaking backwards.




Michael dropped to his knees, clutching his skull.




Then silence returned.




Shaman staggered back, bleeding.




“It’s a memory core,” he said. “Of something that… died. And was born again.”




Zoshi stepped closer, shaking. “This place… this was once a temple. For something older than the Maw. Before language.”




Teenu flickered beside him. “It remembers us. That’s why we’re here.”




Suddenly, a tremor ran through the floor. One of the fossilised egg-pods cracked.




Something inside twitched.




Another crack. Another movement.




“Oh no,” Teenu whispered.




The team drew weapons.




Michael stood slowly, eyes locked on the pillar. “I think we woke it up.”




“No,” Teenu corrected. “We’re not waking it.”




She turned to him, face unreadable.




“We’re inside its dream.”




And from behind the pillar, the nightmare began to rise.







It moved without sound, its form indistinct—part shadow, part memory, all hunger. The air turned acidic. Kraetil roared and fired, the plasma bolt bending midair, consumed before it reached its target. Bloodstorm raised his pulse hammer and stepped forward, covering the retreat.




“MOVE!” Michael shouted.




They ran.




The cavern warped behind them. Walls curled like roots pulling inward. The platform they’d arrived on shattered into nothing. Only a spiral staircase—slick with organic fluid—remained, winding up into blackness.




They climbed.




The creature followed. It didn’t chase. It just… arrived. At every turn, it was closer. Michael could feel it pressing at the edges of his mind, whispering promises in Alina’s voice.




At one point, Zoshi fell. Shaman caught him with a tendril of light, lifting him up just enough to avoid the reaching limb of the Maw’s dream form, now manifest as a child’s face stretched too wide.




They climbed faster.




At the top of the stair, Teenu shimmered into solidity and slammed her fist into the wall. A section buckled and peeled back—a fail-safe exit. She looked at Michael with urgency. “I can hold the dream. Just GO.”




“No!” Michael shouted, grabbing her arm. “We do this together!”




But her form was already fading, strands of light pulling from her body into the floor, embedding into the walls like glyphs.




“I’m not dying,” she said softly. “I’m guiding. Follow the stars, you’ll see me again Michael.”




The team burst through the breach.




They emerged into a ruin-chamber closer to the surface—once a hangar, now half-collapsed and flooded with eerie green light. In the centre, half-buried in rubble, was a shuttle. Ancient Equinian make, jury-rigged with human tech. Kraetil and Shaman tore off debris as Zoshi limped toward the hatch.




Alarms echoed behind them. The Maw-dream surged into the chamber, tendrils writhing. Bloodstorm, shielding the group, threw his hammer—once, twice—before leaping aboard. Shaman held the doorway open, chanting in a forgotten tongue. His skin cracked with every word.




The engines whined to life.




Michael looked back one last time.




Teenu’s ghostly form was now inscribed in the wall—eyes glowing, mouth open in eternal warning. Then the chamber collapsed.




The shuttle punched through stone, rising like a coffin clawing from the grave. As it breached the surface, fire poured from vents long dormant. The sky greeted them, cold and black and real.




They were free.







Hours later, drifting in orbit above the ruined world, the five survivors sat in silence.




Michael. Shaman. Kraetil. Zoshi. Bloodstorm.




“We lost her,” Kraetil whispered.




“She’s not lost,” Michael said, staring out the viewport. “She gave us a path.”




Zoshi wiped blood from his brow. “Where to now?”




Michael keyed in the coordinates himself. An old beacon. One he’d never erased.




“Saellith,” he said. “The moon of the Crysanth. Alina’s resting place.”




A long pause followed.




Shaman nodded slowly. “She deserves a sky of her own.”




Outside, the ship’s slipstream engine flared. Stars warped. The Maw’s presence fell away.




And in the silence that followed, for the first time in a long time, no one dreamed of teeth.




Only light. And the long road ahead.
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  The Funeral of Fire and Ice

  
  




The moon had no name, only a number—Theta-9.




But the Crysanth called it Saellith, meaning “place where grief is remembered.”




And that was all it had become—grief. Wound layered over wound. A mausoleum dressed in snow and sorrow.




The transport hissed as its landing gear dug into the frostbitten plateau. Cold winds swirled with daggers of glassy snow, howling across the ice flats like wolves mourning the last of their kind. The Elysian Citadel, carved into the collapsed caldera of a dead volcano, loomed ahead—its towers of hoarfrost and black stone shimmering with silent menace.




No lights marked welcome. No banners fluttered in greeting. This was not a place for the living to linger.




Michael Zane stepped down into the snow, boots crunching on ancient frost, and felt the weight settle.




Not from gravity. From absence.




His coat was insulated, lined with woven thermal mesh. But no technology could shield against this kind of cold—the kind that crawled under skin and settled behind the sternum. The kind that had a name: grief.




Behind him, the others disembarked in silence.




Zoshi, his fur-lined cloak wrapped tight against the gale, kept his eyes low, though they burned.




Kraetil emerged next, breath fogging the air as he adjusted his bracer’s settings with sharp claws. He hated snow. Said it reminded him of his hatching pits—those frozen domes where only the cruellest Reptilias thrived.




Shaman’s mask-like face showed no reaction. The glowing words scrolled slowly across his translucent skin, unreadable. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to.




And then came Bloodstorm. He moved like a monolith carved from bone and armour. Quiet. Towering. Mourning in his own way—with stillness.




The funeral was for Alina Zane.




Michael’s sister. His blood.




Gone in a moment—vaporised in the Maw’s surprise strike in the Core World.




There had been no survivors. No retrieval teams. The world now hung in orbit as a charred ruin, spinning endlessly like a ghosted world.




From the wreckage, all they had found was a burned comm-badge and a half-melted locket.




Nothing else. No body. No cry for help. No closure.




Only silence.




They had come here not to bury her remains. There were none.




They had come to bury what was left of hope.




At the great gates of the Elysian Citadel, the Crysanth awaited them.




Tall, skeletal figures swathed in glacial-blue robes, they bore the quiet dignity of ancient things. Their eyes—if they had any—lay hidden beneath veils of frost. Their skin shimmered like ice crust over deep water.




Their voices were the sound of ice cracking across a lake—slow, deep, painful. They did not bow. They did not smile. They simply turned, and the gates parted.




Michael and the others followed, boots echoing through corridors hewn from obsidian and layered permafrost. Faint lights pulsed beneath the floor—bioluminescent veins of something old and half-alive.




Saellith was a world that remembered everything.




Especially pain.




The Funeral Chamber lay at the Citadel’s heart.




A cavernous vault, its ceiling lost in cold mist. Spires of translucent ice rose like cathedral columns, their tips vanishing into darkness. A ring of softly glowing obelisks circled a dais at the centre. The obelisks pulsed faintly—one for every life remembered in this place. Tens of thousands. Possibly more.




The dais itself held nothing but a single block of clear ice, within which floated the melted remains of Alina’s locket and comm-badge.




That was all.




That was everything.




Michael approached, his breath fogging the air. The others stood behind, as per tradition.




Only family could step into the ring of memory.




Except—none of the others objected when Teenu appeared and drifted to his side.




She shimmered faintly, a ghost caught between dimensions. Her face was familiar and alien all at once. She had no body in the traditional sense, only memory stitched with starlight and sorrow. Her eyes carried storms.




“She’s not here, Michael,” she whispered into his mind, her voice like wind through bones.




“But something else is. Something watching.”




Michael didn’t respond. Couldn’t. The cold behind his eyes had nothing to do with the temperature. He stared into the block of ice and saw not the keepsakes, but her face—laughing. Angry. Alive.




The Crysanth began their work.




They circled the dais, chanting in a dialect older than any living species. Their hands glided through the air, weaving threads of light—memories made manifest. Each strand was born from emotion, shaped by echoes of the soul, drawn from the place where time met thought.




The threads spun inward, one by one, fusing into a central crystal suspended in the air. It pulsed faintly as it absorbed the pain of loss. And then it began to show her.




Alina.




A child, dark-haired and wild-eyed, chasing her brother across a sunlit field on Earth, before the fall.




Alina, older now, in uniform. Standing tall. Brave.




Alina at a console, coordinating evac routes as explosions rocked the base around her.




Alina holding a dying engineer, whispering comfort through the static.




Alina smiling, always smiling, even when her eyes betrayed the weariness behind it.




Michael’s knees buckled.




He didn’t fall, but only just.




Zoshi bowed his head.




Kraetil stood rigid, a quiet tremor running through his claws.




Shaman whispered something to the Memory Crystal in a language even the Crysanth didn’t recognise.




Bloodstorm… knelt.




Even the war machine understood loss.




Teenu stood outside the circle, her form flickering. A thin ripple ran across her essence, like a disturbance in a hologram.




“The Maw is learning,” she murmured, barely audible even in Michael’s mind.




“It’s not just consuming any more. It’s listening. Becoming.”




Michael turned toward her. “Becoming what?”




But she was already gone.




That was when he saw it.




A shape. A shadow.




Beyond the torchlight, near the far edge of the chamber—half concealed in an alcove. Not one of the Crysanth. Not a mourner.




A man, wrapped in a cloak torn and blackened by fire.




His face… only half remained. The other was a pulsing mass of burnt, crawling flesh—alive with something else. Something alien. Infested.




Michael’s heart slammed into his ribs. The crystal slipped from his hand and hit the ice with a faint chime.




Jareth Ryker.




The traitor.




The corrupted.




Once resistance. Now… something else. A vessel.




Their eyes met.




And in that moment, time stopped.




The world tilted. Heat surged through the chamber, turning frost to vapour. The ceiling cracked with unseen pressure.




Michael wasn’t seeing Ryker. He was inside him.




Visions cascaded like blood from a broken dam.




Earth, torn open. Forests screaming. Cities melting.




Andari, fractured in orbit, the screams never reaching air.




The Maw, blooming across galaxies like black flowers—rooted in memory, feeding on the dead.




And at the centre… not Ryker, but something behind him. A presence watching through him.




Hungry.




Patient.




Familiar.




Then—




Gone.




The shadow melted into the storm outside.




No movement. No sound. Only the faint echo of melting snow.




The chamber was silent once more.




Michael stooped, picked up the Memory Crystal.




It was still warm.




Later, they stood on the cliffside above the glacier plains.




The ritual complete, the Citadel behind them, the wind unceasing. The sky above was split in two—a curtain of violet stars torn by streaks of crimson light from the nearest gas giant.




Shaman stood on the precipice, whispering again.




Kraetil checked the perimeter, claws twitching.




Zoshi stared at the stars. His eyes were no longer calculating. Only distant.




Bloodstorm had said nothing for hours.




Michael held the Memory Crystal in his gloved palm. It pulsed gently, as though trying to sync with his heart.




“You have to go back,” Teenu whispered again, suddenly beside him.




He didn’t flinch.




“Back where?” he asked quietly.




Her eyes were distant. “To the beginning. Where it learned our names.”




He turned. “The Maw? It’s adapting. It was never just destruction, was it?”




“No. It was reflection. Evolution. It consumes until it understands.”




“And then it replaces.”




She nodded.




Michael stared out over the fractured ice plains, his breath misting in the cold air.




“The war isn’t over,” he said.




“No,” she agreed. “It’s just… changing shape.”




Far below, in the depths of the Citadel, the chamber lay still.




The ice around the Memory Crystal had not stopped pulsing.




It had grown stronger.




And on the black walls, something began to move—a shadow without form, crawling through frost. Not just watching any more.




Becoming.
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The outpost was a ruin barely clinging to functionality—half-buried in red dust and forgotten beneath the crust of Theta-9’s smallest moon. To any satellite scan, it was a dead husk. But inside, something pulsed faintly, like the last heartbeat of a corpse not quite willing to decompose.




Long ago, it had been a monitoring station—Equinian-built during the First Expansion. Its architecture was angular and organic, a fusion of bone-white alloys and symbiotic circuitry. No one remembered its name. Only what it was near: the rift, the graveyard, the scream. Places that stopped showing up on charts after the Maw came.




Kraetil approached first, his heavy steps careful, reverent. His clawed fingers brushed across the glyphs etched into the rusting airlock—a string of old Equinian runes that still shimmered faintly under his touch.




“Door of breath. Path of memory. Keeper of rot.”




His lips tightened as he traced the final symbol—one not used since the Equinian diaspora.




“Banishment.”




Michael stood just behind him, his coat whipping in the acidic wind. The moon’s thin atmosphere buzzed faintly in his helmet—interference or whisper, he wasn’t sure. Behind him, the others fanned out in a semicircle, weapons ready, nerves taut.




The door hissed. A groan followed. It wasn’t just mechanical—it was vocal. Agonised.




Inside, the station was silent.




But not empty.




Darkness clung to the walls like a film, oily and oppressive. The lighting strips flickered weakly, casting broken shadows across the curved corridor. Bundles of organic cable drooped from the ceiling like veins. Some pulsed faintly. Others twitched.




Michael stepped in first. The air was dry and cold, but the pressure in his skull increased immediately. Not pain—something worse. Recognition.




Teenu’s ghost appeared beside him, her outline sharper than usual. She hovered just off the floor, a pale blue glow against the dark.




Her voice was a whisper inside his mind.




“This place remembers pain.”




Bloodstorm ducked under the frame as he entered, his pulse rifle slung low. His eyes scanned the walls with trained, violent suspicion.




“I smell old blood. Real old.”




Shaman drifted near the centre of the corridor, the glowing runes across his body pulsing brighter as he moved. Each step seemed to activate dormant sigils on the walls—Equinian warning glyphs. He murmured them aloud as he passed:




“Silent birth. False light. Memory corrupted. Fragmented god.”




Zoshi lagged behind, his expression strained. Sweat beaded on his brow despite the cold. He pressed one hand against the wall, and the glyphs flickered around his palm. The station responded to him. It liked him.




That was the problem.




“There’s a signal,” he muttered. “Low-frequency. Below quantum mesh. Pre-collapse design, but active.”




Kraetil turned sharply. “Not possible. No power should remain.”




“It’s not power. It’s… thought.”




The corridor opened into a large, circular atrium. Dead consoles lined the perimeter. A central dais, cracked and half-collapsed, bore the remnants of an ancient holographic projector—long dead, but covered in what looked like dried resin. Or sap. Or bone marrow.




And something was humming beneath it all.




Below.




Kraetil moved to a terminal and brushed off the red dust. As he did, the wall lit up with a thin pulse of colourless light. Glyphs formed across the surface—Equinian once again.




Teenu floated to the dais. Her hand reached out, brushing something invisible. Her form vibrated for a moment, distorted. She gasped.




“There’s something trapped underneath. Alive. No… dreaming.”




Michael stepped forward. “What is it?”




She looked at him. Her eyes were glowing brighter now. Too bright.




“A mind. In pieces.”




Suddenly, Shaman’s runes flared all at once, and he fell to one knee. His eyes rolled back in his head.




“It’s awake. It’s seeing us now.”




Zoshi raced forward and grabbed Shaman’s shoulder, grounding him. Kraetil cursed and began inputting the emergency shutdown sequence, but the wall denied him—glyphs flaring red.




“Locked out,” Kraetil growled. “It’s rerouteing access through biological channels.”




Michael’s voice cut through the chaos. “There’s a stairwell. Behind the projector.”




He didn’t know how he knew. But he did.




They followed it down.




The stairwell was narrow, curved like a ribcage. The walls pulsed faintly with pale green light. The further they descended, the quieter everything became—not silence, but suppression. Their voices dulled. Comms died. Even Teenu’s presence flickered, her shape becoming disjointed, like shattered glass reassembling itself every second.




At the bottom, they found the vault.




A single door stood embedded in the wall. Its shape was almost insectile—chitinous, veined, with no visible seams. At its centre: a socket shaped like a clawed hand.




Kraetil approached it slowly. The walls seemed to inhale as he moved. He raised his hand—and hesitated.




“I shouldn’t do this.”




“You’re the key,” Michael said. “It was built by your ancestors. If something’s locked in here, it’s because they feared it.”




Kraetil’s claws flexed. “Or they worshipped it.”




He placed his palm against the socket.




For a heartbeat, nothing.




Then—




The vault exhaled.




The door rippled, then split down the middle with a sharp, wet sound. Light poured out—dim and copper-coloured, like liquid rust. The air inside smelled like burnt circuitry and rotted wood.




They stepped in.




The chamber within was vast, circular, and wrong.




Crystal memory cores lined the walls—hundreds of them—each suspended by strands of fibrous material that writhed gently, as if breathing. The room pulsed with a low frequency, a bass so deep it bypassed the ears and went straight into bone.




Michael moved to the nearest core and connected his translator device.




It activated.




And screamed.




The sound wasn’t audible. It was in them. A psychic wail that filled the mind with fire and despair. Michael stumbled back, clutching his head. Shaman collapsed entirely, convulsing on the floor, his skin-runes spasming with erratic bursts of colour.




Teenu shrieked. Her voice splintered in Michael’s mind:




“STOP! It sees us—NOW!”




One of the memory cores shattered violently, spraying fragments across the chamber. The walls dimmed—and then began to bleed. Not fluid, but memory. Streams of corrupted images poured from the cracks: battlefields aflame, children turned inside out, stars dying in reverse.




Zoshi shouted over the chaos. “It’s not just memory! These are minds! They stored souls in here!”




Kraetil stepped forward, horrified. “Equinians never did that. Never—”




“You weren’t there at the end,” Zoshi snapped. “When the Maw came. When we broke.”




The lights went out.




For a moment, pure dark.




Then—a glow.




From the ceiling. From the vents.




A mist began to unfurl. Oily, slow, intelligent.




The Maw.




It coiled like smoke, but moved like a predator. Teenu’s form shimmered and began to distort. Bloodstorm stepped in front of her instinctively, weapon raised.




“Burn it,” he growled.




Michael pulled the still-functioning memory core from its socket, the glow of its data writhing like fireflies in amber. The Maw hissed—not in pain, but interest.




“It remembers you,” Shaman croaked from the floor. “From Halvron. From Andari. It wants you.”




Teenu rose, her ghost-form burning now with inner light. She turned to face the Maw as it reached for them.




Her voice roared into their minds, clear and terrible:




“NO MORE!”




Light erupted from her—searing and pure. The Maw recoiled, folding in on itself, vanishing back into the vents with a scream that shattered three more memory cores.




“Go,” she said. “Now.”




They ran.




The ascent was chaos. The stairwell writhed. The walls spoke in broken Equinian.




“Do not remember. Do not breathe. Do not dream.”




Bloodstorm fired blind into the ceiling. Zoshi dragged Shaman, who was half-conscious, muttering equations and names that didn’t exist. Kraetil held the rear, claws bloodied from something he wouldn’t describe.




At the top, the airlock door was closing—slamming shut on its own.




Teenu stood in the middle, her ghost-body glowing white-hot, holding it open with both hands.




“Michael,” she said, voice soft again.




He turned.




“I saw what it wants.”




“What?”




She shook her head. “Not what. Who.”




Then she slammed the door shut behind them.




They emerged into red light and freezing wind. The moon’s surface had shifted subtly—as if reacting to the trauma below. The dust blew in spirals now, unnatural and symmetrical.




Michael turned toward the station’s dome just in time to see it collapse inward, vanishing as if sucked into a black hole no one could see. In its place, only a scorch mark and the faintest echo of something whispering beneath the crust.




He held the memory core in both hands.




It pulsed once. Then went dark.




Zoshi sat on the rocks, gasping for air. “We weren’t supposed to survive that.”




Shaman blinked, the runes on his arms flickering like dying stars. “We didn’t. Not all of us.”




Bloodstorm growled low. “So what now?”




Michael turned toward the stars. The sky above Theta-9 was filled with dying constellations, each one dimmer than he remembered.




“We find the next place it touched. And we end it.”




Kraetil placed a claw on his shoulder. “Then we’ll need more than memory.”




Michael didn’t answer. His hand tightened around the dark core.




In the distance, deep beneath the surface of a dead moon, something ancient whispered a name.




His name.
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  Mawfall

  
  




The galaxy was bleeding.


In the days since the outpost breach, fragments of intercepted data arrived like drifting corpses—half-decayed, half-screaming. They came through decaying satellites and broken long-range probes, like whispers from a dying choir. Systems in the Outer Sectors had gone silent. No warning. No cries for help. No final broadcasts of fire or resistance.


Just absence. Just nothing.


On the bridge of the resistance ship Shatterwake, adrift near the edge of the Oathwell Drift, Michael Zane watched the holographic map die pixel by pixel. Red Xs spread like an infection across the stars, each one marking a lost world. Each one marking the moment a Civilization was erased—not conquered, not even destroyed, but forgotten, unmoored from history itself.


Kraetil loomed nearby, talons digging into the steel floor. His yellow eyes narrowed at the map’s silent dirge. “This isn’t conquest,” he rasped, voice like gravel soaked in blood. “This is erasure.”


Zoshi turned slowly from the main console, his face drawn tight. “They’re not harvesting worlds. Not draining them for fuel, tech, or DNA. The Maw isn’t an invader. It’s… it’s a solvent. It consumes identity, culture, memory. Every planetary biosphere it touches vanishes—not just physically, but informationally. Retroactively. As if they were never there.”


Bloodstorm slammed his fist into the bulkhead with a shuddering boom. Sparks danced across the panel, flaring and dying like the worlds they mourned.


“Why?” he snarled. “What’s the purpose of such a thing? No empire benefits from silence.”


For a moment, no one answered. Then, Teenu’s voice threaded its way through the ship’s comms, soft as breath, hard as truth. At first, only Michael heard her—her spectral voice coiled in his mind like a phantom—but as she spoke, her presence expanded, reverberating through everyone’s thoughts.


“Because the Maw is older than purpose. It is entropy, given will.”


And then came the signal.


A chime. An anomaly. An echo from the dead.


A crippled Crysanth medical vessel had sent out a last, broken transmission before it burned in low orbit over Farron IX. The message arrived like a curse. Fractured audio. Visuals buried beneath distortion. It looped over and over, the same corrupted phrase clawing through the static:


“We saw him. A man. Not a man. A mouth that spoke with their voice. He brought the sky down.”


Michael’s stomach sank before the footage even loaded.


Then, the image resolved—imperfect, jittering, too clear.


Jareth Ryker. Once a man. Once a Ally.


Now a hollow figure, standing alone on the command deck of a relief fleet. His body wore the shape of humanity, but his eyes were bottomless—pure obsidian, leaking tendrils of ink into the air around him. He stood with arms outstretched like a priest in the final throes of a dead religion. Behind him, the Maw spiralled into existence—a vortex of smoke and lightning, of teeth and memory and impossible architecture.


Ships tried to flee. They didn’t make it far.


One by one, the vessels were unwritten—ripped from reality in mid-maneuver. Their matter didn’t explode. It simply ceased to be. The stars themselves dimmed. The universe recoiled.


Ryker didn’t blink. Didn’t speak.


The Maw did that for him.


He wasn’t hiding any more.


He was announcing himself.


Elsewhere


Aboard the Mawseed Vessel Oblivion’s Cradle


Jareth Ryker stood at the prow of his new dominion.


The vessel was not built—it was grown. Its structure throbbed and pulsed like flesh. Veins of dark plasma pulsed beneath the walls. The corridors whispered in languages that no longer had syntax—thoughts bleeding through matter like infection.


Ryker tried to remember Earth.


He remembered the feeling of Alina’s hand in his. He remembered laughing with Michael. Coffee at 6:13 a.m. on a frostbitten morning before war changed everything.


But those memories were cracked now. Like stained glass submerged in acid. Every time he touched them, they bled.


The Maw did not take his memories.


It ate them.


And what remained… wasn’t entirely him.


Yet sometimes, he still dreamed.


He dreamed of them. Michael. Alina. The resistance. The dream they once had of peace. A future forged in blood, but earned through faith.


“You loved them,” whispered the Maw, curling around his spine like smoke. Its voice was never one voice—it was a harmony of extinct gods and dying children. “That is why we let you live. That is
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