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The Last Broadcast

The air in the cockpit of the Windrunner tasted of recycled fear and stale ozone. Kaelen “Kael” Rourke kept his hands loose on the controls, a futile attempt to project a calm he hadn’t felt in six months. Below, through breaks in the roiling, smoke-blackened clouds, the corpse of Europe sprawled. The once-green continent was now a mosaic of grey K’tharr spore-cities and the faint, sickly orange glow of the processing pits.

His comms crackled, a stream of desperate, half-coded voices bleeding over the official ECN—Earth Consolidated Network—frequency. It was a ghost channel, haunted by the dying.

“—any station, this is Brighton Holdout, we are overrun! They’re in the walls! They’re—” A wet, gurgling scream, followed by a sound like a straw sucking up the last dregs of a thick liquid. Then, silence.

Kael’s knuckles tightened, the worn leather of his gloves creaking. He didn’t flinch. You got used to the sounds, or you broke. He’d chosen the former, a decision that felt more like a betrayal with every passing day.

A new voice, strained but controlled, cut through the static. “Windrunner, this is Avalon Actual. You are cleared for Approach Vector Gamma. Transmitting final approach sequence. Make it count, Rourke. We’re running out of time.”

“Copy, Avalon. Windrunner is on the beam.” Kael’s voice was a gravelly rasp, worn down by too many sleepless nights and the constant, acrid smoke. He banked the heavy-lift transport shuttle, its engines groaning in protest as he dipped into a canyon of shattered skyscrapers. The bones of old London scraped at the sky around him.

This was his last run. The words echoed in his head, a hollow mantra. The last run from the last functional port on the continent. The last run for the Odyssey.

His cargo manifest flickered on a secondary screen. Not weapons. Not soldiers. Children. Five hundred and thirty-seven of them, scooped from the ruins of a overrun safe-zone in what was once France. Their wide, silent eyes from the loading bay haunted him more than the screams on the comms.

A proximity alert blared. A K’tharr skimmer, a sleek, silent thing that moved like a predatory insect, detached itself from the shadow of a broken bridge. It didn't fire. It never did, not at first. It herded.

“Avalon, I’ve got a shadow. Skimmer class.”

“Acknowledged, Windrunner. We see it. Evasive pattern Delta. Do not, repeat, do not let it get a psychic lock. They’ll tag the children.”

A psychic lock. A nice, clean term for the prelude to a Harvest. The K’tharr didn’t just hunt; they savored. They liked to feel the fear of their prey before the drill bit into bone.

Kael slammed the thrusters, throwing the Windrunner into a violent corkscrew. The g-forces pressed him into his seat. Behind him, he heard the faint, muffled cries of the children. The skimmer matched his move with unnerving grace, closing the distance. He could see its details now—the obsidian hull, the faintly pulsing bio-luminescent patterns that served as its navigation systems, the cluster of sensory orbs that were now fixed on his cockpit.

He was a fly being watched by a spider.

“Avalon, I need a distraction! Now!”

“Stand by, Windrunner.”

A moment later, a missile streaked from a hidden battery in the ruins of Canary Wharf, impacting the skimmer’s flank. The craft shuddered, its bio-lights flickering. It was enough. Kael punched the afterburners, the Windrunner leaping forward like a startled deer. He left the damaged skimmer behind, weaving through the skeletal remains of the city until the massive, fortified gates of Avalon Base—carved into the Scottish Highlands—loomed ahead.

The landing was a controlled crash. The shuttle settled onto its landing struts with a bone-jarring thud. The moment the bay door hissed open, a swarm of medics and soldiers in patched, filthy uniforms descended, ushering the shell-shocked children out into the dimly lit cavern.

Kael sat for a long moment in the sudden silence of the cockpit, his hands trembling now that the immediate danger had passed. He unstrapped himself, his body aching with a deep, soul-level fatigue.

He found Dr. Aris Thorne in the command center, a cavernous space carved from rock and filled with the frantic, low-energy hum of a civilization on life support. Screens showed the dying gasps of Earth. North America was a dark smear. Asia was a patchwork of fading resistance signals. Thorne stood before the main holotank, his face gaunt, his lab coat stained. He was a man who had stared into the abyss for so long he had forgotten what sunlight looked like.

“Another successful harvest for the farmers,” Kael said, his voice flat.

Thorne didn’t turn. “Don’t, Kael. Not now.” His eyes were fixed on the holotank, which displayed a complex biological schematic of a K’tharr. A detailed cross-section highlighted the cranial drill and the neuro-digestive tract.

“The Odyssey?” Kael asked, leaning against a console.

“Final loading sequence is underway. Powering up the core. We launch in twelve hours.” Thorne finally turned, his eyes burning with a feverish intensity. “I’ve finished my analysis of the tissue samples from the London incursion.”

“And?”

“It’s worse than we thought. Far worse.” Thorne manipulated the controls. The schematic zoomed in on the K’tharr’s brain, a complex, multi-lobed organ. “The consumption of neural tissue... it’s not just sustenance, Kael. It’s a synaptic event. When they... Harvest... the victim’s neural energy, their memories, their very consciousness, is flash-converted into an electrochemical surge in the K’tharr’s own brain.”

Kael stared, uncomprehending. “What does that mean?”

“It means they don’t just eat us,” Thorne whispered, the words dripping with horror. “They experience us. Our memories. Our loves. Our final, terrified thoughts. It’s a drug to them. The most potent narcotic in the universe. Human consciousness, with all its emotional complexity, is the ultimate high.”

The air left Kael’s lungs. The gurgling scream from the comms, the silent, terrified eyes of the children—it all clicked into a new, horrifying framework. They weren't just dying. They were being consumed, their lives played back as entertainment for their killers.

“They’re not just exterminating us, Kael,” Thorne pressed, his voice cracking. “They’re tasting the tragedy of our extinction. Earth isn’t a battlefield; it’s a gourmet restaurant, and we are the final course.”

Before Kael could form a response, the entire base shuddered. A deep, resonant BOOM echoed through the cavern, followed by the shriek of tearing metal. The lights flickered, and red emergency strobes began to spin.

“BREACH! BREACH IN SECTOR 7! THEY’RE INSIDE THE MOUNTAIN!”

The main holotank switched to a security feed. The massive outer blast doors, ten meters of reinforced titanium and ceramite, were buckling inwards. Between the twisting metal, Kael saw them. K’tharr Hunters. Seven feet tall, their chitinous armor glistening in the firelight, their multi-jointed limbs moving with a fluid, predatory grace. And at the center of their faceless heads, the cranial drills began to spin, emitting a high-pitched, bone-chilling whine.

They were in. The farm had come to the slaughterhouse.

Thorne grabbed Kael’s arm, his grip like iron. “The Odyssey. You have to get to the Odyssey. It’s the only ship with the blind-jump capability. It’s the only chance.”

“The children—” Kael started.

“Are already being loaded! Go! Now! I’ll hold them here as long as I can!” Thorne shoved a data-slate into Kael’s hands. It was warm, humming with a full data-core. “My research. Everything. Don’t let it die with us.”

The sound of pulse fire and inhuman shrieks echoed down the corridor, getting closer. Kael looked at the old scientist, at the grim determination on his face. There was no time for goodbyes.

He turned and ran.

The corridors of Avalon were a waking nightmare. Panic had taken hold. People scrambled, some towards the fighting, most towards the deep docks where the Odyssey was berthed. Kael fought against the tide, his pilot’s instincts taking over.

He rounded a corner and skidded to a halt. A Hunter stood over a fallen soldier, its drill already buried in the man’s temple. The soldier’s body convulsed, his back arching in a final, agonizing spasm. The K’tharr’s body shuddered, a wave of what could only be described as pleasure rolling through its form. It let out a low, chittering sigh of ecstasy as it consumed the soldier’s last memory—a fleeting image of a wife’s face, the scent of rain on summer grass.

Kael didn’t think. He raised his sidearm and fired. The plasma bolt seared into the creature’s shoulder, causing it to shriek and stagger back, the drill retracting with a wet, sucking sound. It turned its sensory orbs towards him, and Kael felt a cold, psychic pressure in his mind—a predator’s focus.

He ran, the Hunter’ enraged clicks echoing behind him.

The launch bay for the Odyssey was chaos incarnate. Thousands of people pressed against a cordon of grim-faced marines, screaming, begging, fighting for a place on the ark. The ship itself was a monstrous, beautiful thing—a city-ship never meant to land, its hull scarred and patched, its name stenciled in fading paint: ODYSSEY.

Kael flashed his credentials at a marine, who waved him through the barrier just as the heavy blast door to the bay began to close with a final, deafening groan. The screams of those left outside were cut off, a sound that would be seared into Kael’s memory forever.

He sprinted up the loading ramp as it began to retract, stumbling into the crowded, cold main bay. The air was thick with the smell of unwashed bodies and stark terror. He pushed through the throng, heading for the command deck.

He made it to the cockpit just as the ship’s commander, an old, grizzled veteran named Captain Idris, was barking orders.

“—seal all bulkheads! Divert all power to the engines and the jump core! Where the hell is my pilot?”

“I’m here,” Kael said, sliding into the co-pilot’s seat. His hands found the familiar controls, a strange calm settling over him. This was his element. This was where he could fight back.

The main viewport showed the massive internal bay doors opening to a sliver of grey sky.

“Avalon Command is gone! We’re on our own!” the comms officer yelled. “K’tharr battleships are entering the atmosphere!”

“Then we’re out of time,” Idris said, his voice like granite. “Odyssey, launch! All power to thrusters!”

The ship roared to life, a deep, visceral vibration that shook through the very bones of the vessel. It lifted from the dock, pushing through the atmosphere, leaving the burning, broken planet behind.

On the viewport, Earth shrank. Not a blue marble, but a bruised and bleeding orb, wrapped in the tendrils of the K’tharr fleet.

Kael looked away from the horrifying sight and focused on his console. “Setting course for the Sol System’s edge. Preparing for blind-jump initiation.”

The last thing he heard from Earth’s comms was a single, looping automated message, the final broadcast of a dead world, playing on a forgotten frequency: “This is the Emergency Command Network. The fight for Earth is lost. Evacuate if you can. Remember us. Remember—”

The signal dissolved into static.

Kael Rourke stared at the stars ahead, cold and unfamiliar. He didn’t pray. He made a vow.

“We will,” he whispered to the void.

Then he pressed the button, and the universe tore itself apart around them.
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The Ghost in the Machine

Silence.

It was the first thing Kael registered—a profound, deafening silence that pressed in on the cockpit after the universe-shattering roar of the blind-jump. The constant, low hum of the Odyssey’s engines, a sound he hadn't realized was the ship's heartbeat, was gone. Replaced by nothing. The only light came from the dim, battery-powered emergency strips on the floor, painting the command deck in long, ominous shadows.

Then the screaming started.

It was muffled, filtered through bulkheads, a chorus of pure, undiluted terror from the thousands packed into the ship's belly. Alarms that should have been blaring were dead. The main viewport was a static-scarred blank slate, showing nothing of the space they had torn themselves into.

"Report!" Captain Idris's voice cut through the gloom, sharp and commanding, a lifeline in the suffocating dark.

"Primary power is down," Kael responded, his fingers flying over the dead console before he slammed a fist against it in frustration. "It's a complete cascade failure. The jump burned out half the grid."

"Life support?"

"On backups. We have air, but we're bleeding heat. Fast." The words crystallized in the air as he spoke. The temperature was already plummeting.

The comms officer, a young woman named Lin, was frantically rerouting systems through a secondary terminal. "I'm getting... something. Internal sensors are patchy. Decks 4 through 7 are reporting structural stress. Medical bay is overwhelmed. I'm reading multiple casualties from the jump acceleration—people who weren't secured."

Idris closed his eyes for a brief second, a flicker of the immense weight on his shoulders. "Prioritize power to medical and environmental. I want a damage control team to engineering now."

Kael unbuckled and stood, his legs unsteady. "I'll go. I know the Odyssey's guts better than anyone." He'd spent the last six months crawling through her conduits and patching her wounds. She was a wreck, but she was his wreck.

Idris gave a curt nod. "Go. Lin, get me a channel to whatever's left of command staff. And someone find me a working flashlight."

The journey down into the ship was a descent into a new kind of hell. The emergency lights created pools of faint illumination, between which lay abyssal darkness. The air grew colder with every deck, the metal walls sweating a thin film of ice. The sounds from the main holds were worse up close—not just screams, but the raw, guttural sounds of panic, of grief, of prayers for a salvation that felt increasingly unlikely.

He passed a group of huddled figures—a woman clutching two silent children, their eyes wide and unseeing. A man was methodically beating his head against a cold conduit, a steady, sickening thump, thump, thump. Kael looked away. There was no comfort he could offer. They had escaped the butcher's block only to find themselves trapped in a freezing coffin.

He finally reached the main engineering bay, the heart of the ship. The scene was one of controlled chaos. Technicians in environment suits moved through the cavernous space, their headlamps cutting beams through the freezing fog that had begun to form. The massive jump core, a torus of twisted metal and crystallized components, sat dark and dead at the center.

"Rourke! Thank God," Chief Engineer Varus yelled over the din of shouting and clanging metal. Her face was smeared with grime, her expression a mixture of fury and desperation. "The core's fried. It took the primary fusion plant with it. We're running on batteries, and they're draining fast."

"What about the secondary plant?" Kael asked, his breath pluming in the frigid air.

"Overloaded trying to compensate. It's a paperweight. We need to initiate a cold-restart on the tertiary, but the ignition sequence is locked out by the main computer. Which is also dead."

Kael stared at the intricate web of conduits and control panels. The Odyssey was a ghost, her brain dead, her heart stilled. "So we jump-start it. Manually."

Varus stared at him as if he'd grown a second head. "Manually? The tertiary plant is a rad-shielded nightmare three decks down. The ignition sequence requires simultaneous activation of four primary relays, and they're spaced across a hundred meters of access tunnels. In zero-atmo if the containment fields are down."

"It's that or we all freeze to death in the dark," Kael said, his voice flat. "I'll take the Alpha relay. You get me a team for the others."

It was a suicide mission. They all knew it. But the alternative was a slower, communal death.

Fifteen minutes later, Kael was crawling on his hands and knees through a narrow maintenance shaft, the cold of the metal biting through his gloves. His only light was the headlamp on his suit. Varus's voice crackled in his helmet's comm.

"Team Beta in position at relay two."

"Team Gamma, at relay three. Pressure's dropping out here, Chief."

"Team Delta, standing by at relay four. Radiation levels are... elevated."

Kael reached his destination—a small, circular chamber dominated by a massive, lever-style switch behind a thick pane of radiation-shielded glass. The glass was cracked. The atmosphere was thin, hissing out into the void. "Alpha relay is compromised. Atmo is venting. I'm going to have to blow the panel."

"Negative, Rourke! The shock could destabilize the entire—"

Kael didn't wait. He unclipped a plasma charge from his belt, a small one used for cutting through wreckage. He set it on the panel's seal and backed into the shaft as far as he could. "Fire in the hole!"

The blast was deafening in the confined space. The panel blew inward, shattering into a thousand pieces that floated for a moment in the zero-g before being sucked out into the tunnel. Alarms Klaxons he hadn't known were working began to blare. He launched himself forward, grabbing the lever before he could be pulled out into the vacuum.

"Alpha relay is accessible!" he grunted, hauling himself into the chamber, his boots magnetizing to the deck.

"On my mark!" Varus's voice was tight. "Three... two... one... throw them!"

With a final, desperate heave, Kael slammed the heavy lever from its 'Safe' position to 'Ignition.' A jolt of power, raw and uncontrolled, surged up through the deck plates, throwing him off his feet. For a terrifying second, nothing happened. Then, a deep, groaning rumble started somewhere far below, building in intensity.

Lights flickered overhead, stuttered, and then blazed to life. The hum of the ship—the beautiful, glorious hum—returned, vibrating through the metal and into Kael's bones. Heat began to seep back into the chamber.

A ragged cheer erupted over the comms.

"We have ignition! Tertiary plant is online!" Varus shouted, her voice cracking with relief. "Rerouting power now. Life support stabilizing."

Kael lay on the deck for a long moment, staring at the grimy ceiling, just breathing. They had a heartbeat. They had heat. They were still alive.

By the time he dragged himself back to the command deck, a semblance of order had been restored. The main viewport was active, and the sight it displayed stole the breath from his lungs.

They were in the heart of a nebula, a vast, swirling cathedral of violet and crimson gas. In the distance, a lone, angry red dwarf star burned like a dying ember. And directly ahead, hanging in the void like a bruised, purple jewel, was a planet. It had continents, it had oceans, but the colors were all wrong. The land was shades of deep violet and charcoal, the seas a murky, wine-dark red.

"Where are we?" Kael asked, his voice hoarse.

"According to the star charts, we're nowhere," Lin said, her face pale in the console's glow. "This system isn't on any map. The blind-jump... it took us beyond known space."

Captain Idris stood at the viewport, his hands clasped behind his back. "Any signs of pursuit? Any K'tharr signatures?"

"None, sir. Scanners are clean. It's just us." She paused, frowning at her screen. "Sir, I'm picking up anomalous readings from the planet. Complex organic chemistry. And... structured radio noise. Very faint, but it's repeating."

A cold that had nothing to do with the ship's temperature seeped into Kael. They had escaped one nightmare only to find another.

Idris turned from the view of the alien world, his face etched with a grim finality. "Lin, open a ship-wide channel."

A soft chime echoed through the Odyssey. Every screen on the command deck showed Idris's face, weary and resolute.

"People of the Odyssey," he began, his voice echoing in the sudden, breathless silence of the ship. "This is Captain Idris. Our jump was successful. We have evaded the K'tharr fleet."

He paused, letting the wave of palpable relief wash through the ship. Kael could almost feel it, a collective exhale of ten thousand souls.

"But," Idris continued, his tone hardening, "we are lost. Earth is gone. The Sol System is lost to us. We are in an uncharted region of space, orbiting an unknown world."

He gestured to the viewport, and on a million screens, the purple planet filled the view.

"That world is our only hope. It has an atmosphere. It has water. Our initial scans suggest it can support life." He took a deep breath. "It is not Earth. It will be harsh. It will be alien. It will be a constant struggle. But it is a chance. A chance to survive. A chance to rebuild."

He looked directly into the camera, his gaze piercing.

"We are the last. The final memory of a dead world. The K'tharr believe they have harvested us. They believe humanity is a closed book. They are wrong."

His voice rose, filled with a fire Kael hadn't thought the old man still possessed.

"We will land on that world. We will build a new home. We will call it Cradle. And we will never, everforget what was taken from us. This is not the end. This is the first page of our revenge."

The channel closed.

Silence returned to the command deck, but it was a different silence now. No longer despairing, but charged, electric with a terrible, nascent purpose.

Kael looked from the determined face of his captain to the ominous, beautiful, and terrifying world below. Idris's words echoed in his mind, mixing with Dr. Thorne's horrific revelation and the memory of the K'tharr shuddering with ecstasy over its victim.

We will never forget.

He looked down at the data-slate Thorne had given him, its screen now glowing softly. It was more than research. It was a weapon. The first seed of their vengeance.

He whispered the name of the world that was to be their prison, their fortress, and their forge.

"Cradle."
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A Cradle of Thorns

The silence on the command deck was a fragile thing, shattered by the first, tentative voice from the comms station.

“Captain,” Lin said, her voice tight. “We’re receiving multiple requests from the civilian council. They’re demanding to speak with you.”

Idris didn’t turn from the viewport, his gaze fixed on the swirling, violet-and-crimson maw of the planet below. “Demanding?”

“They’re... agitated, sir. They want to know the plan. They want guarantees.”

“Guarantees,” Idris repeated, the word a soft, bitter curse. He finally turned, his face looking more ravaged in the restored full lighting. “Open a channel to the council. Audio only.”

A moment later, a cacophony of voices erupted from the speaker—fearful, angry, overlapping.

“—utterly irresponsible to bring us to this... this place!”

“We should have fought to the last man on Earth!”

“My children are terrified, Captain! What are you going to do about it?”

Idris let the wave of panic crash against him, unmoved. When he spoke, his voice was low, but it cut through the noise like a blade.

“This is Captain Idris. You will have order. Now.”

The channel fell silent.

“The plan is survival,” he continued, his tone leaving no room for argument. “The guarantee I offer you is this: you are not dead. That is the only guarantee left in this universe. We have limited power, limited supplies, and a planet below that may kill us all. We will proceed with a phased reconnaissance and landing. The first shuttle, callsign Pathfinder, will launch in two hours. It will be crewed by volunteers. End of transmission.”

He severed the link without waiting for a response.

Kael watched the old man, a newfound respect warring with his own simmering dread. This was not the time for democracy. This was the time for a steady hand on the tiller, steering them through the storm.
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