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The Wrecked Crown

Part I — The Crash

The alarms screamed before Adira Solenne even opened her eyes. The pitch was raw, metallic, and endless, blending with the groan of rending steel all around her. When she tried to sit, her head slammed into the edge of a shattered med-pod, glass and blood slick beneath her hands. The taste of copper filled her mouth.

The medbay was chaos: beds torn from their mounts, cabinets dangling like broken ribs, oxygen tanks rolling in the dark. Half a dozen passengers lay in tangled harnesses, some crying, some silent forever. The acrid bite of burned plastic filled the air, mixing with the iron tang of blood. Adira’s breath hitched. Too many bodies. Too little time.

“MedTech Solenne, report!” The voice crackled through the intercom, half-swallowed by static.

She staggered across the tilted floor, grabbing onto what remained of a console. “Still here—still functional,” she gasped. Her leg burned where shrapnel had cut deep, but she ignored it. A wave of sparks rained down as the ship lurched sideways again. The shriek of tearing metal echoed like some wounded beast.

—-
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IN THE COCKPIT, JORRAN Khyros slammed his fists against the controls. The panel scorched his hands, the glass displays flickering uselessly. Warnings screamed across the holo-screens: THRUSTERS OFFLINE. SHIELD ARRAY DESTROYED. He could barely keep the nose up. The stars wheeled madly beyond the viewport, then green auroras filled the sky like rivers of fire.

“Hold together, damn you!” he snarled, shoving the stick as if brute force could persuade the dying ship. The cabin stank of ozone and sweat. His co-pilot was slumped and unresponsive, blood pooling across her lap. Alone, he was the last barrier between life and annihilation.

—-
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BELOW, KAELEN VEYRA’S engineering bay was a storm of broken systems. Sparks hissed, coolant sprayed across the walls, and every readout screamed failure. But his eyes weren’t on the emergency schematics. He was staring at a single option still blinking faintly: EMERGENCY POD DEPLOYMENT.

His hand hovered over it. His lips curved, the smallest trace of a smile. No. Not this time. He tapped in an override code, watching the failsafe shut down. The pod—their last clean escape—died in silence.

“Here,” he murmured, almost reverently. “We begin here.”

—-
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THE SHIP BROKE ATMOSPHERE with a sound like the tearing of the world. Adira was thrown against the wall, lungs crushed under the force. She dragged two survivors into crash harnesses, strapping them tight even as alarms drowned her out. Only at the last second did she buckle herself in, her hands shaking.

Through a crack in the hull, she saw the planet below: endless forests cloaked in snow, seas fractured by ice, and somewhere far below, a glimmer of volcanic fire in the white. The auroras roared overhead, streaming green and purple across the heavens.

Impact came as a thunderclap. The world turned white with snow and fire. The ship’s frame screamed, tearing apart as it skidded across cliffs and through frozen jungle. Branches the size of towers snapped against the hull. Adira’s last sensation before blackness swallowed her was the shuddering roar of the crash mixed with a strange undertone—the distant, primeval bellow of something alive in the Arctic dark.

Part II — First Night

Adira woke to cold air burning her lungs. The wreck had torn open to the night, and the air carried scents she didn’t recognize—pine sharper than any she had known, resin heavy and cloying, and something animal, wet and musky, just beyond the line of firelight. The auroras still streaked overhead, silent rivers of green and violet, throwing strange shadows across the snow.

She forced herself upright, clutching at the torn frame of a medpod. Around her, the survivors groaned, scattered in the wreckage. Sparks drifted like fireflies, mingling with flakes of snow. Somewhere close, a child cried—thin and sharp, a needle through the night. Adira crawled toward the sound, her hands slipping on blood-slick metal.

She found the boy pinned beneath a support strut, his breaths wet and ragged. “Easy,” she whispered, though her own voice shook. She pried him free, then pressed a patch over his chest wound. The med-seal hissed faintly, but the cartridge blinked red—low supply. Only a handful left.

Jorran limped into the clearing, face smeared with soot, one eye swollen shut. “Engines are gone,” he said hoarsely. “No power. No thrusters. We’re dirtbound.” His breath steamed in the freezing air.

Kaelen arrived moments later, his long coat scorched, carrying a fragment of the ship’s shield core. It glowed faintly blue in his hands. “The shards survived,” he announced, almost triumphant. “With these, we can build again.”

His words stirred uneasy murmurs, but before anyone could reply, a sound rolled across the clearing—deep, heavy, like the breath of a furnace. The treeline shifted. Adira’s eyes snapped to the movement: a massive silhouette, fur bristling with pale stripes that shimmered under aurora-light. Its breath fogged in the air, steaming white.

A Titan Ursa. Larger than any creature she had ever imagined, watching them with slow, deliberate curiosity.

Fear crackled through the survivors. Some screamed. Others froze. The boy in Adira’s arms whimpered. She pulled him close, heart hammering.

“Stay calm,” she ordered, her voice cutting through the panic. “We survive the night, then we think.”

She gathered those closest into a circle, directing them to drag debris into crude barricades. Fires were stoked, resin-fed flames leaping high to keep the shadows at bay. The smell of pitch filled the clearing, sharp and acrid. The Ursa lingered at the edge of the firelight, eyes glinting like molten silver, then slowly turned back into the trees, leaving the survivors trembling in silence.

Children clung to their parents. The wounded moaned. And Adira, her hands slick with blood and ash, whispered to herself: “This place doesn’t want us here. But we’re here anyway.”

The first night of the new world began with smoke, fear, and the uneasy knowledge that something far greater than them prowled just beyond the flames.

Part III — The Deadly Awakening

It was still dark when the screaming began.

Adira jolted awake to the sound of tearing canvas and high-pitched screeches. Around the wreck, the fires had burned low, shadows stretching like black talons. Then the shapes broke from the treeline—tall, feathered, hooked-beak predators, eyes glinting red in the aurora light. Terror birds.

One crashed into a barricade, splintering the wood with its beak. Another lunged, dragging a survivor from the ground in a single, thrashing strike. The smell of blood exploded across the clearing, hot and metallic.

“Form up!” Jorran’s voice roared. He staggered forward, a cracked rifle in his grip. He fired—one beam of searing light. The bolt scored across a bird’s flank, leaving a charred streak but not dropping it. The rifle sputtered, overheated, coughing smoke.

Panic swept the survivors. Some ran, crashing into the snow-laden brush. Others grabbed makeshift spears of sharpened metal and wood, striking blindly. The terror birds screeched, beaks snapping, feathers flaring like blades.

Adira grabbed the boy she had saved earlier, pulling him behind a broken hull plate. A bird’s talon slashed across her arm, ripping cloth and skin. She bit back a cry, pressing him tight against her chest. “Stay down!”

Kaelen appeared through the chaos, carrying a shard lashed to a torch. The crystal burned blue, humming with radiation. He thrust it toward the nearest bird, and the creature shrieked, reeling back as if burned. The survivors nearby stared in shock, murmuring: “The shards... they drive them away.”

One bird snatched a man by the shoulder and vanished into the dark. Another collapsed under a rain of desperate spears, its blood steaming across the snow. The fight lasted minutes, though it felt eternal, until the last of the predators melted back into the treeline, their shrieks echoing into silence.

The clearing stank of charred feathers and blood. Bodies lay torn, their faces frozen in fear. Adira crouched by the boy, pressing her bleeding arm, her eyes on Kaelen. He still held the glowing shard aloft, face lit ghostly blue.

Around him, the survivors began to kneel—not in obedience, but in awe. Whispered words spread like fire: “The shards protect us.”

Adira closed her eyes, heart heavy. The dead had barely cooled, and already, myth was being born.

Part IV — Surveying the World

Dawn crawled across the Arctic jungle, pale light spilling through shattered trunks and tangled branches. Mist drifted low, carrying the scent of resin, damp soil, and blood. The survivors emerged from their shelters, eyes red from smoke and grief. Ash clung to their hair, turning them ghostly in the morning light.

Cyris Danev, young and restless, volunteered to scout. He slipped from the clearing, boots crunching through snow and frost-slick leaves. His breath smoked in the air, heart hammering with fear and wonder. He climbed a ridge where jagged stone pushed through the forest—volcanic glass, obsidian gleaming like black ice. He ran a finger along its edge, sharp enough to cut skin. Blood welled bright against the snow. “Weapons,” he whispered. “Real weapons.”

Elsewhere, Lyrix Arand wandered into a grove where trees glowed faintly, their trunks shot through with crystal veins that shimmered under the auroras. When she touched one, the hum resonated in her bones, a deep vibration like memory itself. She pressed her forehead against it and whispered, “These will remember us.”

Back near the clearing, Cyris froze as a shadow passed over him. Looking up, he saw wings blotting out the sun—an immense manta-like creature, the Sky Mantle, gliding silently on auroral currents. Its skin rippled with color, greens and purples matching the heavens. He dropped to his knees, mouth open in awe as it soared, effortless, across the sky. “The world flies,” he whispered, breathless.

When the scouts returned, the council gathered. Cyris laid obsidian shards on the ground, proof of tools. Lyrix spoke of the crystal grove, her eyes distant. Others argued over the Mantle sighting—monster or omen?

Adira stood, voice ragged: “We can’t march the wounded across this land. We stay by the wreck until we have strength.”

Kaelen countered, lifting the glowing shard in his hand. “Stay, and we starve. Move, and we build.” His eyes glittered with conviction.

The debate fractured into shouting, echoing through the broken trees. The auroras shimmered faintly above, silent witnesses to the choice that would shape their survival.

Part V — The Pact of Fire

By nightfall, the council formed in the wreck’s shadow. Survivors huddled around a great fire fed by broken beams and resin-soaked logs. Sparks rose into the dark, mingling with the auroras above. The air smelled of smoke, sweat, and fear.

Jorran’s voice cut through the murmurs. “We need order. Hunting bands. Guards at the perimeter. Someone decides, or no one lives through the week.”

A woman shouted back, “And who decides who gets the cartridges? My sister lies dying while your Riders feast on meat!”

The crowd erupted—anger, despair, raw need. Adira forced herself forward, ash smeared across her face. “Enough!” Her voice cracked but carried. “We stop fighting, or we all die. We are one crew now, one people. Hunters, builders, medics, guards—we share the work, or nothing survives.”

The fire’s glow painted her words with heat. Slowly, grudgingly, heads bowed. Roles were assigned, tasks divided. Fear gave way to fragile structure.

Then Kaelen stepped into the circle, the shard in his hand glowing blue. He lifted it high, the light flickering across the faces of the gathered. “These shards kept the beasts at bay. With them, we will shield ourselves, forge tools, and mark the beginning of something greater. From this fire, we rise anew.”

A hush fell. Some stared in awe, others in suspicion. Elyon, silent until now, smiled faintly in the shadows.

Children clutched their parents’ hands as the council pressed their palms into the ash, sealing the pact. The smell of burned resin clung to their skin. Adira stared at Kaelen, unease twisting in her chest, but she said nothing.

The flames roared higher, casting long shadows across the snow. Beyond the barricades, the forest whispered with unseen life. And above it all, the auroras blazed—green fire in the heavens, silent witnesses to the first fragile promise of civilization on this strange, dangerous Earth.
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Blood in the Forests

––––––––

[image: ]


PART I — THE SCARCITY Debate

Smoke from the funeral pyres still hung in the air when dawn bled pale over the shattered forest. The clearing smelled of wet ash, resin, and blood. The auroras had faded, leaving only gray light spilling across the wreck, and the survivors stirred like ghosts in its ruin. Their eyes were hollow from sleeplessness, their breaths thin in the bitter cold.

Adira Solenne stood in the center of the gathering, the metal case clutched to her chest as though it were heavier than stone. The people gathered around the fire pit in silence, some sitting on crates, others kneeling on frost-stiffened ground. Faces were streaked with soot and grief. Behind her, the medics had lined up the dead: bodies wrapped in torn cloth, their outlines shrouded but unmistakable.

She knelt, set the case on a scorched crate, and opened it.

A hush fell. Inside, the cartridges glimmered faintly in the dim light—slender cylinders of bioprinter tissue, each one capable of repairing a wound, replacing an organ, saving a life. There were less than thirty. Their lights blinked faint red, warnings of scarcity.

Adira’s voice was hoarse, but it carried. “This is what we have left. Thirty cartridges. No more. When they are gone, when the matrix fails, we will have no way to replace lungs torn by smoke, hearts pierced by tusk or claw, organs ruptured by shrapnel. There are no stores beyond this.” She let the silence draw tight. “This is all.”

The words rippled outward like a cold wind. Murmurs rose—anger, disbelief, grief. A man pushed forward, face gaunt, his eyes wild. “So the strong get everything while my boy dies coughing blood? You’ll let him rot because he can’t swing a blade?”

A woman’s voice joined, breaking with fury. “My sister lies dying now. I begged for a cartridge. The medic said they were locked away.” She stabbed a finger toward Adira. “You call yourself healer—then heal!”

Adira’s hands trembled over the case. “If we spend them without thought, none of us will live to see the next season. We must ration—by need, not want. We cannot—”

“Ration?” another man spat into the snow. His breath steamed white. “That means you choose who lives. Who gave you the right?”

Before Adira could answer, Kaelen stepped forward. He moved with a calm gravity, the shard he carried hanging from his belt like a holy relic. His long coat was ash-stained but his posture unbent. His voice was cold, deliberate, measured. “Without rules, chaos will kill faster than hunger or wounds. Order decides who survives. Those who contribute most—the hunters, the builders, the defenders—should live longest. Their survival ensures the survival of all.”

His words slithered through the crowd like oil on water. Some nodded, hungry for certainty. Others shouted back, fury igniting again. A woman cried out: “So the weak are useless? The children? The old? Do they deserve death because they can’t carry a spear?”

Jorran pushed forward from the back of the circle. His face was bruised, his arm in a makeshift sling, but his presence silenced the noise. He slammed his fist onto a crate, the sound echoing like a drumbeat. “Enough! We are not beasts circling scraps. We ration equally. No favorites. No elites. Everyone earns their chance by being here, breathing. That’s worth something.”

The words struck sparks in the crowd. A few cheered, others jeered, and the clearing filled with raw noise. Adira closed her eyes against the storm. Around the edges, children whimpered, clutching at their parents’ arms.

Lyrix Arand stood apart, her thin frame swaddled in scavenged blankets. She watched the chaos with a distant calm, her fingers brushing against the shard pendant she had carved. Her lips moved silently, whispering words no one else heard: “The Day of First Scarcity.” She etched them into memory, knowing they would be repeated long after the voices around the fire had turned to dust.

The debate raged until voices grew hoarse, until the sun climbed higher and cast long bars of light across the wreck. The people could not agree, not fully. But the seed had been planted. Fear was no longer just of beasts in the dark, but of one another. And the fire that warmed them now burned with the first sparks of division.

Adira closed the case, her hands aching. She felt the weight of thirty lives—thirty choices—pressing down on her shoulders. Around her, the survivors broke into knots of muttering groups, eyes darting with suspicion.

And at the edge of the clearing, Kaelen and Jorran locked eyes across the smoke, their visions of the future already at war.

Part II — The Titan Ursa Hunt

The council broke apart with no resolution, voices trailing into mutters and glares. By midday, the hunger gnawed. The food printers sputtered out another round of gray paste, barely enough to coat the bottom of a bowl. Children whimpered. Even the strongest looked gaunt, cheeks hollow from two days of loss.

When the Titan Ursa’s roar echoed from the distant ridge, the survivors stilled as one. The sound was deep, like stone splitting under pressure, carrying for miles through the frozen forest. Birds erupted from the treetops in a panicked cloud, their cries fading into silence.

Jorran’s eyes lit with grim fire. He rose, cradling his fractured arm in its sling, and addressed the gathering. “That thing stalks us. We saw it last night. You heard it just now. We kill it, or it kills us.”

Adira shook her head violently. “No. You saw what it was. Twice the size of any beast we’ve ever faced. Spears will snap. Rifles burn out after one shot. To fight it is to throw lives into its jaws.”

“Better a fight than waiting for it to come pick us off!” someone shouted. The crowd answered with a surge of agreement. Hunger and fear burned together in their bellies, making courage out of desperation.

Kaelen’s voice slid into the fray, measured and cool. “If we slay it, the meat will feed us for weeks. Its hide can shield our shelters. Its bones, its teeth—they will arm us. This is not only survival. It is ascension.” His eyes gleamed in the firelight. “Slay the Crowned Beast, and we rise.”

Murmurs grew into chants: “Kill it. Hunt it. Kill it.”

Jorran’s jaw tightened. He looked to the treeline where the Titan Ursa had vanished, its shadow still etched in memory. He nodded once. “I’ll lead.”

A dozen men and women stepped forward, some clutching shard-tipped spears, others with bows strung with scavenged alloy wire. Cyris appeared at the edge of the circle, his eyes bright with reckless fire. He held up a crude invention—a bow reinforced with obsidian, strung with glowing filament scavenged from the wreck. “This will pierce even hide that thick,” he said, though his hands trembled. “Let me come.”

Adira seized his wrist. “You’re a child.”

“I’m alive,” he shot back. “And I won’t cower.”

The hunting band departed at dawn, boots crunching in the frost, the survivors watching in reverent silence. The forest swallowed them whole, shadows stretching long across the snow.

They tracked the Ursa for hours. Broken trees marked its path—trunks snapped clean, claw marks gouged into bark, pawprints the size of shields pressed deep into the earth. The air smelled musky, hot, laced with a tang of iron. Birds fell silent as they neared its lair.

On a ridge overlooking a frozen ravine, they found it. The Titan Ursa lay sprawled in the snow, its fur bristling with aurora-light, its breath steaming like a furnace. Even at rest, it was colossal, shoulders heaving like mountains.

Jorran motioned for silence. He raised his spear, the tip glinting faint blue with shard-fire. “On my mark.”

They crept closer. Cyris notched an obsidian arrow, his breath fogging white. The air was so still they could hear the Ursa’s steady heartbeat rumbling through the ground.

Then one hunter slipped on ice. The clatter of his weapon echoed like thunder. The Ursa’s eyes snapped open—two molten pools of silver. It rose with terrifying speed, snow cascading from its back.

“Now!” Jorran roared.

Arrows and spears flew. One struck its flank, another its shoulder. The beast bellowed, a sound that shook snow from branches. It swiped, claws raking through three hunters at once, flinging them like dolls. Blood sprayed, staining the snow crimson.

Cyris loosed his arrow. The shaft screamed through the air, burying deep in the Ursa’s chest. The beast staggered, then turned its fury on him. Jorran leapt, driving his spear into its neck. The shard-tip flared bright, sizzling flesh. The Ursa reared, shrieking, and toppled sideways into the ravine, its body crashing down in a storm of ice and stone.

Silence followed. Only ragged breathing and the moans of the wounded.

Half the hunting band lay broken in the snow. The survivors who lived stared at the ravine where the beast’s body smoldered, blood glowing faintly blue in the frost. They had won, but the cost was written in the bodies at their feet.

Jorran pulled Cyris to his feet. The boy was pale, shaking, but alive. “You fired true,” Jorran said gruffly. “The Crowned Beast is dead.”

Cyris could only nod, tears freezing on his cheeks.

They gathered what they could—meat, hide, teeth—and staggered back through the forest. Behind them, the corpse of the Titan Ursa steamed in the snow, its shadow lingering like a curse.

When the hunting band returned, dragging the spoils, the camp erupted. Survivors cried out in awe and triumph. Fires blazed, cooking meat rich and steaming. For the first time since the crash, the air was filled with laughter.

But Adira stood apart, watching the pyres where the dead were laid. Her hands trembled as she whispered, “This was no victory. This was sacrifice dressed as triumph.”

Lyrix carved the story into crystal, her voice low and steady: “The Slaying of the Crowned Beast.”

And in the eyes of the survivors, the Hunt became legend.

Part III — The Funeral Pyres

The laughter did not last the night.

By dawn, the camp was quiet again. The spoils of the Titan Ursa hunt lay in heaps—slabs of meat salted with ash, hide stretched to dry, claws piled like trophies. Yet the clearing felt hollow. The wounded groaned softly, and the families of the dead began their preparations.

Adira worked with trembling hands, stitching wounds with the last of the clean thread, binding broken bones with splints carved from wreckage. But no bandage could bind grief. She looked out at the bodies lined in rows, their faces still, their eyes covered with cloth. Ten hunters gone. More dying.

The survivors gathered wood for the pyres. Resin-heavy logs were dragged into great stacks, their scent sharp and heady in the cold air. Children followed their parents, wide-eyed and silent, carrying twigs and branches in small fists. Each log thudded onto the piles with a sound like a heartbeat.

Kaelen strode forward, a shard glowing faintly in his palm. He fixed it into the heart of the central pyre. When he lit it, the flame burned not orange but blue, casting ghostly light across the clearing. Gasps rose from the crowd.

“The shards will carry them to the sky,” Kaelen intoned. His voice carried like a priest’s. “As the auroras burn, so shall they burn eternal.”

Survivors bowed their heads. Some whispered prayers. Others simply wept.

Jorran stood rigid near the edge, fists clenched. He did not weep. He stared into the flames as if daring them to burn him too. Cyris, pale and trembling, stood at his side, the bow clutched in his hand. His face was streaked with soot, his eyes too old for his years.

Lyrix stepped forward, her crystal tablet in her hands. She spoke softly, her words deliberate, shaping memory into myth. “They went into the forest with spears and shards. They slew the Crowned Beast. They gave their lives for our survival. We send them now to the aurora, where they blaze as stars.”
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