Valley of Savage Bests
Commander Mikhail Volkov remembered only the explosion.
No. That wasn't true.
He remembered more.
He remembered the sirens cutting through the cold voice of the ship's computer as it counted down the seconds to critical reactor failure. He remembered the smoke, the acrid stench of burning insulation, and the screams of his crew echoing through the evacuation corridors.
He remembered shoving an injured navigator into an escape pod.
Then turning back.
There were five more people still in the corridor.
And then came the second explosion.
It hurled him down the corridor like a rag doll. The last thing he saw was a torn-open steel bulkhead, beyond it the bottomless black of space.
Then darkness.
When he opened his eyes, he saw a wooden ceiling.
Volkov stared at it for what felt like a full minute before his battered senses began piecing reality back together.
Beams. Hand-hewn, joined with wooden pegs. No nails. Clay plaster packed between them, cracked in places.
The air smelled of dried herbs, timber, and something sweet that reminded him of honey.
He tried to move and immediately regretted it.
His body, however, reacted differently than he expected. His military implants and accelerated healing were already kicking in, working far faster than any normal human body could.
The entire left side of his body was one enormous bruise. Three ribs were probably broken. His left arm sat at an unnatural angle—a dislocated shoulder, not a fracture. That could be fixed.
Something cold and wet rested against his forehead.
He carefully raised his right hand and touched the cloth. It was soaked with liquid and folded into a makeshift compress.
He was lying on something hard, padded with hay and animal hides. Someone had stripped off his clothes. He was wearing only underwear, with a strip of rough linen wrapped around his chest.
His drop suit—the one with the integrated armor plating—was gone.
I'm a prisoner, he thought automatically.
Then he heard footsteps.
Light. Almost silent.
But the wooden floorboards creaked.
The door was heavy oak, with no handle, only a wooden bar. It opened with a soft groan.
A girl stepped inside.
She was perhaps seventeen, nineteen at most. Long chestnut hair was braided into a simple plait. Her eyes were an intense green, and a scattering of pale freckles crossed her face.
She wore a simple linen shirt and a long skirt.
In her hands she carried a wooden bowl filled with what looked like soaked rags.
Their eyes met.
Then her gaze dropped to his open eyes.
The bowl slipped from her hands and hit the floor with a sharp crack.
The girl screamed.
A short, piercing sound, like prey that had just spotted the shadow of a predator.
She spun around and ran.
Volkov remained where he was, wondering whether trying to get up was worth it.
It wasn't.
A few minutes later, after he heard hurried voices in the next room, a man entered.
He was tall, around fifty, with graying hair and hands that told the story of a lifetime spent working wood and soil.
He wore a coarse linen shirt, a leather vest, and tall boots.
Behind him, the girl was half-hidden in the doorway, peering over his shoulder with a mixture of curiosity and fear.
The man spoke.
His language was unfamiliar, yet strangely melodic—soft consonants, long vowels.
Volkov couldn't understand a word.
The man seemed to realize that.
He repeated the question more slowly. He pointed at Volkov's chest, then at the door, then toward the sky.
Volkov shook his head.
Then he pointed at himself.
“Captain Mikhail Volkov. Earth. Terran.”
The man's brow furrowed.
“Earth,” he repeated, the word sounding foreign in his mouth.
Then he did something Volkov hadn't expected.
He reached out cautiously, as though approaching a wounded animal, and touched Volkov's wrist.
His fingers found the watch.
An old mechanical piece, a family heirloom from his grandfather. It had survived the explosion.
The man nodded as if it confirmed something.
“I'm Radek,” he said slowly, clearly. “That's my daughter. Lena.”
Volkov nodded.
“Radek. Lena.”
He pointed at himself.
“Mikhail.”
That day, he learned three words in their language:
water.
bread.
pain.
Volkov recovered with astonishing speed.
It was one of the few things left to him from his military training—an enhanced metabolism, accelerated tissue regeneration, standard procedure for spaceborne assault troops.
Within a week, he could sit.
Within two, he could stand.
Radek, with the help of a neighbor—a massive man named Duro—put his shoulder back into place.
It hurt like hell.
But it worked.
The house stood on the edge of a small village called, as Volkov gradually learned, Silent Holow.
About thirty homes scattered across a valley between two forested ridges.
The soil was fertile. The stream was clean. The climate was mild.
It reminded him of the Czech or Austrian hills he'd seen in old pre-colonization archives.
The people here lived like nineteenth-century peasants.
They plowed with horses. Forged iron by hand. Lit their homes with tallow candles and oil lamps.
No electricity.
No combustion engines.
No firearms.
The most advanced technology Volkov had seen was a steel plow and a water wheel turning in the stream.
Lena treated him every day.
She changed his bandages, brought him food, and taught him her language.
It was called Lotran, named after the ancient Kingdom of Lothraine, whose location, she claimed, nobody remembered anymore.
They simply called themselves the People of the Valley.
Volkov fell in love with Lena gradually, like a tide coming in.
At first, almost imperceptibly.
Then with irresistible force.
It was the most ordinary thing in the world.
He noticed the way she smiled whenever he managed to pronounce a new word correctly.
How she never forgot to bring him food, even when she was hungry herself.
How her hair turned golden in the firelight every evening.
And then, one night, as she handed him a cup of herbal tea, their fingers touched.
Something stirred in his chest that hadn't been there for a long time.
Warmth.
And it had nothing to do with his enhanced metabolism.
On the twelfth day, Radek invited him to dinner in the main room.
Besides Lena and Radek, there were several neighbors: Duro and his wife Marina with their two sons, an old shepherd named Javor, and a young widow named Zora.
She had eyes like burning coals and watched Volkov as if she wanted to take him apart piece by piece.
Dinner was simple.
Roasted root vegetables, bread, cheese, and smoked meat.
They drank a weak honey brew that tickled the back of his throat.
Everyone stared at him as if they were waiting for him to start breathing fire or levitating.
Instead, Volkov swallowed a mouthful and said:
“Thank you for the bread.”
In Lotran.
With a terrible accent.
But clearly enough.
Lena smiled.
Duro laughed, a deep, booming sound.
“He speaks! And I thought you were dumb as a stone.”
Then came the questions.
Where had he come from?
Why had he fallen from the sky?
What were the stars like?
And then, almost casually:
“Do you have any weapons?” Duro asked.
His wife Marina shot him a warning look.
Volkov thought about it.
His drop suit had carried an integrated energy pistol, but it was almost certainly still in the wreckage of the module, which, according to Radek, had crashed into the marshes on the far side of the ridge.
Otherwise, nothing.
“No,” he answered truthfully.
Everyone exchanged glances.
Then Radek cleared his throat and changed the subject.
And then came the scream.
First one.
A woman's voice, piercing with terror.
Then a man's, cut off halfway through.
And then silence.
Deep.
Black.
The only sound coming from the village was a wet, heavy crunching.
Duro was the first on his feet.
He grabbed an axe from the wall.
Radek took a hunting knife.
Volkov stood, feeling his heart begin to pound with the rhythm of combat.
“Who's going first?” Radek asked, his voice hard as ice. “You stay here, Mikhail. You're still sick.”
Volkov ignored him.
The four of them entered the village—Duro, Radek with a pitchfork, Lena, and Volkov, who armed himself with a heavy wooden fence post.
What they found on the outskirts of Silent Holow was something Volkov would remember for the rest of his life.
The house belonged to old Simon and his two grandsons.
The door hadn't been opened.
It had been ripped from its hinges.
As if a truck had driven straight through it.
Blood covered the walls.
The floor was worse.
Three bodies—or what was left of them.
Torn apart.
Some of the bones crushed like dry twigs.
Tracks led from the house into the forest.
They were enormous.
Each one was nearly as large as Volkov's head, with deep claw marks gouged into the earth.
The creature moved on four legs.
But sometimes the tracks changed to two.
As if the beast had stood upright.
“Predator,” Duro said, his voice trembling.
I've never seen anything like it, Volkov thought.
He crouched beside one of the tracks.
The claws were asymmetrical.
One shorter.
One longer.
Almost like grasping fingers.
Not a paw.
A hand.
A gigantic, muscular hand tipped with claws.
“This isn't an animal,” he said quietly. “Or at least not a normal one.”
It behaved like an animal at first glance.
But there was a strange regularity in the tracks.
Something that didn't look instinctive.
No one answered.
Radek stared toward the forest, his face as old and hard as stone.
“This isn't the first time,” he finally said. “Fourth attack in the last month. Before that, we'd barely have one a month.”
He paused.
“Always at the edge. Always at night. Always…”
“Someone dies,” Lena finished.
She had followed them without Volkov hearing her approach.
She stood in the doorway of the ruined house, pale as a sheet, but her eyes were burning.
“And you do nothing.”
“We do,” Duro protested. “We build fences. Keep fires burning. Travel in groups…”
“And people still die,” Lena snapped.
She turned to Volkov.
“You came from the sky. Will you help us?”
Volkov looked at her.
He recognized the expression in her eyes.
Desperation mixed with a spark of hope.
That spark was dangerous.
It gave people the strength to fight.
But it could destroy them when it went out.
“I don't know what it is,” he said honestly. “But I can find out.”
He looked toward the forest.
“And then we can kill it.”
The next morning, Volkov began scouting.
He covered the entire valley, from the stream to the ridge tops, from Silent Holow to the marshes where the wreckage of his module lay.
He studied tracks, terrain, possible hiding places.
His military training gave him one rule:
Know the battlefield first.
Several times he fired into the forest, testing the creatures' reactions and resistance.
He found the wreckage on the third day.
The module had been smashed into pieces scattered across a hundred-meter radius.
Most of the equipment was destroyed or useless.
But he found a few things.
Metal panels from the outer hull.
Pieces of insulation.
An intact water cartridge.
And his drop suit.
The suit was torn.
The armor plating was cracked.
But the energy pistol in the thigh holster was intact.
Volkov pulled it free and checked the charge.
Green.
Thirty full shots.
At least he had something.
When he returned to the village, a surprise was waiting for him.
A crowd of around twenty people stood outside Radek's house.
Most were from Silent Holow, but several had come from other settlements in the valley.
At the front stood a man Volkov had never seen before.
Thin.
Long white beard.
Eyes the color of bleached bone.
“That's Elder Vit,” Lena whispered as she ran toward him.
“He's something like our… not a priest. A sage. He teaches us about the gods and the old days.”
She hesitated.
“And he doesn't like you.”
Vit spoke before Volkov could ask why.
“You came from the heavens, stranger,” the old man said.
His voice was quiet, but it cut through the crowd.
“You fell from the sky in a ball of fire. And ever since you've been here, the beasts have attacked more often.”
He narrowed his eyes.
“Do you see no connection?”
For a moment, Volkov hesitated.
Statistically, it made no sense.
The attacks had started a month ago.
He'd been here for only two weeks.
But people didn't see statistics.
They saw stories.
And the story of a fiery stranger bringing evil was as old as humanity itself.
“I'm no demon,” Volkov said calmly. “I'm a man, just like you. Only from far away.”
“Far away,” Vit repeated with a sneer.
“Yes. So far away that none of us even know where it is.”
He raised a hand toward the sky.
“But the gods know.”
“And the gods send beasts to cleanse the land of those who violate the order. They sent you here as a test.”
His gaze swept over the villagers.
“And we must decide whether to accept you… or drive you out.”
A murmur of agreement moved through the crowd.
Volkov watched them divide.
Some nodded.
Others shook their heads.
Most simply shifted uncertainly from foot to foot.
Radek stood nearby, arms folded across his chest.
Lena stood beside him, pale as chalk.
Volkov did the only thing that came to mind.
He placed the energy pistol on the ground in front of him.
Then he knelt so he was eye level with the crowd.
“I didn't come here to hurt you. I came here by accident.”
He glanced around.
“But I'm here now. And I can help you.”
“I'll teach you how to defend yourselves. I'll give you weapons.”
“And if you still want me gone after that, I'll leave.”
He pointed toward the forest.
“But only after the beasts stop attacking.”
“Because even if I leave, they won't.”
A long silence followed.
Then Duro stepped forward.
“And what can you teach us?”
He glanced at Volkov's empty hands.
“With our bare hands?”
Volkov picked up the pistol.
“Not with your bare hands.”
He looked toward the sky.
“With what we find.”
“And what we build.”
The following weeks were the most intense of Volkov's life.
He started by helping Duro and his sons build an improvised forge.
They had iron.
They had charcoal.
What they lacked was knowledge.
Volkov showed them how to make simple springs, how to harden steel to the correct strength, and how to build a mechanical tensioning system.
The first weapon they produced was a crossbow.
Not some crude wooden contraption.
A precision machine with a steel prod, pulley system, and safety trigger.
Effective range: one hundred and fifty meters.
Enough penetration to punch through leather armor.
Duro tested it against the trunk of an old linden tree.
The bolt disappeared into the wood almost to the fletching.
Duro stared at it.
“That is…”
He shook his head in disbelief.
“That's death at a distance.”
“Exactly,” Volkov said.
“Now make twenty.”
The second weapon was simpler.
Spears with metal heads.
But not ordinary spearheads.
Volkov had them sharpened into triangular profiles, modeled after military spearheads from ancient Earth.
They caused wounds that were difficult to close and bled heavily.
The third weapon was a trap.
Volkov studied the beast's tracks and discovered that it followed the same trails again and again—from the forest to the village perimeter and back.
He followed one of those paths.
Then ordered them to dig a pit three meters deep.
Dozens of sharpened stakes were fixed at the bottom.
The villagers worked like possessed men.
Even those who had initially hesitated joined in.
Only Vit and his followers stayed away, praying to the gods to punish the stranger.
During those weeks, Volkov grew even closer to Lena.
Every evening after work, they sat together on the bench outside the house and watched the moons.
This world had two.
One reddish.
The other silver.
They talked about his world.
Her village.
The things she would do if survival wasn't all she had to think about.
“I want to see the sea,” she said one evening.
“We've never been beyond the ridge. They say there's only forest and then cliffs.”
She looked toward the distant mountains.
“But somewhere beyond them, there has to be water.”
“A lot of water.”
“The sea is blue,” Volkov told her.
“And salty.”
“So vast that when you stand on the shore, you can't see the other side.”
“Just water and sky meeting on the horizon.”
Lena looked at him.
There was such longing in her eyes that Volkov forgot to breathe.
Then she leaned toward him and kissed his cheek.
Lightly.
Almost shyly.
“When this is over,” she said, “will you take me to your sea?”
“I promise.”
He knew it wasn't true.
He knew he'd never leave this planet.
But at that moment, he didn't care.
They waited nine days.
On the tenth night, the beast came.
Volkov was in the forge with Duro when he heard the scream.
This time, it wasn't coming from the edge of the village.
It came from the center.
They ran toward it.
What they saw reminded Volkov of nightmares from the first days of his military training.
The creature was the size of a bear, but its body looked like something between a cat and a man.
It stood upright on two legs.
Long forelimbs ended in claws shaped like curved daggers.
Its head was flat.
Small eyes glowed green.
Its mouth was packed with teeth that had no business belonging to any herbivore.
Its skin was gray and ridged, as though covered in layers of old scars.
It stood over the body of old Javor, who had tried to stop it with a pitchfork.
The old man's body had been ripped open from shoulder to waist.
“Positions!” Volkov shouted.
“Form up!”
The people he'd trained reacted immediately.
Twelve men and women carrying crossbows spread into a semicircle.
Duro and his sons formed a second line with spears.
The beast turned.
Growled.
The sound was deep and vibrating, as if it came from somewhere beneath the earth.
“Fire!”
Six crossbows fired at once.
The bolts struck the beast in the side and shoulder.
Three bounced off its hide.
Two buried themselves shallowly.
One went deeper.
The beast screamed.
A high, grinding shriek that tore through their ears.
Then it charged.
It was faster than Volkov expected.
The first line didn't have time to reload.
The beast lunged at the nearest man—a young man named Pavel, Zora's son.
Its claws ripped open his chest before he could even scream.
Then it spun.
Its tail, which Volkov hadn't noticed before, whipped through the air.
Long.
Scaled.
Ending in a bony club.
It smashed into another shooter's head.
The man dropped instantly.
“Second line!” Volkov roared.
“Spears! Now!”
Duro and his sons charged.
The first spear struck the beast's thigh.
The second punched into its neck.
The beast growled but didn't slow down.
It ripped the spear from its neck like a splinter and charged Duro.
Volkov didn't have time to think.
He drew the energy pistol.
Aimed.
Pulled the trigger.
A blue beam tore through the air and slammed into the beast's chest.
Its skin blackened.
Flesh sizzled.
The beast screamed.
Not in rage this time.
In pain.
For the first time in its life, it had encountered something that could truly hurt it.
Volkov fired again.
And again.
The third shot hit its head.
The beast staggered.
Two spasmodic steps.
Then collapsed.
Its legs twitched for several seconds.
Then stopped.
Silence.
Then Lena screamed.
“Pavel!”
She ran toward him.
“Someone help Pavel!”
But it was too late.
Pavel was dead.
So were two others.
Javor.
Pavel.
And old Simon from the first attack.
Three dead in a single night.
Volkov stood in the middle of the village, energy pistol still in his hand, his heart pounding against his throat.
They had won.
But at what cost?
Then Vit stepped out of the crowd.
The old man looked at the dead beast.
Then at Volkov's pistol.
Then at the villagers.
“Do you see?” he said, his voice trembling.
“He brought fire from the heavens.”
“A weapon of the gods.”
“And with it, he killed one of their beasts.”
He raised his voice.
“But what happens next?”
“The gods will send another.”
“And another.”
“Until he leaves.”
Vit pointed at Volkov.
“He is cursed. And anyone who follows him is cursed with him.”
The crowd hesitated.
Volkov saw some people look away.
Others nodded.
Lena stepped forward and grabbed his hand.
“Don't listen to him!” she shouted.
“Michail saved us! More people would have died tonight without him!”
“And next time, even more will die,” Vit shot back.
“Because he is the cause, not the solution.”
He gestured toward the dead creature.
“You see it yourselves! Before he came, the beasts attacked once a month.”
“Now they attack every week!”
“He woke them!”
Volkov felt the ground beneath his feet shake.
Not physically.
Metaphorically.
Vit was right about one thing.
The attacks had become more frequent.
It wasn't Volkov's fault.
But the numbers were against him.
People look for someone to blame.
Not an explanation.
“What do you propose?” Volkov asked calmly.
Vit looked at him with an icy smile.
“That you return to wherever you came from, stranger.”
“Or that you be sacrificed to the gods you've offended.”
He turned away.
“Decide before dawn.”
He walked off.
About ten people followed him.
Volkov remained in the middle of the village, surrounded by the dead, the wounded, and those who still believed in him.
And for the first time since he'd opened his eyes in that wooden house, he felt genuine fear.
Not of the beast.
Of people.
He didn't sleep that night.
He sat on the bench outside Radek's house, staring at the two moons and thinking.
Lena sat beside him, silent, her head resting against his shoulder.
She wasn't crying anymore.
She had cried herself empty an hour earlier.
Now she was quiet and steady, like a tree that had survived a storm.
“What will you do?” she finally asked.
“I don't know.”
He told her the truth.
“If I leave, Vit will say the gods are satisfied.”
“But the beasts won't care.”
“They'll come back.”
“And you'll be here without me. Without weapons. Without everything I've taught you.”
“If you stay, Vit and his people will kill you.”
“Or hand you over to the beasts.”
“That too.”
Lena lifted her head and looked into his eyes.
“So what's worse?”
Volkov thought about it.
Then smiled.
For the first time that entire night.
“You know, on Earth we had similar problems.”
“Not with beasts.”
“With people who thought they knew what was right.”
He stood.
“And I learned one thing.”
“You never win because you're right.”
“You win because you have more people.”
“So what are you going to do?”
“Convince them?”
“No.”
Volkov looked toward the village.
“Show them.”
The next morning, when the first sun rose above the ridge, Volkov stood before the assembled villagers.
Vit stood opposite him with his ten followers.
Between them were the rest of the villagers—about twenty people who still hadn't decided which side to take.
“I won't speak for long,” Volkov began.
“Vit says I brought evil with me.”
“Maybe he's right.”
He pointed toward the dead beast lying in the village square.
“But look at the beast.”
“It's dead.”
“It was killed by the weapons I gave you.”
“And if another one comes, we'll kill that one too.”
“You can drive me out.”
“You can kill me.”
“But the beasts won't disappear.”
“The only things that will disappear are the weapons.”
“The knowledge.”
“And your chance to stop being prey.”
He turned toward Vit.
“You say the beasts are messengers of the gods.”
“Maybe they are.”
“But I've seen more worlds than you know names for.”
“And I know one thing.”
“Gods who demand human sacrifice aren't gods.”
“They're tyrants.”
“And tyrants are meant to be defeated.”
“Not worshiped.”
Vit went pale.
“Blasphemy!”
“Maybe.”
Volkov pointed toward the crowd.
“But look at them.”
“Look at the people you've spent an entire year frightening with stories of your gods.”
“How many of them have died?”
“How many children have lost their parents?”
“Where were your gods when the beast tore Simon apart?”
“Where were they when Pavel died?”
Vit opened his mouth.
Nothing came out.
Then something happened Volkov hadn't expected.
Zora stepped out of the crowd.
The young widow whose son Pavel had died only hours earlier.
She was holding a knife.
Everyone froze.
Zora walked up to Vit.
Looked him directly in the eyes.
“My son is dead.”
“And all year you've told us to pray.”
“That we only had to make sacrifices.”
“So where is the result?”
“Where is my sacrifice, Vit?”
Then she turned toward Volkov.
“Teach me how to shoot that crossbow.”
“Next time a beast comes, I want to kill it myself.”
Volkov nodded.
Then he looked at Vit.
The old man stood frozen.
One by one, his followers began walking away.
Slowly at first.
Then faster.
Until finally, he was alone.
“Leave,” Volkov told him.
“Go back to your hut and pray to your gods.”
“But if you ever stand against us again…”
His voice hardened.
“I won't warn you twice.”
Vit looked at him with a hatred beyond words.
Then he turned and walked away.
Three months passed.
Three months of almost nonstop work.
Improvisation.
Mistakes.
Mistakes that demanded more sweat than blood, but taught them how to survive.
Volkov stood on the ridge above Silent Holow, looking down into the valley.
The village had changed.
A palisade now surrounded the entire settlement, with watchtowers at every corner.
Each tower held a crossbow and a man or woman taking shifts.
Outside the main gate, they'd built a training ground.
Every morning, they practiced close combat with spears, axes, and short swords forged from Volkov's designs.
The beasts returned twice more.
The first time, the villagers drove them back with one casualty.
The second time, they suffered no losses.
The trap worked.
One beast fell into the stake pit.
Another was taken down by three crossbows firing simultaneously.
Their bodies now hung from the walls as warnings.
The people weren't afraid anymore.
Or at least, not like they used to be.
“What do you see?”
Volkov turned.
Lena stood behind him with a basket of mushrooms she'd gathered at the edge of the forest.
Her face was browned by the sun.
Her hair was tousled by the wind.
And she was smiling.
That smile still made his heart race, even after he'd seen it a thousand times.
“I see home,” he said.
Lena laughed.
“But this isn't your planet.”
“No,” he agreed.
“But it's my place.”
He reached for her hand.
She placed her palm in his.
He pulled her closer.
“You'll never return to Earth,” she said.
It wasn't a question.
“No.”
He'd known it for a long time.
His module was destroyed.
His communications equipment was gone.
Even if someone came looking for him, they would never find him.
This wasn't a colonized region of the galaxy.
It was a forgotten world.
He had been lost here.
And he would probably die here.
“Are you sorry?”
He looked down at the village.
Smoke rising from chimneys.
Children running between houses.
Duro testing a new type of crossbow and swearing because the trigger had jammed again.
Zora teaching young girls how to handle a knife.
Everything they had built.
From nothing.
“No,” he said.
And it was the first time he'd said it and truly meant it.
“I'm not.”
“Because here, I found something I never had on Earth.”
“What?”
He smiled.
“A reason to stay.”
Lena looked at him.
Then rose onto her toes and kissed him.
Not on the cheek this time.
On the lips.
Long and tender, as if they had all the time in the universe.
And perhaps they did.
Who knew?
Far below, a bell rang.
An alarm.
Someone shouted.
People on the towers ran for their crossbows.
Volkov turned toward the forest.
A howl rose from its depths.
Deep.
Long.
Menacing.
A new beast.
Or an old one that had come back.
It didn't matter.
“Again?” Lena sighed.
There was no fear in her voice.
Only exhaustion.
And determination.
“Again,” Volkov said.
He grabbed his energy pistol.
Ten shots left.
After that, he'd have to rely on their weapons—the weapons he'd taught them to build.
Just as it should have been from the beginning.
They ran down into the valley.
Together.
Somewhere deep in the forest, among ancient trees whose roots remembered a time when humans hadn't yet discovered fire, another beast was waiting.
And behind it, another.
The valley was full of them.
No one knew where they came from.
Perhaps the mountains.
Perhaps underground.
Perhaps from the stars.
Just like him.
But it didn't matter anymore.
Because for the first time in generations, the people of the Valley had more than victims.
They had fighters.
And this was only the beginning.
Pokud chceš, můžu další verzi ještě posunout víc směrem k filmovému sci-fi thrilleru – kratší úderné věty v bojových scénách, tvrdší dialogy a výraznější „military sci-fi“ feeling.
Shadow over the Valley of Savage Beasts
Mikhail Volkov sat on the remains of the module's titanium hull, his energy pistol resting in his hands.
A tiny monochrome display on the grip showed the number 2.
Two bursts of coherent light.
Two chances to instantly kill anything that stood in his way.
After that, the pistol would be nothing more than a high-tech paperweight.
Far below him lay Silent Holow.
From this height, it looked like a model village. The palisade formed a perfect square, smoke rising from the watchfires atop the towers.
It was no longer the helpless cluster of huts he'd crashed into months ago.
It was a fortress.
But he knew wood and courage wouldn't be enough against whatever was coming.
He picked up a fine screwdriver he'd forged from a piece of wreckage and hardened in oil.
“Sorry, old girl,” he muttered.
Then he started loosening the screws on the pistol's grip.
He'd made his decision.
The superconducting coils from the particle accelerator and the energy cell were worth more as the heart of a machine than as a weapon.
They needed better steel.
If they were going to build stronger crossbows and bolts capable of punching through the beasts' armor, they needed cleaner ore.
The crude magnetic separator he'd designed could extract the best iron from river sand and crushed rock.
When the last screw came free and he saw the cell's pulsing core, a strange sense of relief washed over him.
He wasn't Captain Volkov waiting to be rescued anymore.
He was Mikhail of Silent Holow.
A man building a new world.
Three days later, just as Mikhail finished assembling the separator beside the millrace, a horn sounded from the watchtower.
A caravan was approaching.
These weren't the loaded mules normally seen in the region.
There were three wagons, their wheels covered in rubber—or something very much like it—pulled by strange, heavily muscled animals that looked like a cross between horses and tapirs.
A man wearing a dust-colored cloak rode at the front.
He dismounted before the gate and raised both hands.
“Peace to this house! I am Sargon of the Crystal Guild. We seek trade and rest.”
Radek and Duro stood at the gate with crossbows in their hands, staring at Mikhail in confusion.
Mikhail nodded.
The gate creaked open.
Sargon was tall and lean, with a carefully groomed beard and eyes that never stopped moving.
As he walked through the village, he wasn't looking for food or women.
He was studying the technology.
He stopped at the forge, where Duro's sons were hardening a batch of new spearheads.
“Interesting,” Sargon said in a musical voice.
“The geometry of these points isn't common in this region.”
Then he spotted the machine beside the water.
“And that?”
He pointed at the magnetic separator, which quietly hummed and clicked as it separated black sand from waste rock.
“That is a very dangerous toy, my friend.”
Mikhail stepped closer.
There was something strange about the man's smell—a mixture of ozone and old paper.
“It's just a tool,” Mikhail said evenly. “Something that makes life easier.”
Sargon studied him for a long moment.
Then he pulled a crystal from his pocket.
It wasn't a gemstone.
It was a precision-cut prism threaded with delicate golden lines.
“We in the Guild believe the world has an order.”
“There are things that are meant to stay in the ground.”
“Progress is like fire. It starts in the hearth to keep us warm and ends by burning down the forest.”
His eyes moved toward the machine.
“Your technology is attracting attention you don't want.”
“The beasts were here before I was,” Mikhail replied.
Sargon gave him a sad smile.
“The beasts are merely this world's immune system.”
“Let's settle this peacefully.”
“Stop building these machines. Destroy the magnet.”
“In return, we'll give you crystals that drive away fear—and beasts—better than steel ever could.”
Mikhail glanced at Lena.
She stood nearby, studying the caravan with open curiosity.
Then he looked back at Sargon.
“No one is going to control my people with fear anymore.”
“Not beasts.”
“Not guilds.”
Sargon merely nodded.
“We were warned the people here were stubborn.”
That night was quiet.
Too quiet.
Mikhail slept lightly, his soldier's instincts still on alert.
Something woke him.
A sound that had no place in Silent Holow.
A faint, high-frequency beep.
He was out of bed instantly, grabbing an axe.
A scream came from outside.
Radek burst into his hut, his face ashen.
“Mikhail!”
“Lena!”
“They're gone!”
“Who?”
“The traders!”
“They left during the night. Quiet as shadows.”
“Lena went to the stream for water.”
“We found only her jug.”
“And this.”
Radek handed him a small black disk.
Mikhail turned it over.
A blue light came alive at its center.
A hologram of Sargon appeared above it.
“Captain.”
“Progress has a price.”
“If you want to see your friend alive, tomorrow at dawn you will destroy everything you've built and leave this valley.”
“Head toward the mountains.”
“No tools.”
“No weapons.”
“We'll be waiting at the old quarry.”
Mikhail felt a cold, controlled rage rising inside him.
He looked at Radek, Duro, and the others gathering in the village square.
He saw fear in their eyes.
But he saw something else, too.
Anger.
These were no longer farmers praying to the gods to spare them.
They were people who had learned how to fight back.
“Armor up,” Mikhail said, his voice sharp and commanding.
“Tonight we're not hunting beasts.”
“Tonight we're hunting the people who think they're our masters.”
The old quarry lay two hours north, wedged between towering walls of rock.
Mikhail didn't lead the villagers straight there.
He split them into two groups.
Duro and the five best marksmen took the high ground along the quarry rim.
Mikhail, Radek, and the rest advanced below, hidden by the morning fog.
When they came within sight of the quarry, Mikhail spotted the caravan.
The wagons were arranged in a triangle.
Lena stood in the center, chained to one of the wagons with what looked like metal restraints.
Sargon stood beside her, holding a long staff topped with a crystal.
“I know you're out there, Captain!” Sargon shouted into the fog.
“Your primitive tactics don't impress me.”
“We have sensors your people can't even imagine.”
Mikhail stepped out of the fog.
He carried nothing but an old wooden staff.
“Let her go, Sargon.”
“This isn't a scientific revolution.”
“This is personal.”
“It's about protecting our species,” Sargon replied.
He signaled his men.
Figures in dark suits jumped from the wagons.
They were used to relying on technology rather than tactics.
Here, that was their greatest weakness.
They carried no swords.
Instead, they wielded short rods crackling with static electricity.
“If we allow you to light a single electric bulb in this valley, the entire continent will be at war within a year.”
“You humans can't have power without using it to destroy yourselves.”
“And you use your power for kidnapping?” Mikhail spat.
“Duro!”
“Now!”
A volley of bolts tore down from the quarry rim.
They weren't ordinary bolts.
Mikhail had coated their heads with magnetic dust from the separator.
Combined with the damp air and Sargon's sensors, it created a cloud of false targets.
“Fire!” Radek roared.
Chaos erupted.
The villagers stormed into the quarry, their battle cries ricocheting off the rock walls.
The Crystal Guild fighters tried to use their stun rods, but the crossbows outranged them.
Blue electrical arcs cut through the air, smashing harmlessly into the quarry walls.
Mikhail charged straight for Sargon.
One of the guards stepped into his path and swung his rod.
Mikhail felt the hairs on his skin rise.
He ducked.
Caught the weapon with his wooden staff.
Then used the man's momentum against him.
The guard hit the ground.
Mikhail slammed the staff into his temple.
Sargon realized he was losing.
There were too many villagers.
And they fought with the savage determination of people defending their home.
“Enough!” Sargon shouted.
He pressed the crystal staff against Lena's throat.
“One more step and her nervous system burns out!”
Everyone froze.
Mikhail stood five meters away, chest heaving.
“Why?” he demanded.
“Why do you care so much about keeping us in the mud?”
Sargon gave him a bitter smile.
“Because this isn't your planet, Captain.”
“This is…”
The ground shook.
Not from an explosion.
From a deep mechanical sound rising from somewhere inside the mountain.
Sargon went pale.
“They're here.”
“Your noise…”
“Your machines woke them too soon.”
He released Lena as if he'd forgotten she was even there.
Then he shouted at his men.
“Fall back!”
“Plan Beta!”
“Now!”
Jets unfolded from beneath the wagons.
With a deep, thunderous roar, the heavy machines lifted a meter off the ground.
Mikhail lunged for Lena.
Radek threw him an axe.
One strike.
The restraints snapped.
The traders—or whatever they were—disappeared into the clouds above the mountain ridge at a speed no creature in the valley could match.
They left behind scorched grass.
And one wounded guard.
Mikhail dropped to his knees beside Lena and checked her wrists.
She was unharmed.
Shaken, but alive.
Radek and Duro gathered around them, crossbows still raised.
“What the hell was that, Mikhail?” Duro breathed.
He stared at the sky where the caravan had vanished.
“Flying wagons?”
He shook his head.
“Those aren't people.”
“Those are gods.”
“They're not,” Mikhail said.
He walked over to the unconscious guard he'd taken down.
He pulled open the man's linen shirt.
On his chest, directly above his heart, was a tattooed number:
ST-9273-C
Beneath it was a small inscription in Latin, a language Mikhail knew from ancient archives:
Custodes Silentii.
Guardians of Silence.
“They're just people with better toys,” Mikhail said.
But there was no certainty in his voice.
He pulled a small device from the guard's pocket.
It was still trying to lock onto something.
A map of the valley flickered across its screen.
It wasn't showing only Silent Holow.
There were dozens of other points.
All marked red.
And one large pulsing point directly beneath them.
Deep beneath the mountain.
“Sargon said we'd awakened something,” Lena whispered.
“Was it the magnet?”
“Or the fact that we stopped being afraid?”
The deep rumbling came again from inside the mountain.
It wasn't an animal growl.
It sounded like engines coming to life.
Engines that hadn't run in centuries.
Mikhail looked down at his hands.
His fingers were black with oil and soot.
He'd built the machine to save the village.
But maybe he'd just signed its death warrant.
“Mikhail.”
Radek's voice.
He pointed toward the forest.
Dozens of beasts emerged from the thickening darkness.
Not one.
Dozens.
But this time they weren't stalking.
They stood in formation.
Motionless.
Like soldiers waiting for orders.
And their eyes were no longer green.
They glowed with a cold, technological blue.
The exact same blue as the restraints that had held Lena.
“We're going home,” Mikhail said.
He tightened his grip on the axe.
“We need to finish that generator.”
“We're going to need every drop of electricity this world can produce.”
He looked up at the sky.
Between the two moons, a light flashed.
It wasn't a star.
It was a regular, pulsing signal.
A satellite.
Who was watching this world?
And why did they want them to remain in the dark?
Mikhail Volkov didn't have the answers.
Not yet.
But he knew one thing.
The next time the Guardians of Silence came for them, Silent Holow would no longer remain silent.
It would scream.
And that scream would come in the form of lightning.
The Return of the Elder
The heat wasn't just a physical condition. It hung over the valley like a heavy, suffocating blanket that refused to move. The sky, usually a deep blue, had faded to the color of ash, and the sun glared down like the burning eye of a god who had finally run out of patience.
Mikhail Volkov stood at the edge of the village, watching dust swirl around the feet of the children. The ground was cracking. Deep wounds in the earth looked like thirsty mouths begging for water that never came.
Not a drop had fallen in three weeks.
And exactly three weeks ago, the first fires had appeared on the Upper Ridge.
“They're building a prison, not a defense!”
The voice carried across the valley, echoing off the rock walls. It wasn't a scream, but the deep, trained roar of an old man who knew exactly how to use the mountains' acoustics.
Vit.
Mikhail wiped the sweat from his forehead. His hand came away black with soot and metal filings. Behind him stood the workshop, the heart of his little “industrial revolution.” Crossbows with steel strings lay half-finished on the workbenches, and beside the entrance stood the first working pump he'd managed to build from the wreckage of an old module and the hard local timber.
“You hear him?”
Silas stepped up beside him. His young face was tight with anxiety.
“People are talking about it at the well, Mikhail. Vit says iron is poisoning the earth's blood. That your crossbows are cursed because they kill silently and from a distance, without honor. He says the gods have locked the sky until we throw that ‘black filth’ into the abyss.”
Mikhail gave a bitter smile.
“The gods didn't lock the sky, Silas. The airflow over the ocean changed, and a high-pressure system has us trapped. It's physics, not punishment.”
“Physics doesn't feed people.”
The voice came from the crowd beginning to gather around them.
The elders stood there, men who only a month ago had applauded Mikhail for saving them from the beasts. Now their shoulders sagged. There was no gratitude in their eyes.
Only fear.
Raw, primitive fear of starvation.
A group of figures descended from the ridge.
Vit led his followers—the ones who feared the noise of the forge and Mikhail's cold, logical eyes. In the light of the setting sun, Vit looked like a ghost. His gray beard was coated in dust, but his eyes burned with fanatic intensity.
“Look at your fields!” Vit shouted, pointing a bony finger at the withering barley. “Mikhail promised you safety, but he brought death to the soil! Every arrow he forged, every spike driven into the walls, is another nail in the coffin of our world. The gods weep dust because you traded the old rituals for his cold machines!”
“Vit, enough with this nonsense.”
Mikhail stepped forward.
“The drought is cyclical. We can survive it if we work together.”
“Together?”
Vit laughed. It was a dry, rasping sound.
“You want them to work on your ‘miracles’? You built crossbows that tear bodies apart, but you can't make the sky give us a single drop. You're just a soldier, Mikhail. A destroyer. Your world ended in fire, and you carried that fire here like a disease.”
The crowd began to mutter angrily.
Someone threw a stone.
It landed at Mikhail's feet, sending a cloud of dust into the air.
The night inside the forge was quiet, but Mikhail's mind was anything but.
He sat over his drawings, carving them into smooth wooden boards with charcoal. They needed water.
The river running through the valley had shrunk to a trickle. But high in the mountains, beneath the caves where Vit had taken refuge, there was still a glacial reservoir.
The problem was elevation.
And distance.
“Damn it.”
Mikhail slammed his fist onto the table.
“Why didn't I listen back then?”
The face of his old professor of engineering fundamentals flashed through his mind.
Back then, Mikhail had sat in the back row, cleaning his magnetic pistol under the desk. Hydraulics theory had seemed painfully boring.
Archimedes' screw?
Atmospheric pressure?
What was the point when you had a plasma grenade in your hand?
Now he remembered those lectures like a lost treasure.
Only fragments came back.
P = ρ × g × h.
Pressure. Density. Height.
Focus, Volkov.
He cursed himself.
Back then, his idea of a hero had been someone who could survive in a jungle with a knife between his teeth.
Now he would trade every medal he'd ever earned for a single elementary-school textbook.
He had learned how to fight.
How to kill.
How to plan.
But nobody had taught him how to become a god of fertility for a dying village.
“Mikhail?”
Silas stepped into the workshop.
“Vit's people have started blocking the path to the upper spring at night. They say they want to sacrifice it to the gods to bring back the rain. They'd rather let the water disappear into the rocks than let it flow down to us.”
Mikhail raised his head.
A cold flash crossed his eyes.
“So he wants to fight over water?”
He stood up.
“Fine. But we won't fight with swords. Silas, wake the smiths. We'll need every sheet of metal and every pipe we've made for the fortifications. We're going to turn our defenses into a lifeline.”
The following day would go down in history.
Mikhail led the villagers to the foot of the ridge. They looked like an army, but instead of swords they carried strange wooden contraptions and metal troughs.
Vit was waiting for them at the mouth of the cave where meltwater collected.
He stood there with his men, stone axes in their hands and hatred in their eyes.
“Turn back, Mikhail! This place is sacred!”
“This place is our only chance, Vit,” Mikhail replied calmly. “You can step aside, or you can see what real power looks like. Not the power of gods. The power of reason.”
Vit gave the order to attack.
Fanaticism overwhelmed fear.
His followers charged down the slope.
Mikhail didn't wait for them to get close.
“Now!”
Silas and the other boys released the tension mechanisms on the strange machines Mikhail had thrown together in a hurry.
They weren't crossbows.
They were rope launchers with grappling hooks that buried themselves in the rock above the spring.
Using his knowledge of ballistics and force vectors, Mikhail had quickly rigged a cableway capable of moving heavy metal sections into place.
It was a dance of steel and wood.
While Vit's men fought their way through the first line of villagers, Mikhail and his “engineers” worked at insane speed.
They used pulleys—a principle the villagers considered almost magical after watching one man lift a load that five oxen couldn't have moved.
Vit fought his way through to Mikhail.
His axe swung in a wide arc and tore through the shoulder of Mikhail's uniform.
Mikhail didn't flinch.
He simply watched as the final section of the trough locked into place.
“Look at this, old man!”
Mikhail shoved Vit back with an elbow.
Then he opened the sluice gate they'd hastily built at the spring.
Water that had been destined to be “sacrificed” to the rock surged into the metal channel.
Thanks to a precise calculation of the gradient—one that had made Mikhail sweat harder than any battle ever had—the water didn't spill over.
It became a fast, controlled current.
The water raced downhill toward the village, straight into the network of irrigation channels the villagers had dug during the night.
The fighting stopped.
Vit's followers lowered their weapons.
They stared at the silver ribbon of water bringing life to a place that had known nothing but dusty death.
The water reached the fields.
Dust turned to fertile mud.
From somewhere in the distance came the cheers of women and children.
Vit stood alone on the slope.
His prophecy of divine punishment dissolved beneath the cool spray leaking from the pipes.
“That's not a miracle,” Vit breathed.
Defeat was written into his voice.
“That's... enslaving the world.”
“No, Vit.”
Mikhail sheathed the knife he'd been forced to use during the fight to cut through a rope.
“It's understanding the world. The gods gave us reason so we could take care of ourselves, not sit around waiting for them to let us die of thirst.”
He looked at the old man.
“Too bad you wasted that gift on hatred.”
Vit looked around.
His followers were already gone.
They were kneeling beside the channel, drinking. Washing the dust and fear from their faces.
The old man turned away.
Without a word, he began climbing higher into the mountains, toward the clouds that were finally gathering over the ridge.
This time, nobody followed him.
Mikhail leaned against the rock, feeling the adrenaline drain from his veins.
His shoulder burned. His muscles trembled with exhaustion.
He looked down at the village, where water was now flowing into the reservoirs.
“Thank you, Professor,” he whispered into the hot air.
Next time, I won't sleep through the back row.
Silas approached and handed him a bowl filled with cold, clean water.
“You did it, Mikhail. You're... you're a real leader.”
Mikhail drank and closed his eyes.
“No, Silas. I'm just a soldier who had to learn how to build.”
He handed the bowl back.
“And believe me, it's a hell of a lot harder than anything else.”
Thunder rolled over the Upper Ridge.
The first heavy drops of rain struck Mikhail's face, mixing with dust and sweat.
Mikhail smiled.
This time it wasn't physics.
It was simply good timing.
Traces in the Dust
The dust of Silent Hollow tasted of copper and old fear.
After the recent clash with the band of traders, it had settled over everything—the roofs of the cottages, the leaves of the dying crops, and the lungs of Mikhail Volkov, who stood at the edge of the village where fertile soil gave way to savage wilderness and watched the horizon.
The sun was sinking toward the mountain ridges, casting long, twisted shadows that looked like claws reaching for the settlement's throat.
The village was celebrating its victory, but Mikhail felt only a cold unease.
The professional paranoia drilled into him at the Academy, sharpened over years in the cockpit of a combat craft, wouldn't let him relax.
Something was wrong.
“Mikhail! You need to see something.”
Silas's voice came from behind him.
The young man came running from the site of the last firefight. He was sweaty and filthy, but his eyes burned with the kind of curiosity that reminded Mikhail of his own youth—a time before he'd learned that the universe wasn't a playground.
It was a battlefield.
Silas was clutching something wrapped in a piece of greasy leather.
“I found it near their leader. It was lying in the dust, almost trampled into the ground,” Silas said as he carefully unwrapped the bundle.
Whatever softness remained in Mikhail's expression disappeared.
The object Silas was holding wasn't local craftsmanship.
It was a dull-gray cylinder made of anodized titanium, its surface covered with fine grooves and several recessed diodes that were now dark.
Stamped into its side was a code that made Mikhail's heart race:
SER-SND-G4.
“Looks like another gift from the gods,” Silas guessed, running a finger over the cold metal.
Mikhail took the cylinder.
It was surprisingly heavy.
“It's not a gift from the gods, Silas. And it's not a weapon either. At least not in the way you understand weapons.”
He turned the cylinder over and used his fingernail to scrape away a layer of dried mud from a small access panel.
Beneath it was a crystal slot.
“Then what is it?”
“It's a clue telling us these butchers weren't just ordinary traders carrying stolen rifles,” Mikhail muttered. “Come with me to the workshop. We need to figure out where this piece of the puzzle fits.”
The workshop was Mikhail's sanctuary.
Here, surrounded by gears, hides, and scraps of electronics, he felt like a commander instead of a fugitive.
He placed the cylinder on the table beneath the single lamp powered by the last functioning cell.
Silas stood nearby, fascinated as Mikhail picked up his delicate tools.
“Watch carefully,” Mikhail instructed.
“This device is an acoustic repeller. A high-frequency deterrent. If it works the way I think it does, those traders weren't surviving because they were such skilled fighters.
They survived because they had this.”
“You mean the beasts were afraid of them?”
“Afraid?”
Mikhail shook his head.
“No. It's more like unbearable pain. Imagine a sound that tears through your insides, but your ears can't hear it. A sound that makes you want to vomit, fills you with an irrational terror, and makes you run as far away as you can.”
He tapped the cylinder.
“This device creates a territory no beast will enter. It's an invisible fence.”
Mikhail carefully opened the cylinder's inner chamber.
It was empty.
“But there's a problem. This thing needs fuel. Very specific fuel.”
“Diamonds,” Silas whispered.
“Exactly. Industrial diamonds. They're not just gemstones for decoration.”
Mikhail pointed toward the mechanism inside the cylinder.
“This thing works like some kind of mill for invisible sound. The diamonds act as shafts and gears, spinning the glass heart inside until it emits a frequency so high that only the beasts can hear it.”
He turned the cylinder in his hand.
“Without those stones, it's just a dead piece of metal. It isn't even good enough to make a horseshoe.”
Mikhail straightened.
His expression had gone cold.
“Do you understand now? Those men didn't have diamonds to get rich. They needed them to stay alive. Every minute they spent out in the wilderness cost them another stone.”
He looked at Silas.
“They're addicts. Addicted to technology they don't even understand.”
Beneath the old granary, which now served as a makeshift prison, sat a man named Hargon.
He was one of the few surviving traders.
His arm was broken, and his face was a mask of dirt and hatred.
When Mikhail entered with Silas, Hargon simply spat at their feet.
“You can keep your toys,” he rasped. “Without us, you're a dead man. The beasts will come for this hole before the moon rises.”
Mikhail dragged over a stool and sat directly in front of him.
He said nothing.
He simply rested the titanium cylinder on his knee.
Hargon's eyes twitched.
For an instant, fear flashed across his face.
Pure, uncontrollable fear.
Fear that he'd lost his protection.
“We know what this is, Hargon,” Mikhail said calmly.
His voice was like dry chalk scraping across a blackboard.
“We also know what you need those diamonds for. But I'm interested in something else. Where did you get this?”
He held up the cylinder.
“No forge in this valley made it. This came out of an advanced piece of technology.”
Hargon gave a bitter chuckle, but there was desperation in it.
“You think you're the only one who fell from the sky?”
He leaned back against the wall.
“This valley is full of wreckage. That big bird of yours wasn't the first thing to crash here.”
“Where's the source?” Mikhail pressed.
Silas noticed Mikhail's hand slowly tightening into a fist.
“On the other side of the mountains,” Hargon finally whispered.
“Where the sun never reaches the bottom of the ravine. We call it the Black Bazaar.”
He swallowed.
“Something crashed there a long time ago. It's half the size of your village. It slammed into the ridge generations ago, and there are people living inside the wreckage who were born there.”
He spat on the ground.
“Parasites. They carve out the guts of that ship and trade them for diamonds and food.”
“And who runs the place?” Silas asked.
Hargon looked at the young man with something strangely close to pity.
“Nobody runs it, boy. Hunger runs it. And the old machines that haven't quite died yet.”
He gave a crooked smile.
“They'll sell you anything—from laser cutters to these repellers. But they want diamonds. Lots of diamonds.”
His expression hardened.
“Because when the stones run out, their machines stop, and they're left in the dark with the beasts.”
Mikhail left Hargon in his cell and stepped outside with Silas.
The night was clear and still.
But to Mikhail, that silence had become terrifying.
Every snap of a branch in the forest sounded like an approaching monster.
“Mikhail, what are we going to do?” Silas asked quietly.
“If they have these repellers, we could have them too. We could protect the entire Hollow.”
Mikhail stopped and looked at the young man.
His gaze turned cold.
“That's exactly what they did, Silas. And look where they are now.”
He gestured toward the prison.
“They became slaves to machines they don't understand. They kill their neighbors for stones so they can buy another hour of safety.”
“But we're not like them,” Silas argued.
“We're not.”
Mikhail looked toward the dark mountains.
“Not yet.”
He paused.
“But technology has its own gravity, boy. It pulls you in. It promises to make your life easier, and then it traps you.”
He glanced toward the distant ridge.
“That Black Bazaar isn't just a marketplace.”
His voice hardened.
“It's a graveyard of ambition.”
Mikhail pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket and began sketching a map based on Hargon's directions.
“We have to go there.”
Silas looked at him.
“Why?”
“Not to buy more repellers. We need to find out how much of this technology is in human hands—and how much it's provoking those things in the forest.”
He continued drawing.
“Hargon said the beasts react to the repellers like they're insects. But I know these sensors.”
Mikhail tapped the map.
“If we use them too much, the beasts will adapt.”
He looked up.
“Evolution under technological pressure can move frighteningly fast.”
It took two days to prepare for the journey.
Mikhail chose only Silas and Duro—a massive man who understood almost nothing about technology but could swing an axe better than anyone Mikhail had ever seen.
He didn't want to attract attention with a large group.
The journey across the ridge was hell.
Dust gave way to razor-sharp rock, and the air grew thinner with every meter of altitude.
All the way up, Mikhail kept thinking about what Hargon had said.
That big bird of yours wasn't the first.
Did that mean this planet had been targeted for colonization long ago?
And if so, why had it failed?
On the third day, they reached the summit.
Even Mikhail was stunned by what they saw.
On the far side of the mountains, deep in the shadow of a narrow valley, lay something that looked like a gigantic metal whale thrown against the rocks.
It was a sectional module from the Argo colony ship.
The module had broken into three pieces, wedged deep into the rocky slope.
Around the wreckage, shacks spread like mold.
They had been built from sheets of metal, plastic pipes, and discarded solar panels.
Improvised exhaust vents smoked everywhere, filling the air with the smell of ozone and burning insulation.
“That's it,” Silas whispered.
“The Black Bazaar.”
“It looks like a prison people built for themselves,” Duro said, tightening his grip on his axe.
Mikhail raised his binoculars.
He studied the movement below.
The people looked like shadows.
Thin.
Pale-skinned.
Constantly looking over their shoulders.
He saw guards posted at the entrances, straps across their shoulders carrying repellers.
Every few minutes, a deep rumble rolled through the valley—a sound wave that visibly distorted the air.
“Look at the beasts,” Mikhail said, pointing down.
At the edge of the valley, only a few dozen meters from the last shacks, monstrous shapes flickered through the gloom.
Hundreds of them.
They sat there patiently, like diners waiting outside a table they weren't allowed to reach.
They didn't attack.
They waited.
“They're waiting for the diamonds to run out,” Silas realized.
He shuddered.
“Exactly,” Mikhail said.
“This place is a ticking time bomb.”
He lowered the binoculars.
“And we need to go inside and find out who is holding the detonator.”
Getting into the settlement was easier than they'd expected.
To these people, a stranger wasn't an enemy.
He was a potential carrier of valuable stones.
Mikhail hid his uniform beneath an old cloak, but his military bearing gave him away.
There was steel in the way he moved.
The locals sensed it instinctively and stepped aside.
The market was a maze of narrow alleys.
Everything was for sale—from synthetic porridge to stolen cables.
At the center stood the largest shack, built directly beside the main entrance to the ship's module.
Above the doorway, a neon sign flickered.
One of the last working lights in this world.
“We're looking for someone who understands G4-series codes,” Mikhail said to the man standing at the entrance.
The man looked more machine than human.
One of his arms had been replaced by a mechanical claw connected to a car battery strapped to his belt.
The man looked at him with his one good eye.
“G4?”
He grinned.
“Old school. You want someone who calls himself the Archivist.”
He tilted his head.
“But the Archivist doesn't talk for free.”
Mikhail reached into his pocket and pulled out a small industrial diamond he'd taken from the workshop supplies.
It was only a fragment.
But in this gray world, it shone like a star.
The man with the claw immediately perked up.
“Come inside.”
He pointed at Mikhail's weapon.
“But leave your weapons with me. The Archivist doesn't like noise.”
“The weapons stay with us.”
Mikhail's voice left no room for argument.
His stare was so cold that the man with the claw visibly shrank and reluctantly waved them inside.
The interior of the ship's module was packed with servers that had long since stopped holding any data and piles of old paper.
In the middle of it all sat an old man wearing glasses as thick as a thumb.
Spread across the table in front of him were blueprints Mikhail recognized immediately.
They were schematics from Project Argus.
“You came for the repellers, didn't you?”
The old man spoke without looking up.
“Everyone comes for them.”
He turned a page.
“They think they can buy silence.”
“I didn't come to buy anything,” Mikhail said.
“I came to ask questions.”
He stepped closer.
“Why are these things in the hands of killers? Why is technology designed to protect people being used to terrorize them?”
The Archivist finally looked up.
“Because technology has no morality, stranger.”
His eyes fixed on Mikhail.
“Only people have morality.”
A dry smile crossed his face.
“And these people have forgotten theirs. They only know how to take.”
He pointed at the titanium cylinder.
“That logo on your repeller... do you know what it means?”
“Emitter serial number,” Mikhail answered.
“No.”
The Archivist laughed.
It was a dry, wheezing sound.
“It's a countdown.”
Mikhail's expression tightened.
“Every emitter has a lifespan. The crystals wear down.”
He leaned forward.
“The beasts out there aren't just learning the frequency.”
His voice dropped.
“They're learning our dependency.”
Silas stared at him.
“They know that when the sound stops, dinner is served.”
The old man leaned toward Mikhail.
“You people from Silent Hollow... you think you're safe because you have walls and crossbows.”
He pointed at the titanium cylinder.
“But if you start using this, you'll attract attention you won't be able to survive.”
Mikhail's eyes narrowed.
“The beasts aren't animals.”
The Archivist's voice became almost a whisper.
“They're... cleaners.”
“Cleaners of what?” Silas asked, horror creeping into his voice.
The Archivist looked at Mikhail as though seeing him for the first time.
“Us, boy.”
“All of us.”
He slowly removed his glasses.
“We're an infection on this planet.”
He looked at the machines surrounding them.
“And these machines?”
“They're merely symptoms of our disease.”
Mikhail felt his throat tighten.
This wasn't the ravings of an old man.
It was a logical analysis, and his own mind was beginning to confirm it.
The diamond traders weren't simply raiders.
They were desperate people who had extended their own lives by throwing the rest of the world into chaos.
“Who gives you these things?” Mikhail asked.
“Who repairs the emitters?”
The Archivist pointed upward, toward the mountain ridge where caves disappeared into the clouds.
“The one who knows how these toys were made.”
“The one who was here before the shipwreck.”
He looked directly at Mikhail.
“We call him the Shadow.”
A pause.
“But you know him by another name.”
Mikhail's blood ran cold.
“Victor.”
The old man from the village.
The man who preached against technology in Silent Hollow was the same man keeping it alive in the caves and distributing it through the traders?
The contradiction was insane.
Then the entire module shook with a massive explosion.
The sound emitter at the main gate of the Black Bazaar had failed.
“It's happening!”
The Archivist frantically began gathering his papers.
“The crystal cracked!”
He looked toward the entrance.
“They're inside!”
From outside came a roar unlike anything Mikhail had ever heard.
It wasn't the howl of an animal.
It was a mechanical, synthetic shriek—the sound of hundreds of beasts finally receiving permission to attack.
“We're leaving!”
Mikhail's command cut through the chaos.
“Now!”
They burst out of the module into complete pandemonium.
The dusty streets were packed with fleeing people and monsters moving among them with impossible speed.
The beasts weren't attacking at random.
They went straight for anyone carrying active electronics.
Mikhail saw one guard get his arm ripped off as a beast tore through him just to reach the emitter strapped to his shoulder.
“Don't turn anything on!”
Mikhail shouted at Silas and Duro.
“No lights! No sensors!”
They fought their way through the panic.
Mikhail had to use brute force to throw aside a man trying to climb onto him in a desperate attempt to escape.
There was no room for compassion.
Only the cold efficiency of a soldier in retreat.
When they reached the edge of the settlement and began climbing back into the rocks, Mikhail looked over his shoulder one last time.
The Black Bazaar was burning.
Not with fire.
With sparks from shorted-out generators.
The beasts moved through the light like demons cleansing the earth of the sins of the past.
“Mikhail, we have to warn the village,” Silas gasped when they stopped high above the valley to catch their breath.
“Warn them about what, Silas?”
Mikhail looked at the titanium cylinder still clenched in his hand.
“That our greatest hope is also our greatest destruction?”
He drew back his arm.
Then threw the repeller deep into the abyss below.
“We're going to the caves.”
Mikhail's voice was now as hard as the rock beneath their feet.
“Victor owes us answers.”
He looked toward the mountains.
“And if he's the one making these things, then he's the one who'll show us how to shut them down for good.”
He turned toward the path ahead.
“The detective work is over, Silas.”
A beat.
“Now the war for survival begins.”
The dust slowly settled.
But the Valley of Predators would never be silent again.
Mikhail Volkov knew the traces in the dust weren't leading him toward salvation.
They were leading him straight into the heart of the darkness humanity had once carried to the stars.Začněte psát obsah kapitoly...
The Origin of the Predators
The cold inside the caves beneath the Black Rocks was nothing like the night frost on the ridges above.
This was a dead, motionless cold that radiated from the walls and bit into their faces.
Mikhail led the way, gripping his modified axe in one hand. Behind him came Lena, her breath forming tiny clouds in the torchlight, followed by Duro, who nervously tapped his fingers against the hilt of his sword every few steps.
They were looking for Victor.
After the Black Bazaar had gone up in flames and Silas had returned with the others to warn Silent Hollow, Mikhail knew he couldn't go back.
He had to find the source.
According to the Archivist, the trail led here—deep into the mountains, where the old man Victor was supposedly transforming himself from a holy man into an engineer of destruction.
“These tunnels...” Duro whispered, his voice strangely distorted by the walls. “People didn't carve these. Look at the surface.”
Mikhail ran his hand along the wall.
It wasn't stone.
Beneath the layers of dust and limestone, he felt smooth, cold composite material.
“This was cast, Duro. Carbon-fiber-reinforced polymer concrete.”
He looked down the passage.
“This is technology from the old colonial era.”
They pushed deeper into the mountain until the tunnel opened into a vast chamber.
Lena raised her torch.
All three froze.
Massive, rusted steel doors towered before them, looking as if they belonged inside the hull of a battle cruiser.
At the center, eaten away by corrosion but still recognizable, was a logo: a stylized lion holding a sword, surrounded by nine stars.
“Project Argus,” Mikhail breathed.
The name surfaced in his mind like an old, painful memory from history lectures at the Academy.
“It was supposed to be an early-warning defense system for the first wave of colonists.”
He stared at the doors.
“They never told us it made it this far.”
The doors stood slightly open.
Mikhail braced his shoulder against them.
With a long metallic screech that must have carried all the way to the surface, they finally gave way.
There was no darkness inside.
The chamber was flooded with a faint, pulsing blue light coming from rows of glass cylinders lining the walls.
Many were shattered. Their liquid contents had spilled across the floor and dried.
But others still held something inside.
Lena stifled a cry and covered her mouth.
There were no humans in the cylinders.
They weren't animals Mikhail recognized from biology textbooks, either.
They were predator embryos.
He saw the claws.
The grotesquely developed muscles.
The bony plates showing through translucent tissue.
But there was more than flesh.
Fine silver threads ran through the muscle tissue—neural connections that ended in a small metal housing at the base of each skull.
“Predators aren't natural creatures, Duro,” Mikhail said.
His voice sounded like a sentence being passed in the dead silence.
“They're biomechanical weapons.”
He stepped closer to one of the cylinders.
“Genetically engineered guardians.”
Mikhail moved to the central terminal, which, incredibly, still showed signs of life.
The display flickered in emergency mode.
His fingers flew across the keyboard, entering commands he'd learned years ago.
The system resisted.
It demanded authorization.
Mikhail entered the emergency command code reserved for combat craft captains.
Access granted.
The screen filled with text.
PROJECT ARGUS — PROTOCOL: SANITATIONSTATUS: ACTIVEOBJECTIVE: ELIMINATION OF TECHNOLOGICAL CONTAMINATION WITHIN PERIMETER A-1
Mikhail kept reading.
His stomach twisted into a knot.
“They left them here as a failsafe,” he muttered.
“When the colonization project failed, they activated Sanitation.”
He stared at the words on the screen.
“The predators aren't hunters.”
He swallowed.
“They're... cleaners.”
“What does that mean, Mikhail?” Lena asked.
“It means the harder I try, the worse it gets.”
Mikhail turned toward them.
“These things aren't programmed to eat people. They respond to electromagnetic pollution. Energy. Technology.”
He gestured toward the terminal.
“They're automated sensors of destruction.”
His eyes hardened.
“The more we light up Silent Hollow, the more we manufacture, the more machines we repair, the stronger the signal we broadcast.”
He looked from Lena to Duro.
“They're like the planet's immune system, trying to cut out an infection.”
A pause.
“And that infection is us.”
He looked at the machinery around them.
“And our machines.”
Duro looked down at his crossbow, at the mechanical mechanism Mikhail had upgraded for him a week earlier.
“So my weapon is... bait?”
“On a small scale, no,” Mikhail explained, frantically scrolling through the terminal's data.
“But my workshop, my experiments with electricity... those are like a beacon to them.”
He stared at the streams of data.
“That's why they're attacking more often. That's why they're getting smarter.”
He pointed at the display.
“Argus is detecting increased technological activity in the valley and sending more advanced versions of the guardians to eliminate the threat.”
Mikhail's jaw tightened.
“They're programmable killers.”
“So it's true,” Duro whispered.
His hand tightened around the hilt of his sword until his knuckles turned white.
“All that whining, all those diamonds... it all leads back here.”
“Not just that,” Mikhail muttered.
His fingers continued moving across the keyboard, its surface polished smooth by years of use.
“This terminal was active recently.”
He stopped.
“Someone is keeping it alive.”
“Mikhail! Look!”
Lena's cry echoed through the chamber.
She pointed toward the rear of the hall.
A figure stepped out of the shadows.
The Creator’s Repentance
“You’re right, Mikhail,” a voice came from the shadows behind a row of empty cryogenic chambers.
It was Victor.
But this wasn't the broken old man who had raved about the wrath of the gods.
Duro spun around in an instant, ready to fight, but Mikhail merely raised his head slowly. Victor stepped closer out of the darkness. He wasn't wearing his usual preacher's robes. Instead, he wore a torn technical jumpsuit that must once have been white. In his hands, he carried an old digital tablet. His face, once consumed by fanatic zeal, was now empty.
“You found it, Mikhail,” Victor said. “I was hoping it would take you longer. That you'd run out of crystals or courage first.”
“You knew about this,” Mikhail snapped, taking a step toward him. “You left those people living in dust and fear while you stayed down here feeding these monsters!”
“Feeding them?” Victor gave a bitter laugh. “I'm keeping them under control! I'm the one who adjusts the repeller frequencies so they don't wipe out everyone in the valley. If I let them loose, Silent Hollow would become a graveyard in a single night. I tried to keep you in the Stone Age, Mikhail. Because in the Stone Age, you're invisible to Argus. You're just another species of ape the system doesn't bother noticing.”
“I thought I could stop you before you got this far,” Victor said, placing the tablet on the table beside the terminal. “I hoped your fear of the predators would keep you from repairing the old technology. But you're a soldier. You people don't know how to back away, even when there's a cliff right in front of you.”
“Who are you, Victor?” Mikhail demanded. “Hargon said someone was here before the ship became a wreck. He said you were the Shadow.”
Victor smiled sadly, running a finger over the Argus logo.
“I wasn't just a member of the crew, Mikhail. I was the project's chief xenobiologist. I gave those creatures their fangs. I implanted the instinct you call hatred. But they don't feel hatred. They're simply programmed that way.”
Duro took a step back, horror washing over his face.
“You... you created the predators?”
“Biological warfighters, Duro,” Victor corrected him coldly. “Project Argus was designed as a weapon for total war. We were supposed to strip planets of hostile infrastructure. The predators were programmed for one purpose: find anything that growled with an engine, radiated electricity, or transmitted a signal, and erase it from the surface. They were supposed to prepare a clean world for the colonists who would arrive afterward.
“But the ship crashed. We were trapped here. And my warriors... they simply kept doing the job they were designed to do.”
Mikhail felt disgust rising inside him.
“So you preached against technology in the village just to protect people from your own creations? You turned them into barbarians to keep them alive?”
“Yes.” Victor nodded. “I was afraid of your progress. Every invention you made, every irrigation pump you repaired, increased the electromagnetic noise in the valley. I was afraid you'd trigger the final protocol—the total elimination. But I watched you, Mikhail. I watched you in that field, working on the irrigation...”
Victor's voice broke.
“We built to conquer. To destroy everything that stood in our way. You build to protect life.
“You're better than we were.
“You are what we were supposed to become, but were too afraid to be.”
Victor suddenly moved faster. He brought up a complex diagram of the predator's brainstem on the tablet.
“Listen to me, Mikhail. We don't have much time. The predators aren't invincible. There's a ‘blind spot’ in their brainstem. A frequency window we left behind as an emergency kill switch for their creators. If you hit them with a signal at 14.2 GHz, their sensors will overload. They'll be blind and deaf.”
“Why didn't you use it?” Mikhail asked.
“Because activating that window requires an enormous amount of energy. And that energy...” Victor hesitated. “It will draw every one of them here. Every predator within dozens of kilometers.
“It's like lighting a sun in the middle of the night.
“You either shut them all down at once, or they'll tear you apart before you can charge the capacitors.”
The cave floor suddenly shook. Debris rained from the ceiling, and deep inside the tunnels came a sound that froze the blood in their veins.
It wasn't a growl.
It was a metallic screech, like a pair of gigantic shears being sharpened.
“It sensed it,” Victor whispered, his face going pale. “The active terminal.
“Alpha is coming.”
A figure emerged from the corridor, something that defied every law of biology.
It was twice the size of an ordinary predator. Its skin was the color of polished titanium, and instead of eyes it had a row of red sensors.
The genetically purest specimen.
The guardian of the archive.
“Run!” Victor roared, throwing himself toward the terminal. His fingers began hammering the keys.
“I have to overload the system! If I can erase your biometric signatures from the database, they'll stop hunting you as priority targets. You have to become invisible to them!”
“Victor, come with us!” Duro shouted.
But Mikhail stopped him.
He looked into Victor's eyes.
The old man knew this was his repentance.
The only way to settle his debt to the planet he'd poisoned with his warriors.
Alpha pushed off the wall and slammed into the middle of the room with inhuman speed.
Victor didn't even look at it.
His eyes remained fixed on the monitor as the data-erasure percentage climbed.
“Be better than us, Mikhail!” Victor shouted one last time.
The next second, Alpha lunged for the table.
Mikhail saw the mechanical claws sink into Victor's back, but the old man still managed to strike the final key.
The cave exploded with blinding white light and the deafening shriek of short-circuited systems.
“Through the shaft! Now!” Mikhail ordered, grabbing Duro and Lena and pulling them into a narrow ventilation passage.
Behind them came the roar of the monster, its target suddenly lost in the burst of energy, followed by the thunder of the collapsing archive.
Victor's scream abruptly stopped.
It was replaced by the grinding sound of metal and concrete being crushed.
When Mikhail, Lena, and Duro finally crawled through the narrow fissure and emerged into daylight, the world around them was utterly still.
Dust from the collapsing cave drifted lazily onto the rocks.
The predators that had been prowling restlessly around the entrance were gone.
For a moment, it was as if the entire world had rebooted.
Mikhail stood at the edge of the cliff, Victor's digital tablet clenched in his hand. It was hot, and the display showed one final message:
DATA PURGED. USER ANONYMOUS.
“He bought us time, didn't he?” Duro asked, his voice quiet and trembling.
“He gave us more than time, Duro,” Mikhail replied, turning his gaze toward Silent Hollow.
“He gave us a way to shut those creatures down for good.
“Now it's up to us to prove his sacrifice meant something.
“We have to build something worth protecting before those things wake up again.”
The wind scattered the dust, and Mikhail knew that from this moment on, he was no longer just a mechanic trying to survive.
He was the guardian of knowledge that could either save the valley—or burn it to the ground forever.
The Steel Graveyard
The journey to the ridge of the Black Rocks was a silent purgatory.
Victor's sacrifice in the archive had erased the trio's biometric signatures from the active target lists, but Project Argus was still awake. The predators in the forest seemed confused, as though they had lost their shared rhythm, but that only made them more unpredictable.
“Don't move,” Mikhail whispered as they crouched behind an uprooted pine.
Just ten meters away, a patrol warfighter passed by—a biological hybrid resembling an oversized wolf, with metal plates where its ribs should have been.
The creature stopped.
Its red sensors swept across the surrounding forest. But the three of them gave off none of the heat signature produced by advanced electronics. The predator merely growled in frustration and continued its chaotic search for a signal that didn't exist.
“Victor was right,” Duro muttered, tightening his grip on his axe. “They're not hunting us specifically anymore.
“But they're still hungry.”
Once they crossed the final rocky ledge, a valley of death opened before them.
Where the black-market settlement had once been alive with activity, there was now only a dead landscape covered in ash and shards of titanium.
At the center of it all lay the main hull of the Argo ship module, like a gigantic whale split open and thrown onto the rocks.
Inside, the ship was freezing.
The emergency lights had gone dark long ago. The only illumination came through cracks in the hull.
Mikhail moved through corridors he knew by heart, but now they were twisted and choked with debris. He reached the command bridge and then continued toward the engine room.
There, he stopped.
The sight of the internal bulkheads took his breath away.
The steel hadn't been torn apart by pressure from outside, as it would have been in a reactor explosion or an asteroid impact.
The plates had been ripped inward.
And they were covered with unmistakable claw marks.
“Project Argus,” Mikhail whispered.
“They didn't lose control down here.
“They attacked the crew up there.”
He found the emergency system's black box.
The recordings were brief.
And horrifying.
Quarantine failed.
Module B-4 activated Sanitation during flight.
Objective: Eliminate crew as a potential source of technological contamination.
The ship hadn't been destroyed by a malfunction.
Its own defense system had destroyed it after identifying the presence of humans and their advanced technology as a threat that had to be erased.
“Mikhail! I found it!” Lena called from the level below.
Mikhail squeezed through a narrow shaft into the communications section.
A massive transmission module lay on the floor.
It was badly scratched, but appeared to be intact.
Mikhail knelt beside it and opened the service panel.
“It's dead,” he said after a moment.
Despair crept into his voice.
“Without power, it's just a pile of metal. To generate the 14.2 GHz pulse Victor told us about, we need something that can create and amplify the signal.
“We need a klystron.”
He pointed to an empty socket in the center of the module.
“There should be a microwave generator here. It must have been torn loose during the crash.
“Or someone took it.”
“Where could it have fallen?” Lena asked.
Mikhail studied the ship schematic on Victor's tablet.
“The hull is split open. The klystron was inside the main resonator. When the ship hit, the whole assembly collapsed into the lowest level.
“Into the technical sublevel, where the fuel reservoirs are.”
Duro stared into the black shaft leading deep into the mountain.
From somewhere below came a rhythmic clicking.
Then a deep vibration, like the breathing of something enormous.
“There's a nest down there, isn't there?” Duro guessed.
“Yes.”
Mikhail nodded.
The steel in his eyes had returned.
“Alpha made its lair right in the ship's power core. The klystron will be directly underneath it.
“It's the only component on this planet capable of blinding the predators.
“Without it, we're nothing more than prey waiting to be slaughtered.”
Mikhail pulled his gloves back on and tightened his grip around the axe.
He knew they were about to descend straight into hell.
“Lena. Duro.”
He looked at them both.
“This is where we find out whether we're more than just survivors.
“If we go down there, there's no way back without that generator.
“Are you coming with me?”
Duro simply nodded.
Lena's hands were trembling, but she checked the flint and torch anyway.
The Steel Graveyard was about to surrender its most heavily guarded secret.
And the price for it would be paid in blood.
The Resonance of Death
The silence inside the wreck of the Argo was unnatural.
It wasn't the silence of peaceful sleep. It was the silence of a predator holding its breath.
The air in the technical levels was heavy, saturated with the smell of old lubricants, oxidized metal, and something organic—an ammonia-like stench that always accompanied the presence of Project Argus.
Mikhail, Duro, and Lena stood at the entrance to a service shaft that descended vertically into the heart of the ship. The only sources of light were the dull glow of Victor's tablet and the weak flame of Lena's torch, flickering restlessly in the draft.
“Remember,” Mikhail whispered as he checked the edge of his axe, “our biometric data may be gone, but the moment we start cutting into the hull, mechanical vibrations will give us away. We have to be fast. Once we have the klystron, we're out.
“No heroics.”
Duro gave a curt nod. He gripped a heavy crowbar in both hands, his massive crossbow strapped across his back. Lena, despite the fear plainly visible in her eyes, carried a vacuum flask filled with flammable liquid. They had prepared it as an emergency decoy.
Mikhail led them down the shaft that had once carried coolant.
He knew the architecture of Atlas-class ships like the back of his hand. He knew that if they went through the maintenance tunnels, they could avoid the main corridors, which were probably choked with debris and, worse, patrolled by predators.
They descended into absolute darkness, carefully placing their feet on rusted rungs.
Every creak of metal echoed through the shaft like a cannon shot.
After ten meters, they encountered their first obstacle.
The hatch leading into the technical sublevel had been twisted by the impact and blocked by a section of structural beam.
Mikhail braced himself.
The muscles in his shoulders bulged beneath his sweat-soaked shirt.
“Duro, help me.”
Together, they shifted a ton of steel just far enough to squeeze through.
They emerged into the enormous resonator chamber.
This was where the Argo had hit the ground hardest.
The ceiling was buckled. The floor sloped at a sharp angle. Bundles of cables hung everywhere, dangling like torn tendons from some gigantic beast.
In the middle of the chamber, wedged between two generators, a small emergency backup terminal glowed faintly.
Mikhail instinctively headed toward it and connected Victor's tablet.
The screen came alive.
Lines of data appeared.
Mikhail froze.
“Mikhail, what is it?” Lena whispered, stepping closer.
“Ship's log,” Mikhail rasped, devouring the lines of code with his eyes.
“There are records of what happened just before the crash. Complete schematics of the predators, their genetic keys, and the reason Project Argus turned against its own people.
“The answers to everything that's been haunting me all this time.”
Duro frowned.
“Does it have anything useful for your talking machine or not?”
“I have access to the archive,” Mikhail explained, his fingers hovering over the keyboard. “But this terminal is barely holding together. The power supply is fluctuating. If I start downloading the project data, I won't have enough time or energy left to locate and unlock the klystron deep inside the reactor.
“Either I find out the truth about what caused this disaster, or I focus on the hardware and save the Hollow.”
It was a choice he hated.
On one side were the answers to the questions that had followed him his entire life, along with a chance to understand the enemy they were facing.
On the other was the village that had become his home—and the immediate threat of total Sanitation.
“Mikhail,” Lena said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “The Hollow won't survive another day without that transmitter. The past can't save us now.”
Mikhail closed his eyes and exhaled painfully.
With a sharp movement, he switched the terminal.
“You're right. Survive first. History won't wait for us.”
“Mikhail,” Lena said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “The Hollow won't survive another day without that transmitter. If the predators erase us, there won't be anyone left to find those modules.”
Mikhail closed his eyes and exhaled painfully.
He disconnected the tablet with a decisive motion.
“You're right. Survive first. Then we save the rest.”
They descended to the lowest level, where the ammonia stench became unbearable.
The floor was covered in a strange black substance—a mixture of crushed polymer and organic secretions.
A nest.
In the middle of the chamber, directly beneath the main waveguide, she lay there.
Alpha.
She was enormous.
Her body was an extraordinary symbiosis of muscle and sinew, strong as steel but covered in skin as soft as that of a predator. Layers of hardened scales protected her back, their surfaces reflecting the dim light with a dull anthracite sheen.
Long, sensitive tactile bristles grew from her skull. They trembled gently, detecting the slightest movement of air and even invisible fluctuations of energy in the chamber.
She was asleep, but her translucent eyelids allowed a faint red glow to pulse beneath them—the reflection of her hyperactive nervous system.
Directly beneath one massive forepaw, a silver cylinder protruded from the wreckage.
The klystron.
“It's there,” Mikhail said, pointing.
“Duro, you're with me. We have to free the cylinder from its mounts. Four titanium bolts.
“It'll be loud.”
“And me?” Lena asked.
Mikhail looked into her eyes.
“You're our insurance policy. If she wakes up, you have to draw her away. Use the flammable liquid. The predators created by Project Argus can't stand open flame. It disrupts their thermal sensors.
“You have to get her into the side corridor, then make your way back to the shaft.”
“Understood,” Lena nodded, though the hand gripping the bottle was visibly shaking.
Every step across the black floor produced a faint, wet squelch.
Mikhail and Duro began creeping toward the monster.
They reached the klystron.
Mikhail fitted a wrench onto the first bolt.
Crack.
The sound of corrosion breaking apart echoed through the chamber like a gunshot.
Alpha's eyes snapped open.
The red light inside them became a sharp, piercing glow.
“Now!” Mikhail roared.
Duro threw his weight against the crowbar and began tearing the metal away from its mounts.
Alpha surged to her feet with speed that defied her size.
She emitted a mechanical shriek and charged toward them.
“Over here, you monster!” Lena screamed.
She hurled the bottle of flammable liquid against the wall on the opposite side of the chamber and struck the flint.
Flames exploded outward.
The chamber lit up.
Alpha stopped in mid-leap.
Her senses went haywire, unable to process the sudden surge of thermal energy.
She began slashing wildly with her claws, striking pillars and ripping steel plates from the walls.
Lena ran toward the side corridor, screaming to keep the creature's attention.
Alpha gave another shriek and followed.
“Come on, Duro!” Mikhail shouted as he tore loose the second bolt.
Blood ran from his palms as sharp titanium edges cut into his skin, but he didn't feel it.
The silicon heart of the transmitter was almost free.
The final bolt gave way.
Mikhail grabbed the heavy klystron cylinder.
At that exact moment, Lena's scream came from the corridor, followed by a deep, thunderous impact.
Alpha was coming back.
She had been burned by the fire. Parts of her skin were scorched black.
She was furious.
She saw Mikhail holding the klystron and crouched low, preparing for the final leap.
Mikhail knew they couldn't outrun her.
Then he remembered Victor's words about the blind spot.
The tablet at his belt was still running in diagnostic mode.
Mikhail tore it free and set it to maximum display brightness combined with an emergency acoustic signal.
“Duro, take cover!”
Alpha leaped.
At that instant, Mikhail threw himself toward her and thrust the glowing tablet directly in front of her red eyes.
For a fraction of a second, it happened.
Mikhail saw the pupils in the predator's sensors roll back, revealing the depths of its biological processor—a dense network of faintly glowing blue nerves deep inside the brainstem.
The creature froze in midair.
Its perception went dark.
Total overload.
The blind spot where the biological instructions encoded in its genes collapsed beneath a flood of meaningless data.
Alpha hit the ground like a heap of dead flesh and slid to a stop at Mikhail's feet.
“Lena! Run!”
Lena burst from the corridor, battered and filthy but alive.
Mikhail grabbed the klystron. Duro caught him under the arm, and together they raced toward the escape shaft.
Behind them, Alpha began moving again.
Her systems were rebooting.
Her shriek was no longer purely mechanical.
There was something else in it now.
The unmistakable sound of the hunt.
And bloodlust.
The climb up the shaft became a battle for every breath.
They could hear Alpha tearing through the shaft walls below them, clawing her way upward with terrifying persistence.
“We're almost there!” Mikhail shouted, encouraging them even as his lungs burned.
They crawled out of the Argo wreckage just as the sun began to sink behind the ridges.
Shadows stretched across the valley, reaching toward their throats.
“We don't stop,” Mikhail ordered, pressing the klystron against his chest as though it were the most valuable thing in the world.
“Alpha is wounded, but now we're back on her sensors.
“She has a piece of herself.
“And she wants it back.”
They ran toward Silent Hollow.
Behind them, deep inside the ruins of the Steel Graveyard, a terrifying howl echoed through the valley—a promise of destruction to come.
Mikhail knew the blood on his hands was only the beginning.
The real battle for the Hollow would begin the moment that silicon heart tried to scream into the darkness for the first time.
The Forge of the Gods
The return to Silent Hollow was anything but triumphant.
Mikhail, Lena, and Duro stumbled among the first houses like ghosts—filthy, bloodstained, with Alpha's murderous shriek still echoing through the valley behind them.
But the village was awake.
Torches burned everywhere, and a crowd had gathered around the forge.
Hanuš, the blacksmith with arms like oak trunks, stood in the middle of the village square, assigning tasks.
There was nothing left to hide.
Silas had prepared the villagers for the worst. Sanitation wasn't a legend. It was an inevitable storm that had just broken free of its chains.
“Did you get it?” Hanuš shouted as soon as he saw Mikhail.
Mikhail silently raised the silver klystron cylinder.
It gleamed in the torchlight like the Holy Grail torn from the entrails of a dead god.
“I need every carpenter and everyone who knows how to swing a hammer!” Mikhail ordered, rushing into the forge. “We have to build the Ear. Right now!”
While the carpenters, under Duro's supervision, began assembling a huge parabolic frame from lightweight larch wood in the yard, Mikhail focused on the inner reflecting surface.
To make the klystron powerful enough to blind the predators' sensors, he needed a precise focal point.
“Hanuš, bring out the copper! All of it!”
People began carrying old cauldrons, pans, and sheets of roofing metal from behind the forge.
Under Mikhail's direction, the villagers hammered them into flat plates and riveted them onto the wooden parabola.
A monstrous copper mirror five meters across began to take shape.
It looked like a bizarre, glowing ear pointed toward the sky, designed to catch the whisper of the stars and turn it into a deafening scream.
But the hardest task lay on the workbench inside the forge.
The klystron needed a massive surge of energy, far beyond anything the village generators could produce.
Mikhail closed his eyes and returned in his mind to Earth, to a dusty physics classroom where, as a boy, he had first watched a spark leap between two poles.
A Leyden jar.
The oldest and simplest way to trap lightning.
“Lena, the jars!”
Lena began placing dozens of large glass jars on the table.
Mikhail coated them inside and out with thin copper foil, insulated them with wool, and filled them with an acidic solution obtained from Victor's old supplies.
He connected them with a dense network of wires, turning them into one enormous capacitor.
It was nineteenth-century technology that was about to bring a twenty-second-century heart back to life.
Just as Mikhail connected the final row of jars, the forge doors flew open.
Jáchym, one of the village elders, stormed inside, followed by a group of men armed with scythes.
“Enough!” Jáchym shouted, pointing toward the copper monstrosity in the yard.
“This is madness, stranger! Victor taught us that silence was our only protection. You're building a tower of sin and metal out there.
“That noise machine of yours is nothing but a beacon. It'll lead them straight to our doors!
“You'll burn us all in a fire you don't even understand!”
The crowd outside began to murmur angrily.
Some were already reaching for axes, ready to chop the wooden structure apart.
Mikhail set down his pliers and slowly stepped outside the forge.
Firelight danced in his eyes.
“Victor didn't keep you in silence because he wanted to protect you,” Mikhail said, his voice calm but firm, cutting through the night air.
“Victor was afraid.
“He was afraid his own past would destroy you.
“Project Argus—the predators circling outside—was his project. He created them.
“He was a scientist who wanted to clear planets for humanity, but he created a weapon that couldn't be shut down.”
A murmur swept through the crowd.
Jáchym went pale.
“Victor didn't flee into the valley to start a village,” Mikhail continued. “He came here to hide from his own failure.
“But in the end, he saw the truth.
“He understood that silence wasn't a solution. It was only a delay.
“That's why he gave me the klystron. That's why he revealed their weakness.
“Victor didn't die like a coward in silence.
“He died like a hero who gave us the key to our defense.
“This isn't a noise machine, Jáchym.
“This is our voice.
“And tonight, they're finally going to hear us.”
Jáchym looked at Hanuš, then Lena, and finally Mikhail.
He saw something in their faces that had been missing from the valley for a very long time.
Hope that wasn't afraid to scream.
“What do we do?” Jáchym asked in a broken voice.
“Feed coal into the forge,” Mikhail replied.
“And pray the glass holds.”
The Final Connection
The work continued with renewed urgency.
The entire village joined in.
While the carpenters secured the “Ear” to a rotating pivot on the roof of the forge, Mikhail finished connecting the Leyden jars to the klystron.
It was a bizarre sight.
A cutting-edge emitter designed for interstellar travel stood surrounded by dozens of glass jars, linked by copper rods and aimed into an enormous, roughly hammered reflector.
“It's ready,” Mikhail announced as the first gray light of dawn appeared on the horizon.
“Hanuš, release the water onto the generator wheel.”
Hanuš pulled a heavy lever.
Outside the forge wall, the mill wheel began turning with a deep rumble.
The shaft running through the stone wall began driving a complex system of gears and pulleys.
Inside the forge, a series of strange machines sprang to life.
It wasn't one enormous machine, but a dozen smaller units arranged in a circle around the klystron.
Mikhail had built them from whatever the village could provide: silk strips from scarves that had belonged to Victor's wife, stretched between wooden rollers; glass tubes; and large copper spheres hammered out of old cauldrons.
“Watch,” Mikhail said, pointing at the moving belts.
“These are Van de Graaff lightning pumps.
“The silk strips literally rip electrical charge from the air as they rub against the rollers. Copper brushes collect the charge and carry it upward into those spheres.
“Mechanical force converted into pure voltage.
“In my world, these were toys for schoolchildren.
“But here...
“Here, they're our only hope of filling these jars before the pack arrives.
“We need to charge them until they're ready to burst.”
The forge filled with the ominous crackle of static electricity.
The air smelled of ozone, and the hair on Mikhail's arms stood on end.
He could feel the power building inside the primitive capacitors—enough energy to save Silent Hollow...
Or explode directly in his face.
The first howl came from the forest at the edge of the village.
It wasn't a predator's call.
It was an attack command.
Sanitation had reached the gates.
Mikhail placed one hand on the firing lever and looked at Lena.
“Now we'll find out,” he whispered, “whether physics remembers its laws on other worlds.”
The Last Song of Argus
Dawn over Silent Hollow was cold and gray, but the air inside Hanuš’s forge radiated heat and ozone. The Van de Graaff generators screamed at such high speed that their sound seemed to cut straight through bone. Every few seconds, a dry crack shook the forge—the sound of static electricity drawn from the silk belts and forced into a bank of Leyden jars.
“Mikhail! They’re in sight!” Silas shouted from the window.
A nightmare emerged from the mist at the edge of the pastures. There weren't dozens. There were hundreds. The bionomic beasts advanced in perfect swarms, their silent, synchronized movement resembling black oil flowing across the ground. At their head walked Alpha. The burns from the fire had closed beneath new, pale tissue, and her tactile bristles rose high toward the sky like the crown of a mad god.
The villagers gripped their axes and crossbows, but Mikhail knew they were useless against Sanitation. He had to make them understand. They had to stay. They had to know why he still hadn't attacked.
“Listen!” Mikhail roared over the noise of the machines. “What we're building here isn't an ordinary weapon. We don't have enough power to burn them one by one like lightning. These jars”—he pointed at the hissing bank of glass—“are a dam. For ten minutes, we pump tiny amounts of electricity into them from the generators. We store ten minutes' worth of power and release it in a single instant. When I send it into the klystron, it won't fire a bullet. It'll create an invisible wall of energy. Their sensors are tuned to the faintest whispers of the universe. We're going to hit them with a roar powerful enough to burn their brains.”
“But why are you waiting?!” Jáchym shouted as the first beasts leaped over the fence.
“Because if I fire now, it'll barely tickle them! We have to fill the jars to the brim. It has to hit like a hammer, not slap like an open hand!”
Alpha charged.
With a guttural roar, she hurled herself toward the main gate of the forge.
“Now!” Mikhail screamed, and yanked the lever.
A blinding blue spark tore through the forge.
The enormous copper Ear mounted on the roof buzzed with such force that for a fraction of a second the surrounding air became glowing violet gas—ionized plasma. An invisible 14.2 GHz pulse struck the first wave of attackers.
It was as if they had slammed into an invisible wall.
The first fifty beasts simply shut down in mid-stride. Their bionomic processors, overwhelmed by the insane barrage of microwaves, failed. Some crashed to the ground, thrashing in convulsions. Others simply collapsed and lay motionless.
“It works!” Duro shouted, raising his axe.
“Not enough charge!” Mikhail cut him off. “Back to the pumps! We need to fill the jars for the next wave! Silas, Hanuš, turn that wheel like your lives depend on it—because they do!”
The battle became a horrifying rhythm: ten minutes of frantic charging followed by one microsecond of silence that brought another line of attackers crashing down.
But nineteenth-century technology had never been built to withstand anything like this.
The glass necks of the Leyden jars began to crack under the heat of the discharges. Copper wires twisted under the electrical load.
On the fourth discharge, the main connecting bridge between the battery and the klystron literally vaporized.
“No! It burned through the contacts!” Mikhail shouted.
Alpha was only ten meters away.
Her sensors were stunned, but pure, genetically encoded hatred guided her forward. She could already see her prey. Her claw was already reaching for the copper parabola on the roof, ready to tear it apart.
“Mikhail, we're out of options!” Lena shouted. “The jars are full, but we have no way to send the charge into the transmitter!”
Mikhail looked at the melting copper terminals, then at Alpha.
He knew that if the signal didn't get through now, Sanitation would consume everything.
“Move!”
Mikhail grabbed two thick copper cables, their ends glowing white-hot. There was no switch between his hands and the klystron.
Only him.
“Mikhail, don't kill yourself!” Duro tried to grab him, but it was too late.
Mikhail pressed both cable ends directly against the klystron's input terminals.
The enormous static charge didn't merely travel through the wires.
It traveled through his body.
For a moment, Mikhail's nervous system became part of the machine. His muscles locked in a crushing spasm. The skin on his palms began to blister and hiss as millions of volts tore through him. His vision turned red. All he could hear was his own scream mixed with the electrical roar of the machine.
It was the greatest discharge of them all.
The Ear on the roof howled.
A blue ring of energy spread across the entire valley and struck every remaining beast.
Alpha, caught directly in the epicenter, stopped in mid-leap.
Her eyes—the red lights beneath her eyelids—burst apart.
Her bionomic brain literally cooked inside her skull.
The monster hit the ground like a slab of molten asphalt, right in front of the forge doors.
When the smoke cleared, silence descended.
Real silence. Deep silence. The kind Silent Hollow hadn't known for generations.
The swarm was gone.
Those that had survived fled back toward the mountains, their senses burned out.
Mikhail lay on the ground beside the klystron. A thin ribbon of smoke rose from his hands, and his breathing was shallow and ragged. The skin on his hands had been burned black, dark scars stretching all the way to his elbows—a reminder that, for one brief moment, he had become lightning.
Lena dropped to her knees beside him, crying as she lifted his head.
Mikhail slowly opened his eyes. He looked at the dead Alpha, then at the Ear, which was still trembling slightly in the morning sun.
“Do you hear that, Lena?” he whispered through the pain.
“What, Mikhail? I don't hear anything.”
Mikhail gave a weak smile.
“Exactly. Silence. For the first time... it's a silence we chose.”
The last song of Argus had faded away.
The Project was dead.
The valley was free.
A New Dawn
The valley was waking to the first truly peaceful morning of a new era. The air was clean, free of the smell of ozone and fear. Across the pastures around Silent Hollow lay the motionless bodies of the bionomic beasts. Some were dead. Others—the ones farther from the epicenter of the discharge—were still pulsing faintly, lost in a deep coma.
Hanuš and the other men from the village moved among the “disabled” machines with a mixture of caution and curiosity. They no longer feared them as supernatural demons. Silas was trying to drag one of the smaller specimens back to the workshop, hoping to find out whether its muscle fibers and joints could be adapted to power a mill or handle heavy work in the forest. The village was learning that the predators of the past might become the draft animals of the future.
Silent Hollow no longer lived up to its name. The rhythmic pounding of hammers echoed from Hanuš’s forge, while a quiet, steady hum came from Mikhail’s new workshop by the stream—the sound of a makeshift hydroelectric generator. People no longer spoke in whispers. They laughed, shouted to one another across the village square, and the first real light bulbs began appearing in the windows, blown by Mikhail from thick-walled glass.
Mikhail sat on the threshold of his workshop. His hands were tightly wrapped in linen soaked with herbs Lena had prepared, but he felt the pain only as a distant echo. Victor’s tablet rested on his lap.
The device’s display flickered faintly. Mikhail touched the system log icon with a tired finger. The discharge from the Ear had been so powerful that it had not merely crossed the valley. It had punched straight through the planet’s dense ionosphere.
The communication log showed a brief response, barely a second long. No data. Just an acknowledgment that the signal had been received.
Mikhail looked up at the clear morning sky, slowly turning blue. Somewhere up there, in high orbit, something enormous had moved after centuries of silence.
Was it a Federation rescue mission that had finally detected the distress call from the Argo?
Or was it simply an automated system belonging to another Argus, arriving to find out why its Sanitation protocol had been interrupted in this sector?
Mikhail tightened his grip on the tablet.
Behind him, the village was alive. It was building. It was beginning to believe in the future.
Whoever—or whatever—came down from that sky, this time Silent Hollow would be ready.
Because Silent Hollow had learned how to speak with lightning.
Table of Contents
Shadow over the Valley of Savage Beasts