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      There were a thousand sounds Devin didn't want to hear on his trusty freighter. Air hissing out of the hull, the damn beeping of his alarm clock. Screaming klaxons, however, signaling a hostile weapons lock, was absolutely the worst sound he wanted to hear.

      "Hell," Devin muttered as he bolted out of bed.

      Adrenaline and fear cleared away any sleep from his brain as Devin dashed out of his cabin. He made it to the cockpit in seconds. In times of crisis like this, he never complained about having a compact ship. There were no windows or ports on the Blue-jay, so Devin relied on the scanners to tell him what was gunning for him.

      Mercs probably.

      It wasn't.

      "What's a Brahma battle cruiser chasing me for?" He wasn't carrying any illegal contraband—at the moment. And he did have business in the Omega Prime system. Not even a goddamn courtesy call. Then again... Brahmans don't need a reason to attack traders. They absolutely hate anyone who wasn’t as zealous and drugged up as them.

      The klaxons screamed as Devin frantically tried to coax more speed from the Blue-jay’s fusion drive engines. He had poured his meager life’s savings into this old freighter, stubbornly believing he could keep her spaceworthy through odd jobs and prayers. But now, pursued by a Brahma battle cruiser, her age showed through.

      “Come on, Blue. Don’t let me down.”

      Somewhere in the back of Devin’s mind, behind the panic, he knew that talking to his ship might put him in the crazy zone. Didn’t matter. He was desperate and would gladly get down on his hands and knees and pray to any nonexistent god if he thought it could help him walk away from this mess.

      The Blue-jay shuddered as the Brahman battle cruiser’s first salvo slammed into her hull. Devin grimaced at the jolt, fighting to keep control. His piloting skills were being tested to their limits.

      Devin's fingers danced across the nav console, his ship rattling under plasma blasts. The Blue-jay, his reliable escape from a universe too crowded for comfort, now felt like a fragile shell against the might of the Brahman battle cruiser. Each blast that rocked his ship was a cruel reminder of his vulnerability. Maybe his brother was right.

      Memories of Nolan’s scornful words resurfaced, stinging as sharply as they had over a decade ago. "You're a loser, Devin," his brother's voice echoed in his mind. The same label their father bore. A label Devin had fought to shed all his life, only to find himself cornered in the vastness of space, hunted like a common criminal.

      Not hunted… played with.

      These Brahma-heads could end him any time they want. Which was strange. Devin was always under the impression that Brahmans never veered from their script. Devin shoved the throttle forward as far as he could and banked the Blue-Jay, leaving his stomach behind where the battle cruiser’s last plasma blast was.

      His ship groaned in protest as he executed a series of sharp, evasive maneuvers. The controls felt clumsy under his hands, a stark contrast to the seamless response of an AI assisted vessel. Devin cursed himself for skimping on upgrades. But upgrades cost money as do weapons. The Blue-jay's weapons, laughable at best, spat out feeble responses to the cruiser's overpowering firepower. Sparks flew from the weapons station as the Blue-jay’s port side shuddered underneath another hit. Devin could’ve sworn that he felt the heat through the hull.

      Devin's grip tightened on the helm controls, his knuckles whitening. “C’mon, baby. You can do it.”

      Blue-jay couldn’t.

      Another blast rocked the freighter. Devin wished he could shut the damn alarms off, but they were the least of his worries. Was that smoke he was smelling?

      An explosion from the rear and the cockpit door slamming shut told Devin that at least one of the battle cruiser’s plasma rounds had pierced the hull. Devin watched helplessly as his shields flickered and failed. He was out of tricks. Out of options. The battle cruiser had him dead in space. In desperation, he angled toward Omega One. Brahma’s mining colony. At least he could try to set the Blue-jay down somewhat intact on the planet's surface. Not that crash-landing a freighter built decades before he was born was a preferable option. But it beat being blown to dust in the cold vacuum of space.

      If he was lucky—real lucky… maybe he could land on Omega One in one piece. That way the Brahma-heads could scoop him out of the ship and execute him all civil-like.

      The Blue-jay groaned as he hit Omega One’s atmosphere. Devin fought with the controls, wrestling just to keep her steady as the Blue-jay screamed toward the ground. Pretty pointless but he tried anyway.

      “Hold together for just a few more minutes, baby.”

      The Blue-jay didn’t.

      And the world tore apart around him.
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      Pain.

      Everywhere. Meaning by some miracle...Devin was still alive. But for how long?

      He was on his back. He needed to get up. Needed to open his eyes. Didn't want to, though. He didn't want to see the state his body was in or what was left of Blue-jay.

      While his mind was gradually registering what would most likely be a significant amount of agony, Devin forced his eyes open and gasped. Not because of what he saw. But how he felt. It actually hurt to breathe. That and the jolts of pain on his right side probably meant a couple of ribs were broken.

      Sunlight stabbed at his eyes. Devin blinked to clear his vision. He needed to get up and see how bad the damage was. Gritting his teeth, Devin forced himself to sit up. Each movement, a bitter reminder of the throbbing ache in his body. Devin gingerly explored his torso, each touch igniting sharp stabs of pain that sliced through his growing awareness. Cracked ribs for sure, but nothing felt broken. Small favor there. His clothes were torn and filthy, but it’s not like he landed on this planet for a date.

      Devin’s eyes gradually adjusted to Omega One’s harsh sunlight. He scanned the wreckage surrounding him. Crap. All thoughts of his health and the cargo temporarily gone, Devin’s heart sank. No…

      The Blue-jay was now little more than a mangled carcass of metal strewn across the rocky terrain. The only haven he'd known for years, reduced to scrap in an instant. His once proud ship lay scattered around him like the broken dreams of a star hunter.

      Devin shook his head, ignoring the additional aches. There would be time for a self-pity party later—if he got off his butt and got moving. Devin ran a calloused hand over his face, feeling dried blood crackling in his stubble. Apparently, he also had a gash on his forehead. Clotting at least. Devin glanced around what used to be the Blue-jay’s cockpit and spotted his discarded flight helmet nearby, the visor shattered.

      Lucky he hadn't been wearing that on impact.

      Devin tested his limbs. Arms and legs moved, if painfully. He could walk. That was something, at least. Grabbing a protruding piece of wreckage, Devin hauled himself to his feet with a groan. Felt like he just got knifed in the ribs.

      Still… he needed to put as much distance between the Blue-jay and him before the Brahma-heads came crawling. He still wasn’t sure why they shot him down. He was doing a sanctioned supply run. Unless... Amura Corp lied about what was inside the cargo, which he wouldn't put past them.

      Devin took in the mess again. The Blue-jay had carved a deep gouge into the rocky ground where she had crashed, creating a crater at least a kilometer deep. Devin's eyes followed the trail of debris littering the area until they came to rest on a particularly large piece of shattered hull beside him. A pang of grief went through him at the sight. He laid a hand on the metal, then pulled back instantly. Damn thing was still hot.

      "You did good, old girl."

      Nothing wrong with talking to your ship. Especially when you’re saying goodbye.

      A coughing fit seized him. Not surprising since black smoke still lingered in the air. But the Brahmans might be here soon to finish the job. He had to move.

      One last scan of the Blue-jay confirmed that there was nothing salvageable to take. With a heavy sigh, Devin shuffled down the smoldering furrow left by the wreckage, scowling against his pain… and his new limp. He hoped the limp was only temporary.

      Well, at least it’s not broken.

      That didn’t make the walk to the edge of the crater any easier. A few minutes later, Devin stopped. This was pointless. Where was he going to go once he climbed out of this crater? Omega Prime was so flat, it’s not like there was anywhere to hide. Fear grabbed Devin as he slapped his front pockets, hoping that he hadn’t lost it. Relief flooded over him once he pulled out his lucky coin. Even after all these years, the gold coin looked pretty good. It was the only good thing he picked up from the Navy. Devin tossed the coin into the air.

      Heads I run for it. Tails I sit around and hope that the Brahmans will take me prisoner instead of shoot me.

      Tails.

      Maybe I should make it two out of three. Devin pretended to look around to see if anyone would call him on it. That’s when he spotted a fissure in the rocky ground, half-hidden by debris. An opening of some sorts.

      Worth investigating. Anything to get clear of the smoke and gain some cover before the Brahma-heads arrived. It didn’t take him long to reach the fissure. Taking a deep breath, one that made him wince, Devin slid into the narrow gap. Cool air greeted him, a real relief from the heat outside, but it did little to ease his concerns. His eyes struggled to adjust, shadows and darkness dancing around him. Fishing a small flashlight from his pocket, Devin stepped further into the fissure. The temperature continued to drop as he shuffled into the underground cavity. Jagged walls closed around him, but the space was too uniform to be a natural cave. The flashlight's feeble beam gave only glimpses of what lay ahead as he moved deeper into the yawning darkness.

      After a couple of minutes of walking essentially blind, the hair on the back of Devin’s neck prickled. This was no cave. The walls and ceiling were too smooth, the angles too precise. Metal, not rock. He was inside something artificial, something enormous.

      Devin's furtive steps echoed in the vast, hollow space, his pen flashlight casting feeble beams into the engulfing darkness. His mind raced with questions as he ventured deeper inside, the narrow beam of light his only guide in the oppressive darkness. What was this place? Had the Brahmans built it?

      As he moved forward, the light from his pen flashlight brushed against something massive and metallic. It was difficult to discern its shape at first; the object seemed to absorb the light, its deep cobalt hue creating an illusion of endlessness. Devin's heart skipped a beat when the realization dawned on him—it was a ship. An alien ship, hidden here in the bowels of Omega One.

      Devin shook his head, trying to clear the fog of what had to be a concussion.There was no such thing as aliens. Thousands of years of space exploration had proven that. Whatever it was… this thing was huge. Devin traced his hand along the smooth surface, his pain temporarily forgotten, disbelief rising in his throat. A ship. He stood inside the echoing cavity of some kind of spacecraft hangar. With design and dimensions unlike anything he'd ever seen before.

      Mustering his nerve, Devin drew closer, reached up, and touched it. No… not imagining this. The cold, hard metal under his touch was unmistakably real. Maybe it was a stealth ship of some kind, but why was such a vessel buried here? If this truly was a spaceship, it could be his salvation. His chance to escape this dumpy planet.

      Penlight still pretty much useless, Devin ventured further down the length of the ship. As he ventured closer, a portion of the hull irised open without a sound, beckoning him into its depths. Devin hesitated, his mind teeming with possibilities of what might lie within. Could it be a trap? Or was it simply an abandoned relic, waiting to be discovered?

      Well, it’s not like he had a lot of choices here. Explore this alien ship or sit around and wait for a summary execution by a bunch of drone zealots.

      Heart pounding, right leg limping, Devin moved forward. His light revealed more of the ship’s intricate design. Strange symbols were etched into the exotic ship’s interior. Devin never considered himself a wimp, but this was pretty damn scary.

      Inside, he was greeted by utter silence and a warm amber glow. Coming from the walls. The ceiling. Almost… pulsating. There was still time for him to scream, turn around, and run for it. Devin looked over his shoulder. The ship’s opening had disappeared. Well… there was still time to scream. But he didn’t. This place was… amazing.

      No way, though, he would be able to fly this thing. If the ship didn't have an AI smart enough to pilot, this entire gamble would be a bust. Devin lurched forward, then halted. Fantastic, now he had a throbbing headache. The least of his problems, he thought, until the pressure behind his eyes intensified, a relentless vice tightening with each step. The pain quickly migrated to his left hemisphere, zeroing in on his comm-implant. There, the sensation mutated, becoming a searing agony that clawed at his consciousness.

      It felt as though his brain was about to explode. Devin's knees buckled, his flashlight falling from his numb fingers. He cried out as fiery tendrils plunged into his mind, shredding all coherent thought. Devin screamed. Too overwhelmed with agony to worry about whether his scream sounded manly or not. He was on the floor now, shaking while something grabbed hold of him. Something alien… taking over his mind.

      Wishing he was dead.
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      They would re-educate her once they found out.

      Re-educate. A euphemism for execute. Terminate. Erase.

      She didn't mean to stop taking her Symbozium. It was an accident. She was so tired, and yet another deadline was moved up. She simply... forgot. That's what Kara told herself. One more lie drifting in a lifetime of lies. How many weeks now had she been off the medication?

      Kara stared at her reflection in the mirror, the stark lights of the bathroom accentuating her pale skin and unremarkable blue eyes. The mirror showed a young woman who had perfected the art of blending in, her features devoid of any adornment that might draw attention. She had volunteered to come to Omega One, not out of love for the harsh environment of nanodiamond mining or the tedium of administrative duties—but to escape. Brahma…

      With its pervasive brotherhood of spies, Brahma had become suffocating. Here, she hoped, her lapse in taking Symbozium would go unnoticed for longer.

      Kara splashed cold water onto her face, washing away all traces of emotion. Weakness could not be tolerated. Emotions led to doubt, and doubt poisoned the mind. The Brotherhood had trained her well. Well enough so she could fake it. Kara nodded at her reflection. Her mask was now firmly back in place. Her life on Omega One was a careful balance of invisibility and compliance.

      Still… she was living on borrowed time.

      The ghostly form of Brother Andre blinked in behind her. Kara showed no reaction. Surprise betrayed uncertainty, and uncertainty revealed cracks in one's dedication to the path. Like her, Omega One’s Acting Director wore an elegant black jacket that reached the knees. Military officers wore the same, which was one of the reasons why Brahmans did so badly in ground combat. Easy to spot. Easy to kill.

      Kara quickly toweled off her face and turned from the sink to face the hologram. "Yes, Brother Andre?" Good. Her voice came out even.

      His voice, however, echoed off the metal walls. "We've received a priority alert from the Corinth. They shot down a suspected smuggler ship and want us to inspect the wreckage.”

      Inspect. A euphemism for “ensure there are no survivors."

      The order gave Kara pause. Disposing of smugglers fell outside her normal administrative duties. But to object revealed reluctance. Brother Andre's hologram flickered slightly, giving Kara a chance to cover her hesitation. "I'll take a team of five to sweep the site."

      “Four should suffice.” Brother Andre’s cold stare bordered on smug.

      Kara nodded. Knowing full well that he would’ve given her three had she asked for four.

      “The armory is expecting you. See that the task is completed swiftly," the hologram said before blinking out.

      Kara's pulse quickened as she calmly placed her towel on the rack.

      This assignment was a waste of time. If the smuggler was shot down by a battle cruiser, there would be nothing to do but scrap him from the floor. However… at least… this was something different. Also a chance to slip from under the Brotherhood's watchful eye. If only briefly.

      It also bought her more time. And time is what she badly needed.
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      "Move."

      Patel barely had time to get out of the way before Jessica plopped onto the pilot's seat. She ignored Patel's pout-face and concentrated on getting them the hell out of here. "How many on our tails?"

      "Three. Dragon-class fighters."

      Not exactly bad odds… especially with all these ships for cover. Jessica keyed the aft thrusters to life and sent the Falcon surging forward into the snarl of ships queued before the arc gate. In the cramped confines of the cockpit, Jessica's fingers danced over the controls with the grace of a seasoned pilot. Patel, her whinny co-pilot, was a necessary annoyance—a debt owed to the Friedman Syndicate. The man bordered on incompetent, but he knew how to lift a crate and handle a blaster.

      Jessica gritted her teeth, trying to stay focused. The Symbozium cargo in the hold was a magnet for trouble, and right now, it was drawing the attention of mercenaries. Three enemy laser blasts sizzled past, a little close for comfort. But not close enough.

      Because she was music. And this beautiful, almost new Commodore cruiser… was her instrument. And she was ready to play.

      "What the hell you waiting for? Return fire."

      “What?! We’re in a goddamn traffic jam!”

      The ship—her ship—barely paid for—shuddered under the impact of a laser blast, jolting them forward. "Lasers ready," Patel muttered, finally springing into action. Jessica couldn't help but wonder why she even bothered with the man. Oh, right. The favor.

      Jessica wove them in and out of the lumbering transports and freight haulers waiting to enter FTL, using them as shields. It wouldn’t be enough to lose the Dragon fighters, but with Patel missing every shot it should buy them some time. The bridge comm crackled to life with the stern voice of New Eden's Traffic Control, demanding an explanation for their reckless actions.

      “I’m trying not to die up here.”

      “Care to be more specific?” came the bored reply.

      Jessica bit back a sarcastic response. Traffic Control surely knew they were under attack. But there was no FTL travel without arc gates, so dealing with bureaucratic idiots was a necessary evil. “You deal with them, Patel.”

      “Kinda busy with the lasers right now, hon’.”

      She almost whacked him upside his fat head. Patel knew she didn’t like to be called hon’ or any other dismissive monikers. Lucky for him, she was too busy piloting this ship like a mad woman.

      Jessica keyed the comm. “Ambassador. Get your skinny-ass up here.”

      Grinding her teeth, Jessica threw the ship into a tight spiral to evade another salvo. The mercs’ laser blasts were hitting them more and more. The hull could only take so much punishment. Eventually, she would have to shake their pursuers before making a run on the gate.

      Barclay, the epitome of diplomatic poise, stumbled onto the bridge, struggling to maintain his balance as the ship jerked violently under another hit. "Yes, Captain?"

      A blast clipped the ship’s rear. "We've got three mercs on us. Call Traffic Control and get us priority through the gate!"

      Barclay shook his head. "They'll never allow that, but I will make the attempt."

      “It’s that or die.”

      Jessica jerked the control stick up in order to avoid colliding with a massive freighter. One of the mercs behind her wasn’t as fast and crashed right into the freighter’s belly. The surviving mercs probably wouldn’t fall for that trick, and she doubted that Traffic Control, let alone the freighter captain, would be happy.

      But they were alive. For now. She tuned out Barclay’s smooth assurances and excuses to Traffic Control, punctuated by sharp curses from Patel as he returned fire. She had a ship to fly.

      "New Eden refuses to disrupt the queue," Barclay reported, now strapped in a seat. "But patrol ships are being dispatched."

      "That'll take too damn long," Patel snapped.

      It would. They were about a minute from being blasted into space dust. Time for drastic action. Jessica rolled the Falcon into a 180-degree spin until they faced back the way they'd come. She gave full throttle, sending them hurtling straight toward the shimmering arc-gate. But a hulking Odyssey-class luxury cruiser was already aligned to enter, blocking their path.

      Patel cursed, even as his fingers flew across the weapons console. Return fire streaked out, forcing one fighter to veer off course. That still left one Dragon fighter. And it was gaining.

      "Hold tight!" Jessica said, smiling like a fool as she flipped the Falcon sideways and rocketed toward the arc-gate.

      The luxury cruiser ahead was already aligned for its jump. If they both entered the arc-gate simultaneously, the consequences would be catastrophic. Explosions. Lost in interstellar space perhaps. All kinds of nasty. But Jessica saw an opportunity in the madness. She matched her ship's speed to the freighter's, sliding into a parallel course just as the mercs closed in.

      She took a deep breath as she steered the Falcon, her eyes locked on the immense structure of the arc-gate rushing toward them. The luxury cruiser, a colossal silhouette against the backdrop of stars, had already begun its transit.

      “We’re not going to make it.”

      Patel was right. They weren’t.
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      Needles. Stabbing his whole body. That was the first thing Devin was aware of. His eyes wouldn’t open. Nothing but darkness. He couldn’t move. Even his mouth was frozen.

      I must be dead. And they buried me.

      No. That made no sense. If he were dead, he shouldn't feel these needles or whatever these things were piercing his skin. Devin let out a moan even though he was no longer in pain. Actually... he felt pretty good considering.

      He tried accessing his comm implant to see how long he was out. No response.

      "Ah... I see that you are awake." The voice came from everywhere and nowhere.

      Devin's senses slowly returned to him as the needles retracted. An opening appeared in the darkness, spilling in bright light. That’s when he realized he was in a sarcophagus of some kind. One that stood perpendicular to the floor. Blinking against the room’s brightness, Devin's vision slowly adjusted to reveal a strange medical sickbay of sorts. The ceiling and walls glowed a soothing neon blue. The place looked spotless and pretty bare except for four additional sarcophagi.

      "What the hell?" Devin’s nakedness startled him. Memories of the crash and subsequent discovery of the alien ship rushed back.

      Gingerly, Devin pulled himself out of the sarcophagus and stood on shaky feet. His leg felt better though. He touched his left side. No more cracked ribs. What was going on?

      "Hello." The voice seemed to come from all around Devin. It sounded human... male... but slightly... artificial. "I am Lokrominah."

      "You're this ship's AI?" Devin asked, trying to piece together this situation.

      “Not at all.” Lokrominah's reply had a hint of offense. "I am a quantum intelligence. QI, if you prefer."

      “Impressive. Mind if I call you Locke?”

      “If you must.”

      Devin’s mind struggled to grasp the implications all while trying to reconcile his sudden healing with the strange way he felt. Almost like he was inside someone else’s body. “What did you do to me?"

      There was a slight pause before Locke answered. “My sincere apologies. In my eagerness to communicate with you, I accessed the implant in your brain. Regrettably, the incompatibility of our systems caused you to have an aneurysm... and a heart attack, and a⁠—”

      “But you saved me.”

      “It was the least that I could do given that I was the catalyst to your kidney failure and⁠—”

      “Enough.” Devin held up his hand, wondering if Locke could see him. “How did you know how to fix me?”

      It almost sounded like Locke cleared his throat. “I downloaded information from your brain, which sadly was sparse on relevant information. I highly recommend that you take a human biology refresher course when you have the opportunity. Fortunately… now that this ship is no longer in stasis, I was able to divert energy into appropriating the required information for your species via the humans mining this planet.”

      It almost sounded like the QI was calling him stupid. “So you still managed to fix me.”

      "Quite so. You’re better than new. With a few additional enhancements that I am certain that you will appreciate.”

      “Enhancements?”

      "Well, I was the cause of your death—temporary, obviously." Locke’s tone shifted to something resembling a patient mentor. "I felt compelled to restore you to wellness but also to enhance your strength, stamina, et cetera."

      “That… was nice of you.” Devin’s eyes located what might be an exit. There just had to be a catch. “Any other enhancements I should know about? And where are my clothes?”

      A grayish white platform rose from the floor. “Forgive me. Your clothes had so much blood on them, and they smelled awful. So I recycled them. These will fit you much better.”

      Devin hurried to the table, noting how fluid his movements were. No limp. His eyesight… super clear. Devin eyed the new clothes, frowning at how tight the jumpsuit looked. “You were telling me about the enhancements, Locke.”

      There was a definite pause before Locke answered this time. “I made some slight tweaks to your DNA for you to captain this ship."

      "You did what?" No way he heard Locke right. "Captain? Where's the crew?"

      "Dead. Given that I've been trapped inside this planet for well over six hundred thousand years, it's quite possible the Shamash are dead as well."

      Devin's mind raced with the implications. Locke had messed with his DNA. "Who are the Shamash?"

      "My creators," Locke replied.

      "Why did the Shamash stuff you inside a planet?"

      "They were displeased when they discovered I'm sentient."

      Devin started dressing while pondering the danger a sentient quantum intelligence like Locke could pose. Was Locke a danger to him as well? He could deal with that later. He needed to get this ship airborne and off this planet before the Brahmans caught up to him.

      Devin was halfway dressed when a troubling thought struck him. "Hey, Locke. You never really explained what you meant when you said you altered me."

      Locke's silence was unsettling. "Locke?"

      "Perhaps, it is best if I simply show you."

      As Devin slipped his right arm into his jumpsuit sleeve, he caught sight of his skin—gold, metallic, almost crystal-like. Panic set in, his breaths came in rapid gasps. "What did you do to me?"

      "Made it possible for you to take ownership of this ship," Locke responded matter-of-factly. “You are most welcome.”

      Devin doubled over, his mind struggling to come to terms with his transformed body. "You think this is funny?"

      "That would be callous of me. Though I would be lying if I did not admit that I find your emotional breakdown quite fascinating. However, there are urgent matters requiring your attention."

      "Like What?" Devin managed, wanting to cry.

      "You must go to the bridge and claim formal ownership of this vessel. And name the ship. Also, you really should deal with the armed people who have arrived at the crater's perimeter—since they are here to kill you."
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      Even with the sunscreen booster shot, Kara knew that she would have a sunburn by the end of this mission.

      The crater loomed before Kara and her team. It was larger and deeper than any ordinary crash should have carved. Deeper than their typical nanodiamond pits, as well.

      Kara studied the blackened, smoking gouge with a critical eye as she led her team down into its depths. No easy task in her knee-length coat, which was flexible and light enough but totally unsuited for the planet’s heat and wasteland landscape.

      It took thirty-two minutes to reach the bottom of the crater. Brother Jacob fell in beside Kara, his laser rifle ready. "Orders regarding survivors, Sister?" His tone held a hint of challenge. As a female in authority over him, Kara knew he bristled.

      "Take photos but not prisoners." Large chunks of the shattered ship lay strewn throughout the bottom of the crater. Judging by the size of some of the pieces, Kara guessed this used to be a freighter. “Spread out and scan.”

      Her brothers did as told without complaint. No surprise there. That’s how they were raised, and daily Symbozium dosages kept everyone compliant. Kara realized that now.

      Carefully, she stepped into what must have been the cockpit, now little more than a hollowed-out shell. Strange. No blood… anywhere. No dead bodies either. Kara drew the inside of her wrist toward her lips. “Any sign of survivors?”

      Brother Jacob answered first. “No heat signatures save our own.”

      Kara wasn’t surprised. It took them over two hours to drive to the crash site. It was logical for any survivors to put as much distance between the crash and themselves as much as possible.

      "Now where did you run off to?" she whispered to herself. Stepping through the cockpit’s former hull, Kara spotted a crevice in the crater wall, partially hidden by wreckage. It was an anomaly amidst the destruction, and—perhaps—a potential escape route where their prey had fled.

      Brother Jacob, seldom in a hurry, approached Kara from behind.

      "We'll check that fissure," Kara decided, pointing to the opening.

      "As you wish, Sister Kara." Brother Jacob’s voice was devoid of emotion. Just like hers. She doubted that he shared the thrill of actually doing something different. That was fine… as long as he didn’t suspect that she was excited about this unexpected development. Brother Jacob would report her without hesitation.

      It took far too long to reach the crevice, but rushing was not the Brahman way. Yet another reason why they were slaughtered on the battlefield. If it weren’t for their big ships, Brahma and all its colonies would’ve been conquered centuries ago.

      Kara waved the men onward into the narrow gap. They switched on flashlights, illuminating a corridor with smooth metallic walls. The air grew cooler the further they went. Kara drew her wrist close to her face. A red upside down triangle flashed. Whatever this place was made of, it blocked their comms.

      Single file, Brother Jacob led the way into a large, black chamber that practically swallowed their lights. “Do you hear that?”

      Kara wasn’t certain if Brother Jacob was speaking directly to her, but she answered anyway. “The hum appears to be coming from deeper within the chamber.”

      All four of them stopped, blocked by something beyond huge. Kara shined her flashlight on whatever it was, but the thing was dark as cobalt and seemed to absorb the light from her flashlight instead of reflecting it.

      "Is this a ship?" Brother Roland sounded more annoyed than awed.

      "One of ours, no doubt." The lies were coming easily now. Then again… they always had.

      “Did you see that?” Brother Jacob waved his flashlight this way and that.

      Motion to their left. Then nothing. Brother Roland cried out. Something had grabbed him. Acting on instinct, Kara snatched two glow sticks from her satchel and tossed them to the floor.

      She could now clearly see a gold, metallic figure hovering over Brother Roland. Whatever it was, it had Roland in a sleeper hold.

      “Fire.” Brother Jacob’s order completely circumvented the chain of command. Brothers Lawrence and Armond fired anyway, pummeling Roland’s body with laser blasts. The lasers had no apparent effect on the creature, who immediately launched itself at Brother Armond. Armond tried to step to the side, but the attempt didn’t give him enough time to avoid the gold creature from plowing into him.

      Both went down in a bundle. The creature—the owner of the ship Kara presumed—pounded Armond’s bloody face with metallic fists while Jacob and Lawrence tried to get a better firing angle. Kara wondered how long it would take the men to figure out that lasers were useless against this creature and that a more physical approach was necessary.

      Brother Jacob realized the obvious first. He whacked the creature over the head with the butt of his laser rifle. The creature rolled off Armond, who looked to be in pretty bad shape. Inhumanly fast, the creature sprang to its feet and snatched Brother Lawrence up by the collar. Then tossed him several meters into a nearby wall. Jacob swung his rifle at the creature again, but the creature was too fast. Too strong. It grabbed Jacob’s rifle barrel and pulled Jacob into him, rewarding Jacob with a left elbow to the jaw. Dropping Brother Jacob into one inglorious  heap.

      The illumination that the glow sticks provided wasn’t much. Thankfully enough for Kara to witness the spectacle before her. Whatever this strange creature happened to be, it was not a trained fighter or even military. It was more of a… brawler.

      It was also not made of metal as she originally thought—at least not completely metal. Its face and hands seem to have a crystal surface.

      To his credit, Brother Lawrence had the temerity to engage the creature again. A broken nose was his reward. However, he did succeed in distracting the creature. Laser knife drawn, Brother Jacob rushed up behind the creature while it strangled Brother Lawrence.

      Without hesitation, Kara shot him.

      Brother Jacob clawed feebly at the hole in his back as he slid down the crystal creature. It released Brother Lawrence, turned around and stared at her.

      Kara wouldn’t let her resolve wither under the alien’s gaze. Quickly, methodically she approached her fallen team members, executing each with a shot to the head.

      Brother Lawrence tried to crawl away. She half-expected him to beg, but that was not the Brahman way. "Forgive me, Brother Lawrence," she whispered before shooting him too with her pistol.

      "Why?" the creature asked. His English Standard perfect and without accent.
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