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​

“To know your Enemy, you must become your Enemy.” ― Sun Tzu  

“We do not merely destroy our enemies; we change them.” ― George Orwell, 1984
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The three people on the bridge sat at their posts, still tense, even though the alarm klaxon was finally silent. A kilometer away, the vast bulky remains of an alien warship drifted alongside theirs. 

“Unknown vessel, this is Terran Federation Ship Cormorant requesting permission to board. Please identify yourself. “

The communications officer repeated the phrases for a fifth time, and then paused a moment to lick his dry lips. 

“Might as well give it up, Jackson. They won’t answer. It’s a derelict,” said the captain. 

The younger man, Lt. Commander Neil Jackson, looked up from his console. “I know, sir, but we finally find evidence of other life, only to discover they’re dead.” 

The captain nodded. “Worse to discover that they had a violent end.” The image filling the viewscreen was too large at their current distance to see the entire thing. Magnification would have to be reduced. Huge, jagged holes ran the length and breadth of the other ship.

“Maybe there is life, but it’s just shielded from our sensors?”

The third person, Ensign Mary Powers, pointed to the strategic screen, just left of the main tactical display. She was small-framed, with average looks but a head of wavy, blonde hair. “There’s a chance, Commander Jackson. Sensors have picked up a minor power reading. Maybe an emergency generator. Not from the engines. Also, the second planet has a habitable atmosphere, and there is a shielded facility on the second continent.”

“And I’m picking up a transmission, sir!” said Jackson. 

“A transmission, you say?” asked the captain.

“Yes, sir, but nothing intelligible so far through Rashid’s AI, just a repeating sequence.”

“Very well. Powers, lay in a course to orbit the planet.” 

“Course set, Captain. Power readings are dropping from the facility. A planetary shield either just lowered or failed. Still no signs of biological life beyond plants and fauna. The planet has a breathable atmosphere with gravity to our standards.”

“What are the odds of that, eh?” The captain cocked his right elbow on the armrest of the chair and rested his chin in his cupped palm. He looked forty, but was well past fifty years old, with short-cropped gray hair, and a patrician, Roman-look to him. He looked anything but happy at this development. “Perhaps a robotic intelligence remains. We appear to have an invitation to visit.”

“We are within shuttle range now, Captain.”

“Very well...” he said, then trailed off. 

“Want me to put together a landing team, sir?” asked Jackson, looking at the older man. 

“Yes. This entire system feels dead... Can’t you feel it? Like we’re violating a tomb, but we must find out what happened here. Go ahead, put together a team. Use bio-suits just in case, and take some Marines.”

“Yes, sir,” Jackson replied, already on his feet.
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“Cormorant, are you getting the feed of this?“ Jackson asked while settling the shuttle gently on a wide, tiled palazzo. They landed on the edge of a large ruined city complex bordered on three sides by impenetrable jungle and on the fourth, southern side, by a large circular bay. “I’m sending Sergeant Marks and Private Crane out first, then the rest of us will follow.”

“Reading you loud and clear, and visuals are good, Commander,” said the voice of Ensign Powers. “Captain wants you to investigate the source of transmission in a large temple two clicks directly north of your position.”

“Affirmative, proceeding, out.”

Jackson watched from the pilot’s seat as the figures of Marks and Crane emerged from the airlock and ran toward a low, crumbling stone wall that surrounded their landing zone. 

Marks spoke, “All clear Commander. Nothing moving out here. But I’d swear we’re being watched.”

“Very good, Sergeant. Stay alert. The rest of us are coming.”

Jackson lifted himself up and out of the cockpit and onto the narrow slice of deck that separated the pilot seat from the co-pilot/navigator’s seat. It only took two steps to reach the ladder down into the passenger area, where Warrant Officer Leila Tran waited for him with the hood of her bio-suit pulled down. All the others were already outside. 

“Here’s your machine pistol, sir,” she said with her faint French-accented English. 

“Thanks,” he said, unable to meet his lover’s frank gaze. She only hid her feelings for him when others were around. He couldn’t get used to her loving him so much. 

“You will be careful, Neil?”

“Yes, Leila, and be ready to come get us if something happens.”

He pulled her to his chest, inhaled the scent of her long, black hair, and kissed her. He put all the pent-up emotion he’d held back for the last day or so into it, and, a moment or two later, they parted.

“See you,” he murmured into her ear.”
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They advanced in a long, spread out, V-shaped formation across a field of knee-high grass. A little breeze blew from the south, carrying with it a strange half-familiar scent of the sea. Each of them held a weapon, wore a protective suit that covered them from head to toe, and a helmet with a solar-sensitive visor. The marines wore armor as part of their normal load out. 

Crane walked farther out in front of the others, grumbling to himself. His finger fidgeted on the trigger guard of his short, stubby submachine gun. He was careful not to broadcast to anyone else, but felt the need to vent. Not even twenty feet away, five awkward-looking birds perched on top of the overturned wreck of a tracked vehicle.

Looked military, like a personnel carrier, but was little more than a shell now. None of the birds stirred. “Damn lazy things,” Crane muttered, “must be the local version of vultures.”

“You got that right,” said someone nearby.

“Oh, it’s you, Sola,” he said to the small, tanned brown-haired woman a few feet away. She was recording the birds with her All-One, a scanner, recorder and sampling device about the size of a medium-sized purse. Her weapon was now slung over her shoulder. “Why did you break formation?”

“I’m a researcher,” she replied, without turning around. “You do your job and I’ll do mine.”

“Bitch.” 

That one got her to turn around. Emotion flushed her delicate, beautiful little face. Probably rage. 

“I heard that, Crane.”

“Your lack of discipline will get us killed.”

“What is going on here?” thundered the voice of Sergeant Marks. He stopped walking right next to the tiny woman, forcing her to look up. The soldier was over a foot taller than her, five feet and a few inches. He pointed his assault rifle at the birds.

“Nothing Sergeant,” Sola answered. “I just want to check out the wrecked vehicle. Get some shots of the local fauna.”

Marks glared at her. “Use a little common sense, will you, Doctor? Those things are most likely predators. We’re too close to them now.” 

She held up a hand. “You win, Sergeant. I don’t have the energy to argue with you. Let’s skip it, eh?” 

Marks nodded. “And get back to your place in the formation or I’ll send you back to the shuttle.”

Both men waited until she took her place, then Marks re-opened the radio channel, “Go ahead, Crane, we don’t have all day.” 

There wasn’t a cloud in the sky as the breeze died away to nothing. The sun dominated the blasted landscape, and the ruins of the dead city sprawling before them for kilometers. Six people, five straight-backed, and one, hunched and misshapen, toiled the last steps to the top of a small hill and stopped. A line of temples were the closest intact structures to them.

“This sun is torturing me, Botts,” complained the tallest, a man named Tircek. Sweat was pouring off the man’s raw-boned frame, staining his suit.

The hunchbacked man beside him nodded. “Feels like we’ve been walking for hours. Not used to heat anymore. I wish we could take these damned suits off.”

“I wish you’d both stop complaining,” said Sola. “Besides, it looks like we have found civilization.”

“Civilization?” muttered the hunchbacked man. “All I see is an open-aired tomb. Not a living soul down there, I bet.”

“Probably plenty of things, though,” Crane whispered to himself. He was close enough to the target structure to notice details. Much of the pyramid-shaped building was in ruins and sheathed with some sort of vine-like growth. Steps were visible ascending the west side of the building, but his orders were to make for the door that stood open at the base.

Crane thought: The last thing I want to do is go underground, much rather climb. 

He looked up at the violet-hued sky. The sun looked bigger than Sol. I’m sure if I asked Tircek, he’d know if it was.

“Stop beside the door, Crane,” said Commander Jackson through his ear bud. “Wait for Marks to join you, then keep going.”

“Yes sir,” he answered, and noticed what looked like bones at the edge of the ramp that led down beneath the building. “Sir, I think I’ve found bones. No doubt about it, actually. There’s a humanoid skull.”

More bones were scattered in the grass and had a scorched look. What else could they be?

“Wait for the rest of us, then.”

Moments later, they had a circular perimeter set up, and Jackson joined Crane where he found the bones. Both of them squatted in the grass, and Crane showed him the skull. Most of the cranium looked intact, and there were two holes where eye sockets should be. There was a jagged row of teeth, but the lower jaw and chin were missing.

“What are the odds, Commander?” Crane asked.

“Impossible. These bones are ancient. None of our ships have been here before.”

Jackson lifted the skull with his gloved right hand and placed it in a small opaque specimen bag. “Here Tircek, add this to your pack.”

Tircek stepped up. He handed Crane his shotgun. “Hold this a moment, will you?” He then took off his backpack. Jackson gave him the skull. A minute or two later, he had everything stowed. He pulled the backpack on and took his shotgun back.

Guy’s hands are huge. He could easily palm a basketball. Hell, maybe even a bowling ball! 

“Want me to take point again, sir?” Crane asked. Jackson’s visor was clear as a glass of water. The sky was getting darker. 

“Yeah,” Jackson said, and their eyes met briefly. “Do that.”

Crane felt a chill then. It traveled up his arms and raised the hair on the back of his neck. He made himself stand up and place his boots on the strange, spongy surface of the ramp. He took three steps down and flicked on his helmet light. The walls had a raw fleshy look to them, complete with rocky strands of what looked like the gingiva in a mouth. His dad had been a dentist, and this looked like pulpy flesh. 

I’m in a goddamned throat. Wonder if the rest of them feel it?

He wanted to look around, but didn’t indulge the paranoid desire. Something might leap out at him from the front. Why worry about the people behind him?

Twenty feet in, the rough-hewn passage leveled out. The floor is smooth, at least.

He could see a faint light through a doorway about fifty feet further in. 

Paused a moment, and looked back, taking a head count. Marks was right behind, followed by Jackson, then the medic, Botts, and Tircek, the geologist. 

Where was Sola? 

“Sola is missing. Anybody see anything?”

The headlamps made faceplates completely transparent. He saw a gamut of emotions, but none apparently were feeling the panic coursing through him: Except Jackson. He’s as spooked as I am.

He watched Jackson key his circuit for Sola, but couldn’t hear anything. “Looks like we have some interference down here. No indirect communications. Not even with the shuttle or Cormorant.” 

Marks pushed past Botts, heading back toward the entrance. “Bet she found some plant back there and doesn’t even know we’re gone.”

“Now wait a minute,” said Jackson. “We can’t afford to split up.”

“Well then, sir, why did we take any non-military types with us then? You know the way they are,” said Marks.

“You’re bordering on insubordination, Sergeant! We didn’t know what we’d run into down here.”

“What do you suggest we do, sir? Do we wait for her to catch up?”

Crane wondered if maybe Sergeant Marks was a little edgier than he thought. I’m definitely not enjoying this, and Jackson normally keeps it together pretty well, but not this time. Doesn’t look like he has a clue what to do. 

“We will all go,” said Jackson.

“There is a light ahead, Commander,” said Tircek. “I’d like to check it out. It might be the source of the transmission.”

“By yourself?”

“Sola will understand. Besides, my one gun wouldn’t make much difference, would it?”

Jackson hesitated a moment longer, then said, “Crane, stay with him.” 

Crane watched as the others turned to head back the way they had come in search of Sola. Thanks a lot. Goddamn Sola. All that mattered to her was research. Now, I’m stuck down here with a giant freak. 

“Shall we proceed, Private Crane?” Tircek asked.

He sighed, “Yeah, Doc, let’s get this over with.” 
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Sola’s stubbornness paid dividends. It was so easy to slip behind everyone. Tircek grinned at her, but said nothing. She liked him, but he was hard to know. He kept to himself and refused to discuss his past. He’d talk all day about humanity’s past, linguistics, or rocks, but nothing personal. Probably best to maintain distance, anyway. Relationships equaled entanglements. 

Nothing illustrated that better than her break-up with Dr. Norman Botts two days ago. He hadn’t accepted their friendship well. Anyway, none of that mattered. She needed to get away from the overprotective gaze of Jackson and the two soldiers.

The moment Tircek turned his attention away, she slipped back up the passage. Odds were good that they wouldn’t even miss her. Still, every moment counted. You only got one chance with Jackson. 

Back at the entrance, she settled the All-One carefully against her right hip, and moved the strap to her left shoulder. Now she could brace it with her right and carry her pistol in her left hand.

She turned left, back onto the crumbling stone path, feeling her pulse speed up. More of the birds were at the top of the temple above her, but she had enough footage for now. She wanted a closer look at some two- and three-story buildings a block further east.

A terrible odor enveloped her as she reached the first of the buildings a block away. A series of symbols decorated the wall beside what appeared to be a door. No handles or buttons. The entire stone building glittered with mica. Granite? Not my specialty. 

She stepped closer, still recording, but now also scanning the rock. Details of the building’s composition scrolled across her screen. Something about Muscovite Shist. This was an important find! My insubordination is going to pay off! 

Data continued to spew across the screen. She took one more step and a cool breeze washed over her. Startled, she looked up. The door was open, but it was too dark inside to see anything. The stench strengthened, wafting from somewhere within.

She switched her All-One light on and played the beam across the opening. Something huge snarled and came straight for her. Dying afternoon sunlight played over a scaled hide while the thing bared its fangs and took a swipe at her with a claw. The razor-sharp talons cut right through her wrist that controlled the All-One. The piece of flesh and machinery flew free. 

Sola staggered, blood spouting from the ragged stump of her right hand. Too shocked to scream or even react, her back slammed against the wall behind her. The thing followed her out and scooped her up into its arms. Her vision faded in and out. She focused long enough to see her hand clutching the pistol in her lap, just as the thing carried her through the doorway.
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Jackson followed, taking the rear-guard spot. Paranoia and a strong desire to see Leila again gave him all the motivation he needed. Just seeing the sun was comforting as they emerged back outside. 

“Anyone see Sola?” he asked.

“She’s vanished, sir,” Marks answered.

Jackson looked for the shuttle. All he could see were ruins. He keyed his connection to the shuttle. “You still with us, Tran?”

“I’m here, Commander. Something wrong?”

“Not sure. Sola’s missing. Keep an eye out for her, please.”

“Yes, sir,” Tran replied.

“She’s way over the line on this one. Doesn’t listen!” Marks said.

Out of the corner of his eye, Jackson noticed the hunched figure of Botts climbing the steps, or whatever they were, of the temple above them. He couldn’t tell if they resembled Aztec, Mayan, or even Toltec ruins, but they looked like the picture in his mind of them. 

The top of the temple was a hundred feet up, but Botts kept climbing. Apparently, he wouldn’t be any better at taking orders than Sola.
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