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Bright crystal shards showered down upon the crisp hard desert ground with bright impressive streaks of yellow, pink and purple in the sand that made the world appear as alien as anything Doctor Catherine Taylor had ever seen. She might have been around for over 90,000 years because of her artificial genetics, medical advancements and rejuvenation treatments, but even this planet was a wonder to her.

Catherine stood perfectly still on a massive, almost endless, desert in the middle of nowhere as the little crystal shards showered down on her long blue trench coat and bounced off her velvety blond hair, when she had wanted to come to this planet to search for an artifact that had been releasing an energy signal, almost calling out to her, she hadn’t expected the world to look like this.

The field was completely flat with only the yellow, pink and purple grains of sand adding any texture, colour or something to see to the ground. There was no wind but somehow the grains of sand swirled, twirled and moved along the ground like there was a current that Catherine couldn’t feel.

Catherine was even more interested in why there was such a strong scent of dried apricots that seemed so out of place considering the nearest trees were over a hundred kilometres away in the world’s capital city. That was desperately preparing itself for an incoming invasion.

As much as Catherine wanted, needed to stay on the world in the backwater and unloved and forgettable Samuel System, she just knew that she couldn’t stay here any longer than necessary.

The distant roar of cannon firing made Catherine just frown as she realised that the superhumans she had forged, created and basically became a mother to where here. If these were the loyal superhuman Angels of Death and Hope then maybe she would have smiled. But it was her traitorous children that were the attackers today, so if she didn’t hurry up and find the artifact she seek then she would have to face her children.

And she didn’t like her odds. She was a baseline human, her children were stronger, tougher and deadlier than anything she could have ever imagined when she first started the project with the Glorious Emperor all those tens of thousands of years ago.

“Doctor,” Commander Drax said behind her.

Catherine rolled her eyes. The last thing she had ever needed was a babysitter but considering he was in charge of the system’s military, he was a good and powerful ally to have. 

Catherine looked at him and smiled at his strong jawline, solid muscular body and rather beautiful eyes. Drax just stared at her, and Catherine was starting to wonder how badly did he want to run his dirty fingers through her silky blond hair. 

Catherine definitely wasn’t going to allow that to ever happen.

The loud rumble overhead made Catherine look up and she slowly nodded as she saw a two-kilometre-long blue blade-like battle cruiser descend towards them.

“This is the only ship I can spare your little adventure,” Drax said. “I will remain here until you and the Artifact are safely secured,”

Catherine didn’t know how to take that, she wasn’t some mere object to be secured and transported, she was a human. But she smiled anyway. 

Slowly Catherine took out a small metal fork-like object that was constantly scanning the strange rainbow-coloured ground in search of the energy signals that she was looking for.

This entire hunt had started so long ago when she had first felt the urge to travel to the silly Samuel system, it had taken her two years to get there but at least she had found the first artifact, a Keystone as Drax and the natives called it.

That Keystone had only left more questions than answers and something when she had activated the Keystone only yesterday, it had activated something on this planet that was pulsing intense energy into the cold deadly void of space.

That was exactly what Catherine wanted to find out.

The little scanner in her hand vibrated slightly as she slowly walked around the area. 

It vibrated more and more before the scanner popped and smoke poured out. Crystal shards slowly showered the wreckage of the scanner before it simply sunk into the strange grains of the sand.

Catherine pointed over to Drax and he radioed the cruiser overhead to send down a military detachment to start the excavation.

As Catherine just stared down on the spot of ground at her feet she felt butterflies fill her stomach. She always felt like this whenever she was about to make a discovery.

She had no idea what was below the surface but she couldn’t wait to find out.

Catherine just had a feeling it was going to change the course of the war and the fate of the Samuel system.

***
[image: ]


A few hours later Catherine stood at the very edge of a massive hole and stared down tens of metres towards the bottom where marines were powering cranes and other technology in an effort to find the treasure that she sought.

Catherine had conducted a few tests on the strange yellow, pink and purple sand that seemed to be moving faster around the hole they were digging but the sand did not fall into the hole, killing the men and women inside.

Catherine had wondered if the sand would do that at some point but from the tests that she had run, the sand seemed to repel any touch with organic matter. Granted that didn’t explain in the slightest how she and Drax were standing right next to each other without the sand parting.

But that could simply be because her and Drax were wearing combat boots, and because of the rather extreme heat inside the hole the marines were occasionally digging with their bare hands, and walking round in bare feet.

It was a theory and whilst the marines dug, it wasn’t like Catherine had anything else to do.

Distant roars, booms and explosions ripped across the wide endless field or space (Catherine wasn’t really sure what to call it) and she just knew that time was running out. Sooner or later her traitorous children would be here, and would try to take the artifact from her.

“What do you think it is?” Drax asked.

Catherine shrugged. In the past few hours she had actually learnt to respect Drax’s mind a little, it was clever, curious and maybe in another life he could have been a great scientist instead of a military commander. But that ship had sailed about a hundred years ago.

“Another Keystone perhaps,” Catherine said.

It was the most logical answer, but Catherine nervously moved her hands together as she still knew the icy coldness of the metal triangular Keystone she had studied on the Samuel System’s Capital World unleashed all that destruction.

She just hoped this artifact wouldn’t do the same.

“Doctor!” someone shouted. 

Catherine looked down the hole again and saw something rising up.

The hole collapsed.

Drax threw Catherine to one side.

Catherine fell back.

The sand shifted. Sealing the hole up.

Catherine jumped up. Drax was gone. All those marines were trapped in the sand. What had Catherine done?

The sand where the hole had been moved and shifted and Catherine rushed over. Digging with her hands as much as the sand as she could.

“Drax!” she shouted.

Catherine kept digging. She felt a hand. She pulled it up. She sunk ankle-deep into the sand.

She didn’t care.

Catherine kept pulling.

She pulled up a female marine who helped her to dig more and more.

Catherine grabbed another hand. She pulled them up. The female marine pulled up someone too.

There was still no sign of Drax.

The entire ground shook slightly and the sand moved dramatically.

Catherine fell to the ground, caught up in the constant current of the moving yellow, purple and pink sand.

The landscape changed as Catherine was pulled by an invisible current. The field was no longer flat or endless. 

When the sand stopped moving twenty corpses of suffocated marines surrounded Catherine as she realised she was inside a bright yellow, purple and pink crater. 

“Help,” Drax said.

Catherine looked around and saw that Drax’s head was poking out of the ground and she quickly pulled him up.

Thankfully another ten marines had managed to pull themselves out of the sandy ground, but Catherine just wanted to focus for a moment on all the dead round her.

She was a geneticist by training and she couldn’t help but wonder how the genes of the silly dead marines had helped in their damnation and death. Of course the main cause of their deaths was the artifact and sand (environmental factors) but they had to have interacted with the genetics somehow to-

“Doctor,” Drax said, as he turned his communicator to loudspeaker.

“Is everything okay Commander?” the woman Captain of the cruiser asked.

“Affirmative Captain Ella,” Drax said. “What happened from your perspective?”

“Enemy forces are gaining ground. Two capital class destroyers are annihilated and two strike forces of enemy superhumans have made planetfall, and the energy signals from the artifact have deactivated,”

Catherine hadn’t ever wanted to consider the way the battle was going, that was foul enough, but the artifact had deactivated itself. Why?

From what she had discovered from the Keystone on the capital world, it was clear that they wanted power, regardless of its source. But unlike the capital world the artifact hadn’t knocked out the planet’s power or communication systems.

Why not?

“Captain,” Catherine said, “Were your marines wearing body cameras when they died?” 

Catherine almost smiled at the sound of the Captain moving uncomfortably at the reminder of the deaths.

“Confirmed Doctor Playing footage now,” Captain Ella said.

“Thank you,” Catherine said.

Drax’s communicator hummed for a moment before holographic images of the artifact appeared.

“Pause,” Catherine said.

The hologram image paused and Catherine just saw a massive triangular object with sizes all the same length, probably four metres tall, made from a strange glowing black metal that Catherine had seen a few times before but never this far in the galactic south and there was a crystal inside.

From the image it looked like a massive diamond but Catherine couldn’t be sure unless she examined it more closely.

Then Catherine realised that the Keystone on the capital world seemed to connect to her somehow, and it only worked when she touched it. 

Catherine knelt down on the ground and placed her palm on the surprisingly cold sand and it all stopped moving around them.

“Come to me,” Catherine said.

The entire ground shook. The sand crater collapsed around them.

Sand collapsed round Catherine’s head. She didn’t dare breathe. The sand tried to invade her ears, nose and her mouth.

Catherine didn’t let it.

The sand almost roared in her ears. Catherine needed air. She was struggling to breathe.

The sand dragged her further down.

Catherine felt herself stop. Then the sand threw her upwards.

She didn’t dare scream.

Catherine was thrown into the air leaving the sandy grave behind her.

When Catherine landed on the cold sand on her backside, she quickly stood up and her mouth dropped as the massive three-metre-tall triangular keystone was right in front of her.

“Doctor,” Drax said, fear edged his voice.

Catherine looked at him briefly and noted how few marines were left around them.

“Call in more forces from the cruiser. We need to get the artifact out of here before the enemy comes,” Catherine said coldly.

Drax hesitated for a moment almost like he didn’t really want the Large Keystone on his ship. Thankfully Catherine couldn’t have cared less about what he wanted, she was on a quest for her
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