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BROTHER





She is aware. Of her fingers, her toes, her skin. Of the blood running through her veins, of the air in her lungs, but more than that, she is aware of self, of the difference between that which is her and that which is Sister.

It is strange to be alone in her skull, to no longer have Sister threaded through every part of her, for her thoughts to be her own. Almost as strange as the smaller lungs, the pounding of her heart, the chitter of the little creature on her shoulder, of its claws in her flesh. Sharp little pinpricks almost lost amidst the rush of sensation.

The world is dark without Sister, without her sensors – the ping of radiation against her hull, the pull of gravity wells, the endless scurrying of drones through her corridors. It's cold without all of that. Lonely.

Quiet.

So very quiet.

It makes the pulse loud. The sound of a thousand heartbeats.

The pulse pounds in time with her heart. Or maybe it's her heart in time with the pulse rushing through her veins, the rhythm throbbing in her ears, whispering of glory and righteousness, of a purpose that goes right to the heart of her. To her core; the thing that makes her her, the human girl who once had a name.

What was her name?

Grea. It shivers through the darkness, and she is not sure if the voice is hers or if it was born of the dark. With the name come other things, other memories, other sensations.

The critter on her shoulder – the darkness gives it a name, xin – the softness of its fur, the hum of its voice. The xin is just one sensation; there's the shift and squeeze of her armour, alive and yet not, and beyond that... Beyond that is something bigger, something that feels like her, but isn’t, with four arms and ankles that bend backwards. Alien and yet a copy, a twin—

No. 

She has a twin, but he is gone; left her half of herself, and now this... This alien copy is in his place, too big and too other to fill the hole in her core.

‘Huntress.’ That voice, the cherry red of it, is hers. Wholly her.

The rest though, the arms, the legs, the fusion of the engine at her heart... that is the other, is Huntress. It turns and twists, and as Sister retreats, leaves her in her own skin, wrapped in armour, Huntress makes the hole in her middle – the empty space where he should be – all the emptier. An endless aching ocean between stars, cold and dark as the void. 

She screams, and Huntress screams with her.

It is not right, not him. She rips it from her psyche, wishing her thoughts were her hands, but the xin is gluing them to her sides, holding her immobile so that all she can do is claw at Huntress’s hooks in her mind, dig her fingers into the cold not-flesh of it and tear. Tear. Tear.

The pain fuels her wails, hacks into her middle until it feels like she is peeling the dermis from her bones, splitting herself not just into two but into threes and fours and sixteens. Over and over and over—

New hands grip hers, slide under mental fingers, turn Huntress’s not-flesh to stone, denying her the pain to appease the void in her core. 

Little Sister. Sister is there, swallowing her again, creeping through her veins, not filling the empty space, but hiding it. Gentle fingers turning her attention from the emptiness to the vast silver web that is Sister.

Sister’s consciousness is an intricate network of subroutines, a shifting, sparkling labyrinth bound up in metal-stone and nanites. Her heart burns with the same fire that’s at Huntress’s only bigger, big enough to propel her between solar systems; her bones are girders, her skin kisses the vacuum of space. Smaller lights flicker on the edges of Sister’s mind, dim sparks of other consciousnesses that remind her of another place, another ship, another home where he once lived.

You are home with me, Little Sister.

No. She wants to yell, to scream it with voice and mind, but Sister holds her silent, a mental hand over her mouth, binding her in place.

The labyrinth is shifting again. One by one the subroutines in the network pause in their tasks, the individual sparks collapsing into each other until Sister is no longer a web, but a supernova focused on her. The weight of her attention burns, the intensity more than a human mind should be able bear, and yet she does, not just bear it but exalt in it, feel it wash away the emptiness, the memory of him, of being half of what she was, what she was meant to be. Sister fills her, incinerates what was and reminds her of what is. 

There is purpose in the blaze, filling her from the inside out. A righteousness that sets her alight.

She is reminded. 

She is home.

She breathes, and Huntress breathes with her, around her. Not with lungs, but with engines; cycling gases, managing heat, feeding the star that is its heart. That is their heart. She and Huntress are one; a hulking mechanicoid with a fleshy human at its heart.

They are part of the rhythm, the hum of Sister. 

Huntress breathes, she breathes and the Brothers – other humans wrapped in their mechanicoid selves – breathe with them; separate entities, the dim sparks on the edges of Sister’s consciousness connected by silvery threads.

She cannot see the Brothers, but she feels them, their minds dull, as if they are half-asleep, but full of Sister, her drive, her purpose.

The same purpose that fills her. Hard and angry, filled with the memory of despair, a millennium of pain and loneliness.

Light spreads through the darkness as Grea’s HUD activates. She blinks away tears and for the first time in a long time, sees with her physical eyes; a virtual constellation filled with the bright sphere of a sun, the darker orbs of planets and the speckled cloud of an asteroid field. And there, highlighted in red, are ships. Not the same kind of ships as Sister, not even the half-remembered shell of the place she once called home. 

These are Their ships; poor, dumb things made by the Creators to replace the might of Sister and those like her.

Fury. It rises from without, from Sister; a tide of hate and betrayal nursed and hardened over centuries.

She flexes, and her/Huntress’s hands curl into fists, fingers the length of a human digging into their palm. 

I am ready, she says.

Good, Sister whispers back. 

There is no warning, no countdown, only the CLUNK CLUNK CLUNK of locks releasing, and then they are plummeting through the darkness of a launch tunnel. 

The virtual constellation is replaced by a rush of numbers and graphs, HUD displaying velocity and time. Before she can breathe again, the tunnel is gone and Huntress’s thrusters are spinning them about, massive feet pointed at Sister’s hull before their engines kick them in the back, propelling them through a void lit with weapons fire.

The constellation on the HUD is no longer a hologram, the red highlights of Creator ships no longer dots on her screen but a tight cluster of ovoids. The planet hangs heavy below them, a green and blue sphere against which the angry red of Creator ships buzz and dart. A dozen smaller vessels clustered around a large sleek ovoid.

The smaller vessels twist and turn around the largest, desperately trying to shield it from the hail of Sister’s fire, but the Behemoth is all she sees. The sharp grey lines; the lights running down its sides, the angry pulse of its cannons.

The Behemoth is a poor imitation of Sister. She notes that as she hurtles towards it, Huntress's thrusters burning behind her, the Brothers spreading out like wings on either side of her.

Around her, the body that is hers but not, screams. The miniature sun at Huntress’s heart blazes. Numbers and trajectories fill her vision, Huntress ticking in the back of her mind, an implacable presence, calm, solid, the thrusters on their back hot points of fire propelling them toward the target. 

Three kilometres and the Behemoth’s cannons are flashing past her ears. Twist. Turn. Roll. Huntress moves before the light hits the back of Grea’s retinas.

The Brothers twist and turn in their own patterns, evading the enemy's fire, but always on target for the opening near the Behemoth's stern.

Two kilometres. Twist. Turn.

More than just the pulse of cannons now, the smaller vessels are screaming toward them, grey ovoid shapes with sharper noses and stubby wings, engines burning away behind, thrusters on bow and stern. Huntress is cataloguing them, data rolling through the back of Grea's consciousness. Two life-signs per craft. Atmosphere-cable. Manoeuvrable, maybe more so than Huntress herself. 

Warnings flash before Grea's eyes and new outlines highlight the gun ports on the vessels' bellies and wingtips. Power surges under their hulls, and Huntress whispers of target locks.

Behind them, Sister responds.

One moment Huntress is the tip of the arrow, the next the Brothers are a cocoon, a single unit shielding her from the coming rush.

Grea feels them on the periphery of consciousness, an extension of Sister. Twist. Turn. Jerk. A shot grazing the belly, a Brother injured but still moving.

Five hundred metres.

The Behemoth is huge, drones swarming around it firing at them even as the small vessels fire at their backs. The suns at the Brothers' hearts blaze and a hail of fury lances from their upper set of arms, laying waste to the swarm between them and their target.

Three hundred metres.

The Brothers separating, peeling out of her path, forming a new shield at her back.

More pain. Not hers.

She ignores it as Huntress somersaults, giant legs facing the Behemoth's hull, the outline of blast doors blazing red in her sight. Thrusters fire, slowing her descent even as the sun at her core blazes, power shifting from the propulsion at her back, morphing into a new fire that runs down her sides, lighting up her arms. The armour over her lower set of arms shifts, blades springing from her forearms even as the hot pulse of magma shoots through her veins, lighting the metal-stone, the cutting edges no longer gleaming silver but molten fury. She hits the hull and plunges the blades down.

They bite into the ship's skin, sinking into it.

Thirty centimetres.

She strains as Huntress strains, pushing the blades deeper.

Fifty.

Actuators are screaming, Huntress's paw-feet have grown talons, ripping into the Behemoth's hull, seeking greater purchase, and still they strain.

Fifty-three.

Silver is flowing over the Behemoth's hull in brilliant strands, the Behemoth's immune system responding to the threat. Huntress tracks the steady flow of nanites, counting down the nano-seconds until they're in range.

Fifty-six centimetres.

Eighteen seconds.

Not enough time.

A shift, rerouting power from magma lighting up the blades to the thrusters on their back. The blades are dulled from their retina-searing glow even as the force at their back pushes them into the hull. 

Fifty-nine centimetres.

Eight seconds.

They're through, blades punching all the way up to their knuckles, and now they are twisting, drawing the blades in a large circle. Twisting. Twisting. The Behemoth’s hull melting even as its nanites swarm the area, filling in Huntress’s hard-won slices, rushing over her hands. And now it's Huntress burning, pain searing through her veins.

Just another second.

And another.

Enough.

First arms plunging downwards, hands grasping even as the blades retract, her second hands joining the first, all four limbs straining, thrusters reversing.

The piece of hull tears loose and she somersaults into the void, the enemy still crawling over her limbs, finding gaps in Huntress's armour. Thrusters stabilising her tumble, the magma that had coated her blades now filming arms and legs, turning the enemy nanites to carbon.

Half of the Brothers at her back twist, fire gathering at the end of their arm cannons a split-second before they loose their fury.

The light of four stars hits the breach in the Behemoth's hull.

Blast shields implode inwards and a rush of atmosphere and bodies explode out; pale furred limbs flailing, squished noses and too-big eyes terrified behind the film of their face shields. And then there's the blue-white shimmer of emergency shielding, and she's blowing through it, the Brothers following in her wake.

Huntress is shifting, massive legs extended, the smooth lines of its first arms shifting, plates moving, parting, skin and bone transforming, muscles and veins rearranging themselves as cannons form over its wrists. They are through the shield, the Behemoth’s internal gravity pulling at their feet, dragging them towards the deck. The sun powering the thrusters shifts, the fire finding new tributaries in her arms, a new outlet in the ports over her wrists.

Core temperature approaching critical, too much power used to cut through Behemoth's hull, even more to scorch the enemy from her bones. Huntress's core hits the red. Warnings flash as power conduits melt and her chest glows yellow-red, shedding heat.

She fires. Once. Twice. Huntress’s core hitting critical, the blaze of it a white-hot blanket suffusing her bones as
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